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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a dark academia paranormal Reverse Harem Academy Romance. All main characters are 21+.

Eternal Legacy contains adult and graphic content, and reader discretion is advised.

CWs/TWs:

Torture

Violence, Death & Dismemberment

Self-inflicted wounds

Possessive/Obsessive MMCs

Ghost MMC

Compulsion

Join my facebook group for real time updates on future reads: https://facebook.com/groups/evenewton

OceanofPDF.com


PARANORMAL ACADEMY UNIVERSES (STANDALONE SERIES)


SilverGate Academy

Eternal Legacies

Dark Soul

Dark Fate

Dark Vows

MistHallow Academy

Immortal Descent

Crimson Shadows

Midnight Reign

Immortal Dawn

Shadows Descent

Blood & Thorns

Veiled Desires

Shadows Entwined

Cursed Descent

Blood Tether

Soul Bound

Curse Broken

Eternal Descent

Blood Legacy

Blood Rights

Blood Queen

DarkHallow Academy

Cursed Darkness

Wicked Vows

Blood Court

Infernal Crown

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER ONE
WILLIAM


The explosion tears through my essence like wildfire, scattering me across dimensions I never knew existed. For one terrifying moment, I feel myself dissolving completely, a century of ghostly existence unravelling into nothing.

Then Isolde's power slams into me with the force of a cosmic storm.

I'm yanked back together, reformed, but different. Solid. Corporeal. Fully and completely whole. The sensation of having a physical body again after a hundred years of ghostly wandering is overwhelming. Blood pumps through my veins, lungs drawing breath, skin that can feel temperature and texture. This isn’t like the shower, where it was a half existence. This is real.

A wicked grin spreads across my face. “I’m fucking back.”

I turn to look around, clenching and unclenching my fists as I feel everything. The destruction within a circle around us is pure, absolute. CJ and Cassiel are on the ground but otherwise unharmed.

“What the fuck was that?” CJ growls.

“Who cares?” I say, staring down at him, wondering what runs through his veins.

His eyes narrow as he rises swiftly, gracefully, the movement predatory and terrifying. “You look different,” he observes dryly.

“No shit,” I say, but then I falter. Something isn’t right. “No!”

In an instant, I fade away, back to the ghost I was for longer than I was alive. “No!” I roar, the magic that is still zinging through me, creating a backlash of power that brings blood rain pouring down. “No!”

CJ wipes the blood rain from his face, his amber eyes flashing as he stares at my rapidly flickering form. "Harrington, what the hell just happened to you?"

"I was alive again," I snarl. "For thirty seconds, I had my body back. I could feel everything… then it was ripped away."

Cassiel pushes himself up from the rubble, his wings flapping as he surveys the devastation around us. SilverGate is still standing in all its glory. The power surge seems to have been isolated, stopped before it imploded back in on itself. "The nexus explosion must have temporarily restored your corporeal form."

“Is that what it was?” CJ asks.

“Probably,” I say glumly, my rage fading like my body.

“But what caused it?” Cassiel asks, looking around. “And we still need to find Isolde.”

"Isolde," I whisper, the name cutting through my self-pity like a knife.

The memory hits me with crushing force. Whatever just happened involved Isolde. The same power that temporarily restored my physical form had her signature all over it. Something that resonated with my own forgotten magic.

"She was at the centre of it," I tell the others, my spectral form stabilising as I focus. "That explosion came from Isolde."

CJ's eyes darken, a muscle working in his jaw. "How do you know?"

"Because I felt her, tasted her. When the energy hit me, when I became corporeal, it wasn't random. It was her power. Her blood."

"Blood Magic," Cassiel says quietly, his wings folding away as he studies the wreckage around us.

The courtyard is devastated. Stones are cracked and blackened, trees uprooted, the ground itself scorched in a perfect circle radiating outward from where we stand. Yet somehow, the main structures of SilverGate remain intact, as if the explosion had been contained or directed away from the buildings themselves.

"If that was Isolde," CJ says, his voice dangerously calm, "then where is she now?"

I scan the courtyard, reaching out with senses that extend beyond the physical. After a century as a ghost, I've learnt to recognise energy patterns invisible to the living. But now, with the residual power of Isolde's explosion still coursing through my spectral form, those senses are heightened to unprecedented levels.

“I can’t sense her.”

"That doesn’t mean she isn’t here," Cassiel points out. "We need to search systematically."

“But where?”

I remain floating above the epicentre of the explosion, processing what I've just experienced. For those precious seconds, I was alive again. Not half-corporeal, not temporarily solid, but fully restored to life.

Blood Magic in the right hands can restore the dead. In Isolde’s hands. That can only mean one thing. She is either a creator, a god, or something more menacing.

She is one of my kind.

The thought reverberates through my consciousness like a thunderclap. In all my years of research, in all my experiments, I never achieved anything close to resurrection. Yet Isolde's power, unleashed in that cataclysmic moment, had done what my mastery of Blood Magic could not.

"She's a Sanguinarch," I murmur, the words tasting of revelation and dread. "Like me."

CJ and Cassiel both stare at me, their expressions full of disbelief and then dawning horror.

"That's impossible," Cassiel murmurs, his now silver eyes wide. "Sanguinarchs are… they were thought to be extinct. You were the last one."

"Clearly not," I retort. "Only a Sanguinarch could channel that kind of power. That wasn’t just any Blood Magic; that was primal creation, raw life force. She didn't just cause an explosion; she rewrote reality for a moment."

"And that's what made you solid?" CJ asks, his gaze intense, trying to piece it together.

"Her magic resonated with mine, with the Sanguinarch blood that still defines my essence even in death. It temporarily bridged the gap, anchoring me back to the physical plane. To her. My dark fate." The thought of her kiss, the taste of her magic, her response to my touch, why she can see me, it all starts to make a disturbed kind of sense. She is mine, and I am hers. "If she can do that accidentally, imagine what she could do with control." The brief taste of life has ignited a fire in my desperate soul, an urgent hunger to reclaim what was lost, and Isolde is the key.

"The Collectors," CJ grits out. "If they suspect what she is…"

“Don’t,” Cassiel says, shaking his head. “A female vampire twin and a Sanguinarch…” He gulps, his fear rippling through every cell in his body.

I ponder his fear. I was a Sanguinarch, and they killed me, not for anything other than to remove me from the board. Unless it wasn’t them that killed me. Or was killing me an unfortunate accident? Did they mean to merely incapacitate me… on a spike of death magic?

I growl. This train of thought is not getting me closer to Isolde, and I need to get to her. If I thought I wanted her before, this is a game-changer. She is my fucking salvation.

"It changes everything," I say, my voice raw with a century of longing condensed into this single, burning hope. "A Sanguinarch can manipulate the very essence of life and death. If The Collectors even suspect she has this power, on top of being a female twin vampire..." I don't need to finish the thought. The potential is horrifyingly clear. They wouldn't just want to make her a living grimoire; they'd want to dissect her very soul while keeping her alive.

"Then we find her before they do," CJ states, his voice a low growl that vibrates with barely suppressed violence. "This academy is crawling with monsters out to get her. If Blackridge knew, I will rip his limbs off one by painful one."

"Blackridge has been playing games with her from the start. He knew she was different. He might even have triggered this." The Headmaster’s actions, or lack thereof, during the courtyard brawl suddenly take on a more sinister light.

Cassiel nods. "We need to consider the source of the explosion. It felt contained, almost intentional, despite the devastation. As if the power was directed or absorbed." He glances around the ruined courtyard. "If Isolde caused this, where did the energy go? And where is she? And why can I see you again?” His gaze zeroes in on me.

I shrug. “The answer, I suspect, lies deep beneath SilverGate, at the nexus. Isolde didn't just explode; she became a conduit. And I, for a fleeting, glorious moment, was caught in the torrent of her becoming. I need that again. I need her and not a single creature is going to stand in my way." Isolde is my only chance to get back what I lost, to reclaim the future that was ripped away from me. It all makes sense now why I’m still floating around on this godforsaken realm. I was waiting for her, and I will not lose her.
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CHAPTER TWO
ISOLDE


Darkness.

Then, sensation. A slow, creeping awareness, like waking from a dream that’s clung too tightly. My body aches, a deep, resonant thrum that echoes from bone to marrow. I try to move, to open my eyes, but it’s like wading through treacle. Where am I? The last thing I remember is… exploding. A supernova of silver light and blood magic, Blackridge’s voice, the nexus… My eyelids flutter open. I’m lying on cold stone, and the air smells of dust, ozone, and something ancient and metallic, like a forgotten battlefield. Slowly, I push myself up, my muscles screaming in protest.

My body hums with an alien energy. It's the silver fire from the nexus, the whispers of a thousand spilt bloodlines, and the echoes of Blackridge's revelations, all coalesced into me.

Or whatever ‘me’ is now.

Something else entirely.

I’m not just a vampire, not just a twin, not even just a Sanguinarch. I’m more. I’m a fucking weapon forged in secrets and ancient power.

Am I a god?

I snort at the massive ego on myself. Hardly a god. A monarch, maybe. A Sanguimonarch… Is there such a thing? Has there ever been such a creature?

I feel raw, exposed, like my soul has been flayed open and rewritten in a language I’m only just beginning to comprehend. The power coursing through me is intoxicating and horrifying. It sings of creation and destruction, of life and death, all held in a delicate, impossible balance.

And I have no idea what to do with it.

“William,” I rasp. I felt him before. He was whole, he was mine. That fierce possessiveness that I have seen in CJ flares up in me, burning the brand on my chest. Those witches didn’t give me this. They can only dream of power like this, so who did?

“Welcome back,” Blackridge says, standing over me and peering down at me with those pitch-black eyes. “How do you feel?”

“Like I’m going to turn you inside out and examine your guts while you are still alive,” I spit out.

“Oh, very violent and descriptive. I see the new you is strong and well.”

“How did you know this would happen?” I ask, trying to sit up.

“I didn’t. I had a hunch. It was connected to William Harrington. I wanted to know why you, and not thousands of others over the years, could see him.”

“How did you know I could?”

“I know everything that goes on here, dear. The walls have eyes and ears.”

I take that in and gulp, my cheeks flushing slightly. All the walls? “Are we still at SilverGate?”

“Yes.”

“Is it still standing?”

“SilverGate will still stand even in the event of a realm-wide apocalypse, Miss Morvoren. This was nothing. Simply a wave of power that was focused on you and those you share a bond with. No one else has even noticed anything happened.”

Well, that’s one less thing to explain, then. “So, no one will know what I’ve become?”

“No one here thinks you are anything other than a vampire with an affinity for defensive magic. They certainly aren’t going to start putting two and two together and coming up with what you are now.”

“And what is that?”

“You tell me.”

We lock gazes. I try not to flinch, but his is unwavering, intense, creepy. I lick my lips.

“I don’t know.”

“Try,” he says.

I take a breath, focusing inward, trying to sense the changes. The power is there, a vast, turbulent ocean, but it's still too new, too chaotic to define. No way am I admitting to feeling like a god or a monarch. He will think I’m a completely vain idiot. Why that bothers me is anyone’s guess, but for some reason, it does.

"I feel amplified. Like all the parts of me have been cranked up to eleven, and then something else has been added to the mix. Something older. Darker."

Blackridge nods slowly, a thoughtful expression on his face. "The nexus awakened something primal in your blood, a dormant potential that transcends conventional categories. You are, in essence, the first of your kind.”

“But what is that kind?” I whisper.

“I think you know,” he says, searching my eyes.

He knows. He knows a damn sight more than he is telling me or probably will tell me.

My mind sifts through the wreckage of who I was and the terrifying, exhilarating unknown of what I’ve become. The word Sanguinarch echoes, but it is incomplete. Like calling a tempest a strong breeze. William was alive again because of me. That’s not just Blood Magic; that’s dominion.

“Say it,” Blackridge murmurs. “Say the word on your tongue, Miss Morvoren.”

“It’s stupid,” I mutter.

“There is only us here. I will never mock anyone for wanting more power, no matter the circumstances.”

“I’m a Sanguinarch,” I say quietly, not quite a whisper.

“That’s not all, is it?”

I shake my head.

“Say the word, Miss Morvoren.”

“I don’t even know if it’s a word.”

“Doesn’t matter. Say it.”

Hesitating, I lift my chin higher and get to my feet. I stumble, but then I feel strong. Stronger than I’ve ever felt in my life. “A Sanguimonarch.”

His eyes light up, but not in a joyful way, more menacing than that, more ominous. More creepy. “The perfect word, Miss Morvoren.” He says it with a chilling satisfaction that crawls under my skin. His voice drops to a conspiratorial whisper. “A monarch of blood. A ruler of life and death. Yes, that has a certain resonance. A creature capable of not just manipulating blood, but of commanding its very essence. Of restoring the dead, if only for a moment.”

His words hang there.

My breath catches. “William. You know?” The memory is hazy, a flash of intense connection and overwhelming power.

“I told you; I know everything that goes on at SilverGate. You are no longer just rare, Miss Morvoren. You are unique. A living catalyst for untold power.” He pauses, letting the weight of his words sink in. “The question is, what will you do with it?”

He clicks his fingers.

Suddenly, I’m above ground again, spinning around to see the destruction I caused. Only there isn’t any. Everything is pristine and in its place.

“Issy,” Isaac rushes up to me and slams into me, crushing me with his hug. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I say steadily, making a decision on the spot to protect him, no matter what. “I’m safe.”

“Safe?” he asks, stepping back and giving me a worried frown. “As in safe-safe?”

“Yes,” I lie. He needs to think that no one is coming for me, that I’m safe and well, and he needs to go and live his life without worrying about me anymore. I don’t want him in danger. I don’t want him anywhere near this. “Blackridge took care of it.”

He growls. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t find that reassuring.”

“It is,” I say calmly, taking his hand.

I can see he is still reluctant to take this at face value, but he can’t accuse me of lying, so he has no choice but to accept it. It’s better this way. I hate that I can’t tell him how scared I am, how I’ve changed, but I have to. Maybe one day, but that day isn’t today.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER THREE
CJ


The scent hits me before I see her.

Isolde’s blood has changed. Fundamentally, catastrophically changed. What was once the sweet copper tang of vampire blood now carries something darker, older. Something that makes me restless with recognition and want.

Turning around, I see her with Isaac, looking perfectly composed despite having vanished to wherever the fuck she did. But I can smell the lie on her, taste the deception in the air between us.

“Isolde.”

She turns, and for a split second, I see something flicker in her blue eyes. Power. Raw, unfiltered power that makes my markings burn.

“CJ.” She smiles. “I’m fine.”

“I didn’t ask,” I say with a slight smirk.

She returns it. “I was pre-empting your strike.”

I raise an eyebrow. “My mother would definitely love you.”

Her eyes widen slightly at the mention of my mother, but she recovers quickly. “Can’t wait to meet her.”

The changed scent of her blood is overwhelming now, like standing at the edge of a storm. “The witches are dead.”

She frowns and looks around. “Good,” she murmurs. “They had delusions that you were theirs. Are you theirs, CJ, or are you mine?”

“Do you even need to ask?”

She smiles. “No, I don’t.” She moves closer, and it feels like being stalked by an apex predator. “And if I have any other woman come up to me, telling me you belong to them, I will rip their fucking eyes out.”

I can’t deny the spark of arousal that ignites in my soul. “Noted. Would it make me a bad vampire to hope that someone does?”

She giggles. “Do you want to be bad?”

“Always. I’m sorry I didn’t get to you in time.”

She looks taken aback. “It’s okay. I didn’t expect you to come running to help me.”

“I will always run to you, Isolde.”

She nods.

“Where did you go when you vanished?”

Isaac glances between us. “She was with Blackridge. Everything’s fine now.”

“Is it?” I direct the question at Isolde, ignoring her brother.

“Yes,” she says steadily, but the look in her eyes tells me differently. She is protecting her brother, and she wants me to do the same. She will tell me, just not here. That changes this encounter completely, and I relax. She isn’t trying to lie to me, only to Isaac. I step forward and pull her into my arms.

“I need to speak with Isolde,” I tell Isaac, not taking my eyes off her. “Alone.”

Isaac bristles.

“It’s okay,” Isolde says, squeezing her brother’s hand. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

Something unspoken passes between the twins, a silent argument that Isolde apparently wins. Isaac leaves reluctantly, throwing me a warning glance that would be intimidating if I were anyone else.

When he’s out of earshot, I move closer to Isolde, close enough that I can feel the heat radiating from her skin, smell the otherworldly power now mingled with her natural scent.

Cassiel and William move in. The fallen is curious, in that irritating way, but it is underlined with worry. William is eager, desperate for her to make him whole again.

“Whoa,” I say as he crowds her. “Back up a second.”

“She completed me,” he says, his eyes never leaving Isolde’s. “Do you know? Do you know what you did?”

“Yes,” she replies. “I felt it. Felt you.” She reaches out to cup his face, hovering her hand near him but not touching.

“What are you?” I ask. “What have you become?”

She drops her hand and looks back at me. “It’s stupid.”

I baulk at her. “What? Isolde, it’s not stupid, it’s…”

“Magnificent,” Cassiel murmurs. “I can feel the power.”

“Magnificent, but also terrifying,” she whispers, her gaze flicking between us. “There’s a word… I made it up.”

“You are like me,” William says. “A Sanguinarch.”

She shakes her head. “No, I’m more than that. I’m a … Sanguimonarch.”

William lets out a grunt. “I’ve never heard of that.”

“She just said she made it up,” I snap at him and shove him away from her, using whatever parallel universe powers I have over him to make my point. “Can you explain?”

“It means I can control blood like a Sanguinarch,” Isolde says. “But more. I can create. Destroy.” Her eyes meet mine. “I made William solid, CJ. For a moment, he was alive again.”

“We saw,” I murmur. “You might want to be careful with that.”

William hisses, and Isolde raises an eyebrow at me, but I know what I saw. I saw the Butcher, ready to slice and dice anything that came near him, just to feel the blood on his hands.

“So, you are a god?” Cassiel asks.

“No, I wouldn’t go that far,” she says with a nervous laugh. “But definitely more than average.”

“You were always more than average, my sweet.”

“And Blackridge?” Cassiel asks, his silver eyes narrowed. I have no idea why they are permanently silver now, but that’s just something else to keep an eye on. “What does he want with you?”

Isolde shivers. “I have no idea. He tested my blood and saw that it was like William’s, but then the nexus decided to kick in, and here we are. Blackridge asked me what I plan to do with these powers and then sent me back here.”

“Just like that?” I ask.

“Yeah.”

The words hang heavy, a chilling indictment of the forces at play.

“He’s testing you,” William says, his spectral form almost vibrating with intensity. “Seeing how far your power extends. What you’re capable of.”

“What a shock,” I remark. “He collects knowledge, power, and you, Isolde, are now the rarest, most powerful specimen he’s ever encountered.”

“So, what now?” Cassiel asks. “What about The Collectors?”

Isolde shrugs, but the caution in her eyes is noticeable. “He said they will still come for me. Sanguinarchs are precious to them. They create…” She gulps.

“What?” William spits out. “Ghosts?”

“Living dolls,” she mutters.

William hisses. “Excuse me?”

“You are getting on your high horse about that when Isolde was going to be made into a grimoire?” I point out.

He turns his head towards me. It’s slow, sinister, and the flash of anger in his eyes isn’t something to mess with. The second he becomes corporeal again for real, we are going to have a confrontation that will likely bring this academy to its knees. “I’m trying to understand why they killed me and didn’t do that to me instead.”

“Are you saying that would be preferable?” I ask curiously.

“Of course not,” William snaps, the air around him snapping with dark energy. “But it’s a discrepancy. They hunt Sanguinarchs for their ability to animate and manipulate. Why destroy one when they could have controlled me?”

“Perhaps they couldn’t control you,” Isolde suggests quietly, her gaze fixed on William. “Perhaps they saw you as too much of a threat, even as a doll, based on what you knew. What you were getting close to.”

“Their own methods,” William says grimly and then tilts his head before he huffs. “Okay, this is starting to make more sense. They are Sanguinarchs.”

Isolde’s eyes widen. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Of course they are! So, a group of highly dangerous creatures are hunting others of their kind, among other things. They don’t want us to be living dolls. They want us to join them.”

“So why kill me?”

“Maybe it was part of the plan,” I say, my mind ticking over. “One to keep you here for as long as possible until someone came along and could see your ass.”

“Fucking hell,” he grits out. “Aquila, you’re smarter than you look.”

“Gee, thanks,” I mutter. “But it makes sense. This is their hunting ground. They wanted you here, not going off into the world after you graduated.”

Isolde frowns, absorbing this. “So, this has been a hundred-year-long game to trap me?”

“Not you specifically,” William says, his form flickering with agitation. “Another Sanguinarch. And here you are.”

“But why?” Cassiel asks, his silver eyes fixed on William. “What do they ultimately want?”

“Power,” I answer before William can. “If The Collectors are Sanguinarchs themselves, they could be trying to amass an army or consolidate their own abilities. Or perhaps there’s a schism among them, a faction war, and they’re recruiting.”

The thought of a war between blood monarchs is chilling.

“Blackridge isn’t working with them,” Isolde says, almost as if to convince herself. “He could’ve just handed me over, and he didn’t. He set me free to see what I would do.”

“Ever the academic.”

“He’s playing his own game,” William agrees. “He wants to understand you, Isolde. To see the limits of your power and perhaps, to use it for his own ends. But you’re right, he isn’t part of this.”

“We need to prepare for The Collectors. If they’re Sanguinarchs, they’ll be far more dangerous than we initially anticipated. In heaven, we were taught they were all extinct. The line ended with William when he was murdered, although you were never mentioned by name, it tracks. So, how and where have they been hiding?” Cassiel asks.

“So, I’m a pawn in this sick game.”

“You’re not a pawn,” I say, tilting her chin up so she meets my gaze. “You’re a monarch, a queen. And we’re your fucking knights.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
ISOLDE


His words, so fiercely possessive, so utterly CJ, send a shiver down my spine that has everything to do with a dangerous, heady thrill. A queen. Her knights. It’s the stuff of dark fairytales, the kind where the princess has fangs and the knights are monsters in their own right.

After that declaration, standing in the heart of SilverGate, a place built on secrets and steeped in blood, I feel less like a pawn and more like a loaded weapon. A Sanguimonarch. The word still feels alien on my tongue, too big, too potent for the girl who was locked away for two decades. But the power thrumming beneath my skin, the ancient echoes in my blood, they don’t lie.

The Collectors. They’re like me. Or I’m like them. The thought is a venomous viper, coiling in my gut. They don’t want my power; they want to be my power, to add me to their collection of perverted kin.

“So,” I say. “If I’m the queen, and you’re my knights, what’s our first royal decree?”

A dark smile touches CJ’s lips. “We hunt the hunters.”

“Miss Morvoren.”

My blood freezes, and I turn to Blackridge, sweeping towards us as if nothing has happened. “You are dismissed from classes until tomorrow night. I need to see you in my office first thing in the morning.”

“Why?” CJ asks.

Blackridge’s gaze lands on him. “That is none of your concern, Mr Aquila.”

“Actually—” he starts, but I put a hand on his arm to stop him.

He glowers at me but stands down.

Blackridge notices this interaction with shrewd eyes and looks back at me with a slight smile. “Tomorrow morning, Miss Morvoren. Until then, get some sustenance and some rest.”

He vanishes, leaving behind a chill in the air.

“That doesn’t sound good,” I mutter.

“No, but he is right about needing blood and rest. Come,” CJ says, remarkably calm, which makes me suspicious.

We leave the courtyard and head to the dining hall, where hopefully some semblance of normalcy awaits. Or at least the pretence of it. I haven’t had blood for a while. My stomach growls, but it’s different from normal hunger, sharper, more insistent.

We enter the dining hall, and immediately, the scents hit me. Dozens of supernatural students, their blood calling to me in a way I’ve never experienced. I can taste their essences in the air, categorising their power on my tongue.

“Sit,” CJ commands, guiding me to an empty table in the corner. “I’ll get you a couple of cups.”

William hovers around, not moving too far away from me. I know he wants me to fix him, but I don’t even know how I did it the first time, let alone how to do it again. Cassiel sits down and takes my hand, running his fingers along the veins of my wrist.

CJ returns with two cups of blood and places them in front of me. “Try that and see how you get on.”

I pick up the first cup and sip it slowly, but as soon as the blood hits my tongue, I groan and slurp it back quickly.

I finish the cup, fighting the urge to lick it clean. The hunger recedes slightly but doesn’t disappear completely. It’s a temporary relief that highlights the vastness of what remains unfilled.

We sit in relative silence, my attention split between the blood and the supernatural buffet surrounding us. Each heartbeat in the room calls to me now, but not equally. Some blood sings louder, more enticingly. The more powerful the creature, the stronger the call.

“I need to get out of here,” I say abruptly, setting down my cup. The hunger is building again, faster than it should, and I need privacy before I do something I’ll regret.

“Isolde—” CJ says, but I cut him off.

“I’m fine,” I insist, rising from the table. “I just need a moment.”

I make it back to my bedroom as the first tremor hits. Locking the door behind me, I lurch to the bathroom and grip the edge of the sink, knuckles white, as waves of hunger roll through me.

Silver light courses through my veins, visible beneath my skin like a network of glowing rivers. The hunger intensifies, a ravenous beast clawing at my insides, demanding to be fed. Not just any sustenance, though, it wants power, magic, and the essence of supernatural beings.

I bite my lip hard enough to draw blood, hoping the taste of my own power might satisfy it temporarily. A mistake. The moment my Sanguimonarch blood hits my tongue, the hunger roars to life fully, overwhelming all reason.

I gasp, fighting for control.

My reflection grins back at me, wild and hungry, eyes gleaming with predatory intent. I reach out to touch the mirror, and it shatters beneath my fingertips, fracturing my reflection into a thousand hungry selves.

The bedroom door opens, and I whirl, a snarl building in my throat, to find Cassiel in the doorway. CJ stands just behind him, his expression grim, while William hovers near the bed.

“Isolde,” Cassiel says softly, taking a cautious step forward. “Is everything okay?”

“Stay back,” I warn, my voice distorted by hunger and power. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t,” he says with surprising confidence, moving closer.

His blood calls to me, ancient, powerful, rich with tainted celestial essence. Before I can stop myself, I move with preternatural speed, pinning him against the wall, my strength far exceeding what a normal vampire should possess.

“Isolde,” he says, not struggling against my grip. “Take what you need.”

“What?” I gasp, fighting the hunger even as my fangs extend fully. “I’ll hurt you,” I protest weakly, even as my body leans toward the fallen angel’s throat.

“You need this.”

With those words, he tilts his head, offering his neck. The scent of his blood overwhelms my last shred of resistance. I sink my fangs into his throat, and the world explodes into sensation.

His fallen blood tastes like lightning and starlight. It floods through me like liquid fire. I drink deeply, greedily, feeling his essence merge with mine, feeding the beast inside me.

Power builds, almost too much to contain.

“Enough,” CJ says sharply, pulling me back before I take too much.

I release Cassiel, staggering backwards. The fallen angel slumps slightly, but remains standing, his complexion paler but his expression oddly satisfied.

“Better?” he asks, one hand pressed to the wound at his neck, which is already healing.

I nod, unable to speak. The hunger has receded, replaced by a rush of power unlike anything I’ve ever felt.

William moves in closer, drawn to me.

“William,” I breathe. The hunger stirs again at his presence, but differently, like recognising like.

“The power in you recognises me,” he says, drifting closer. “Sanguinarch to Sanguinarch. But you’re overloaded. Too much power, too fast.” He reaches out and touches my face. His hand is cold but solid, not fully corporeal as he was briefly after the explosion, but far more substantial than his usual ghostly form.

Before I can respond, he leans in and kisses me. His lips are like frost against mine, but the moment we connect, the excess power inside me flows from me to him. It’s like an electrical circuit completing, energy finding its natural path to ground. William draws off the surplus power, his form growing more solid with each passing second.

When he finally pulls away, I feel balanced for the first time since the nexus activated this dormant power. The hunger is still there, but it’s now manageable.

“Better?” William asks, his voice stronger, his form defined as it was the last time we kissed.

“Yes,” I whisper, stunned by what just happened. “How did you do that?”

“Blood calls to blood,” he explains. “Sanguinarch magic recognises itself. I can’t absorb all your power, but I can bleed off the excess when it builds too high.”

CJ and Cassiel exchange looks I can’t quite interpret.

“So, this is my life now?” I ask, gesturing to the three of them. “Uncontrollable hunger and power surges?”

“Not uncontrollable,” CJ corrects. “Just new. You need to learn how to manage it.”

“And how do I do that?”

“Practice,” Cassiel says. “Controlled feeding. Learning your limits.”

“And donors,” William adds. “Specific donors whose blood can satisfy your particular needs.”

I look between the three of them. The fallen angel, the secretive vampire, and the Sanguinarch ghost. “You’re volunteering?”

“We each offer something unique,” CJ explains pragmatically. “Cassiel’s fallen blood carries immense power. My blood…” He smirks. “Well, you’ve tasted it already, and William can help manage the overflow of power.”

“A feeding circle,” I say flatly, trying to process this new reality. “Like some kind of supernatural harem in reverse.”

I run a hand through my hair, trying to make sense of everything that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours. Yesterday, I was just a female twin vampire trying to adjust to academy life. Now I’m a Sanguimonarch, a creature that didn’t even exist a few hours ago.

“This is insane,” I mutter.

“Welcome to SilverGate,” William says dryly. “Where insanity is just the beginning.”

“Oh, I like that,” CJ says with a laugh. “Very apt.”

Despite everything, a laugh escapes me. It’s slightly hysterical, but genuine.

“So, what’s the plan, then?” I ask, looking at my self-appointed knights. “Beyond me learning not to drain the student body every time I get a bit peckish.”

CJ sighs. It’s the first time I’ve seen him even a little bit exhausted. “First, we find out what Blackridge wants tomorrow morning. That conversation will dictate our next move.”

“And The Collectors?” Cassiel asks. “We can’t forget about them, especially now you’ve played right into their hands.”

“Not intentionally,” I mutter, but he’s right. This is what could only be called a clusterfuck.

“We won’t,” William assures him, his form fading again to the brooding, handsome figure from a bygone era. “But CJ is right. We need to see what Blackridge wants first. He is a hundred moves ahead. Whatever he is doing, it will either help us, or… not.”

I stare at him. Not. I’d rather the creepy Headmaster was on my side with this, but honestly, only time will tell.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CASSIEL


“Rest now,” I say to her, taking her hand and leading her to the bed.

She gives me a grateful smile. “Will you stay? All of you?”

“Of course,” CJ says immediately, already moving to secure the room. He checks the windows, runs his hands along the walls, and I can feel him testing for magical wards or surveillance.

William drifts closer to the bed, now nothing more than a transparent figure again. “Nothing will get past us.”

I settle into the chair beside her bed. The feel of her feeding still lingers. Her bite was sharper, sweeter, more powerful. It was borderline addictive.

“Cassiel,” she murmurs sleepily, already half-buried under the covers. “Thank you. For letting me feed.”

“It was my honour,” I reply honestly.

CJ finishes his security sweep and moves to the other side of the bed, fully clothed but clearly intending to stay close. “Sleep, Issy. Tomorrow is going to be a bitch of a day.”

“Gee, how restful,” William remarks.

CJ sticks his middle finger up, and William rolls his eyes. I’m unsure why I can see the ghost now when I couldn’t before, but it has to have something to do with Issy.

Within minutes, her breathing evens out, but even in sleep, power glows from her in gentle waves. Silver light occasionally flickers beneath her skin, and I can sense the vast reservoir of energy she’s drawing from with every unconscious heartbeat.

CJ stands stock-still at the end of the bed, tension radiating off him in restless arcs. He throws one last glare at the door, as if sheer will alone could keep the world and its monsters at bay. William’s outline remains fixed beside Isolde, his gaze never leaving her. We hold a silent vigil: knights and monsters alike, bound by chaos, lust, and an oath none of us ever spoke but all intend to keep.

After a time, CJ breaks the silence. “We need to plan,” he murmurs, dropping his voice so it won’t wake her. “They’ve been patient for centuries. Now they’ll be desperate. She tipped the board over tonight.” His eyes move to me, sharp and searching.

“What?”

“We need to infuse the human blood with magical power. She can’t sustain herself by feeding from us constantly. It’s impractical. There has to be a way to get our power into the human blood we give her.”

My eyes drift over to William. “Any ideas on that, being what you are?”

“A ghost?” he replies.

“You know what he means,” CJ growls. “Stop being petulant and help her.”

“A hybrid of different powers,” William says, ignoring CJ’s tone. “Infusing regular blood with supernatural traits will be difficult, but not impossible. We could channel power into it before she feeds.”

“Will she still crave our blood?” I ask, noting the way she clings to the sheets even in sleep, as if every part of her is holding on for dear life.

“Yes,” William confirms. “But it will lessen the intensity and the risk.”

“Then we start tomorrow,” CJ decides. “Prepare as best we can before The Collectors make their move.”

“And if Blackridge plays against us?” I challenge, watching for any sign of doubt in the arrogant vampire.

He doesn’t hesitate. “Then we make sure his games blow up in his face. Violently.”

“Violence,” William remarks dryly. “Always your answer.”

“Issy likes it when I’m violent,” CJ retorts.

“Then she’ll love it when I get my hands on The Collectors,” William replies, his tone shifting from sardonic to deadly serious. “No one’s going to take her from us. Not again.”

“Isolde’s power is even more than I imagined. Once she learns to control it, she will be unstoppable.”

“So will we,” CJ says.

The fire in his voice echoes in the silence, and an unexpected surge of agreement moves through me. In our own ways, we’ve all been outcasts, rebels, threats to a world that wants to cage us. Together, with Isolde, we may be more dangerous than any of us dreamed or feared.

I watch her sleep, her dark hair fanned across the pillow, the glow of power illuminating her skin like moonlight. The brand on her chest is visible above the edge of her shirt, a haunting reminder of the forces aligned against us. The thought of anyone taking her, imprisoning her, or hurting her sets off an anger in me that I’ve never experienced until I fell. Whatever it takes, whoever we have to fight, Isolde will be free.

“She’s going to wake up thirsty again,” William observes, his transparent form hovering beside the bed. “We’ll have to manage her hunger carefully. If it overwhelms her...”

“It won’t,” CJ interrupts with ruthless certainty. “She’s stronger than that. Than any of us.”

Stronger, but not invincible. Not yet.

“Maybe she is a goddess,” I say, quite seriously. It’s not a subject I throw around lightly, and I’m more than knowledgeable.

CJ gives a humourless laugh. “Then we’re worshipping her, whether she realises it or not.”

“That’s the truth,” William agrees, his gaze locked on Isolde’s sleeping form.

“And she doesn’t seem to mind,” I add, noting the small, contented smile on her lips.

It’s a delicate balancing act, but we’re not without our own strengths. Each of us is a wild card in this high-stakes game, unpredictable enough to keep even the most ancient players on edge.

I imagine heaven is watching too, curious about this new chapter in my existence. What do the celestial powers think of me now? One marked for damnation, pledged to a vampire blood queen?

Damnation or destiny, it doesn’t matter.

Isolde shifts in her sleep, murmuring our names like a promise. Like a challenge.

The days ahead will test us all, but we’re ready. For The Collectors, for Blackridge, for any force that dares to stand between us and the creature who has become our obsession.

It’s going to be glorious.
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CHAPTER SIX
ISOLDE


My sleep is a battlefield.

Dreams crowd in, each one soaked in crimson, veiled in whispers, and threaded with a power that is hunger and agony. I see William not as a handsome phantom but as a god in his own right, awash in blood, eyes burning as he cleaves through his enemies. Cassiel shines with hellfire, fallen angelic wings spread wide as he stands over my prone body, keeping the darkness at bay with raw violence. CJ, his eyes molten, marking his claim with teeth and touch, holds my ravaged body as if he will never let go.

But there is the slow, steady drumbeat of something older, colder, calling me out of sleep and into myself.

My eyes snap open, and the feeling of power is so dense I almost choke on it. My body is liquid mercury, my mind a thousand splinters of sharp ice. The world looks brighter, each sound painfully crisp, the thrum of blood in the walls like thunder. Cassiel sits at the foot of the bed, bare-chested, wings concealed, staring at me with an intensity that borders on worship. CJ stands beside the window, backlit and terrifying, while William is spectral chill next to me.

CJ moves first, and it is terrifying. He slows his speed deliberately and steps from the shadows. He studies me, face unreadable. “Hungry?”

He knows the answer. His eyes flick to my lips and linger there with a heat that would have driven me to distraction before. Now it sends me into a frenzy.

I reach for him, and he comes. No hesitation, no reservation. His wrist is at my mouth before I have time to worry if I’m hurting him. The moment his skin breaks, the taste of him erupts on my tongue, and every cell in my body lights up with pleasure.

I drink, and he lets me, but I can feel Cassiel behind me and William’s chill at my other side. They want this too, want to be part of it. I drink from CJ, enough to take the edge off, enough to remind him he belongs to me, then I pull away and swallow the fire in my mouth, my pulse hammering.

I look back at Cassiel, and no words are needed.

I’m on him, pinning him to the mattress, the taste of power and forsaken divinity in his veins. His hands are on my hips, squeezing hard enough to bruise, but the bite is what matters, the way our hunger doubles back and forth, amplifying.

I stop before I take too much and wipe my mouth, feeling the rush of energy surge through me, down my arms to my fingertips. My body feels like it might split or rip open with the violence of this new life.

I look at William. His spectral form is practically vibrating. His mouth crashes down on mine, and the excess power I’ve taken from CJ and Cassiel floods into him. It’s a torrent, a deluge, and I feel him absorb it, ground it, and become more real with every stolen spark.

His kiss is desperate, hungry, a century of deprivation poured into one searing moment. I can feel the cold of his ghostly essence warring with the heat of the life force I’m inadvertently channelling into him. It’s a dangerous dance, this exchange, but utterly intoxicating.

He pulls back, rasping, his green eyes blazing with an intensity that should scare me, but instead it fires up my lust like nothing else. He’s almost fully corporeal, the lines of his old-fashioned suit sharp, his skin no longer transparent but flushed with stolen vitality.

“More,” he breathes, his voice no longer an echo but a solid, commanding presence.

Before I can react, before CJ or Cassiel can intervene, he pulls me against him and bites my throat.

It’s not a gentle claiming. It’s a Sanguinarch taking what is theirs, what they need. His fangs are ice and fire. He has a darkness that calls to the new, monstrous part of me.

The world fractures. Power surges between us, a feedback loop of creation and consumption. I feel my essence being drawn out, but also amplified, refined. This isn’t just feeding; it’s an awakening.

The brand on my chest sears with a white-hot recognition, as if acknowledging its true master.

And in that moment, I know. I’m not just a Sanguimonarch.

I am his queen.

He is entirely mine.

The power exchange is electric, raw, a storm contained within the confines of my bedroom. William’s hold is iron, his bite both agony and ecstasy. My blood, my essence, my Sanguimonarch power, flows into him, not just restoring him but reforging him. He’s drinking from me and giving something back, knowledge, an ancient resonance that slots into place like the final piece of a puzzle.

This isn’t just about him becoming corporeal. This is about him becoming more, and in doing so, he’s unlocking parts of me I didn’t know existed.

CJ and Cassiel are frozen, watching this unfold with expressions that are volatile. They can sense the shift, the monumental change occurring as William and I become linked in a way that transcends simple feeding.

He pulls away, his eyes burning into mine, no longer green but a swirling vortex of silver and amber from the essences he has drawn from me, which I took from CJ and Cassiel. He’s solid, overwhelmingly real.

And utterly terrifying.

“Isolde,” he rasps, and his voice is a symphony of power, a velvet growl that promises pleasure and pain. My name on his lips isn’t a request, it’s a claim.

I don’t want to resist. I want to lean into this riptide, to see where this dark, bloody path leads with him at my side. The pull towards William, towards this shared, monstrous power, is undeniable.

“Mine,” William murmurs, his hands framing my face with reverent possession. “My dark fate. My queen. My dark salvation.”

The words send electricity through my veins. This connection between us isn’t just attraction or convenience, it’s recognition. Like calling to like across the void of death and time.

“William,” I breathe, my hands fisting in the fabric of his century-old suit. The material is real beneath my fingers, warm from his restored body heat.

Behind us, CJ clears his throat with deliberate menace. “As touching as this is, we have bigger problems than your resurrection romance.”

“Blackridge,” William murmurs, and then, in one cold-hearted second, he is ripped away from me, back to the ghostly form.

“No!” I roar, the ground trembling under our feet.

The tremor that runs through SilverGate at my outburst isn’t just emotional, it’s seismic. Windows rattle in their frames, and somewhere in the distance, I hear the crack of stone splitting.

The bell tolls, jangling under the force of the earthquake ripping the ground apart.

“Isolde,” CJ says sharply, moving toward me with his vampire speed and gripping my upper arms. “Control it.”

“I can’t,” I snarl, fury and desperation warring in my chest as I stare at William’s now-translucent form. The power that had been flowing between us, that glorious, terrible connection, has been severed like a cut wire. “I want him back.”

“It will happen,” CJ says. “But you can’t bring it into fruition with a temper tantrum. We can see it’s possible, but we need to figure out how to make it permanent. Got it?”

I stare into his eyes and nod, gulping back the rage, the sorrow that I’ve lost William. It’s like having my heart ripped out.

“I’m still here,” William says carefully, but I can hear the anger underneath. He is as livid as I am, but for all different reasons. I want him back where I can touch him, feel him, kiss him, bite him. He wants to be back so he can be whole again, live his life, get back what was stolen from him.

“I will find a fucking way,” I growl, looking down at my crumpled clothes that I slept in. I shrug and shove my feet into my boots before storming from the room, knowing I should wait for the guys to escort me to Blackridge, but what does it matter?

The corridors of SilverGate blur past me as I storm toward Blackridge’s office, my footsteps echoing like gunshots against the ancient stone. Students press themselves against the walls as I pass, sensing the dangerous energy crackling around me like static electricity.

The rage burning through my veins is power demanding release, seeking destruction. Every torch I pass flickers and dies. Every window I walk past cracks down the centre. The stones beneath my feet pulse with the rhythm of my fury.

I don’t knock when I reach Blackridge’s office door. I don’t need to. The heavy oak swings open at my approach, responding to the raw authority radiating from my presence.

Blackridge sits behind his massive desk, looking entirely unsurprised to see me. He glances up from a leather-bound tome, his dark eyes taking in my dishevelled appearance, the silver light still flickering beneath my skin.

“Miss Morvoren. You’re early.”

“I want to get this over with. What else is there for you to say to me?”

“Not say,” he says, adapting to this situation thrust upon him like a champ. He rises and holds out his hand. I glare at it, and then I’m transported to a place deep underground, away from my guys, away from everyone.

I look around uneasily, taking in a laboratory-type space, but from a hundred years or more ago.

It is a nightmarish blend of Victorian science and arcane magic. Glass cabinets line the walls, filled with specimens suspended in amber fluid, things that might once have been alive but now exist in a grotesque state between life and death. Ancient equipment crowds every surface, brass and copper contraptions whose purpose I can’t begin to guess.

An examination table, more accurately described as an altar, stands at the centre. It’s carved from a single block of obsidian, its surface etched with symbols that glow faintly silver.

“What is this place?” I demand, my voice echoing in the cavernous space.

“The Evaluation Chamber,” Blackridge replies, moving to a cabinet and extracting some barbaric-looking surgical tools, but crafted from materials I’ve never seen, not quite metal, not quite stone. “Established when SilverGate was first built, and modified over the years, for the precise purpose of documenting and cataloguing exceptional abilities.”

“You mean dissecting them,” I correct, taking an involuntary step back.

“Nothing so crude.” He arranges the tools on a small table beside the obsidian slab. “Please remove your outer clothing and lie face down on the table.”

“Like hell I will.”

Blackridge sighs, looking almost disappointed. “Miss Morvoren, we can proceed with your cooperation, or without it. The evaluation will happen either way.”

I consider my options. If I unleash it here, underground, I could bring the entire academy down on our heads. I’m not entirely sure that would be better than… this.

“What exactly are you going to do to me?” I ask, buying time as I assess the room for weaknesses, escape routes.

“I’m going to map your power,” Blackridge explains, lifting a slender rod of silvery metal, tipped with a needle-sharp point. “Through a process called runic telemetry. It will allow me to catalogue the specific signatures of your abilities, to understand precisely what you’ve become.”

“And you need to stab me with that to do it?”

“The barbs must be inserted along your spine, at the seven major chakra points. Your power, everyone’s power, flows through these channels, and this is the only way to accurately measure it.”

I glance toward the doorway we entered through, weighing my chances.

“The doors are warded,” Blackridge says mildly, following my gaze. “And the entire chamber is designed to contain power far greater than yours. Even at your full potential.”

“You’re awfully confident about that.”

His smile is thin. “SilverGate has had its fair share of powerful creatures, Miss Morvoren. Now, shall we proceed with dignity?”

Something in his tone tells me fighting would be futile. Not yet. Not until I understand more. Reluctantly, I unbutton my shirt a bit to loosen it, but I don’t take it off.

“Lie face down,” Blackridge commands, his voice now taking on a clinical detachment that somehow makes this worse.

The obsidian table is cold against my skin as I position myself, shirt lifted to expose my back, turning my head to keep Blackridge in sight. The symbols etched into the surface glow brighter at my touch, responding to my blood, my power.

“Restraints will now activate,” Blackridge announces, touching a series of symbols along the table’s edge.

Before I can protest, bands of light materialise around my wrists, ankles, and waist, pinning me to the table with unbreakable force. I struggle instinctively, but the bonds only tighten in response.

“These are calibrated to your specific energy signature,” Blackridge explains, moving to stand at my head. “The more power you channel, the stronger they become. I suggest you remain calm.”

I force myself to stop struggling. Conserve energy. Wait for an opportunity.

“The process requires seven barbs, inserted at precise points along your spine,” he continues. “Each will penetrate to a different depth, connecting with the corresponding energy channel. The pain will be... significant.”

“Just get it over with,” I growl, bracing myself.

I hear him move to the foot of the table, feel his cold fingers at the base of my spine, just above my tailbone. Something sharp presses against my skin.

“The first barb maps your root chakra,” Blackridge says. “The foundation of your power.”

Without further warning, he drives the needle into my spine.

The pain is beyond anything I could have imagined. It’s not just physical but metaphysical. It feels like he’s driving the barb into my essence.

I bite down on my lip hard enough to draw blood, determined not to give him the satisfaction of hearing me scream. The metallic taste floods my mouth as the barb sinks deeper.

“Interesting,” Blackridge murmurs, watching instruments I can’t see from my position. “Your root chakra shows signs of ancient bloodline magic, dormant until recently. The Sanguinarch heritage awakened during the violence spell.”

He withdraws that barb slightly, though it remains embedded in my spine, and moves higher. I feel his fingers trace up to the small of my back.

“The second barb maps your sacral chakra,” he announces. “The seat of creation and destruction.”

This time, I can’t hold back the scream as he drives the second barb in. It’s worse than the first, a white-hot agony that races up and down my spine, radiating outward through my hips and legs. My vision blurs, the edges darkening.

“Extraordinary,” Blackridge breathes, sounding genuinely amazed. “The creative potential here exceeds anything I’ve recorded. No wonder you were able to temporarily restore William’s corporeal form.”

I can barely process his words through the haze of pain. Each breath sends fresh waves of agony through my body as the barbs shift minutely with my movements.

“The third barb,” Blackridge continues, moving higher still, to the middle of my back, “maps your solar plexus chakra. The wellspring of your will.”

By the time the third barb pierces my spine, I’m beyond screaming. The sound that escapes me is primal, animalistic, a howl of pure torment. The restraints tighten as power instinctively surges, seeking release, seeking to defend me from this violation.

“Control yourself,” Blackridge admonishes sharply. “If you disrupt the readings with random power fluctuations, we’ll have to start again.”

The thought of enduring this a second time is enough to make me clamp down on the power raging through me. I focus instead on breathing, on staying conscious through the agony.

“Your willpower is remarkable,” Blackridge notes, adjusting something on the third barb that sends fresh spasms through my body. “Most subjects lose consciousness by this point.”

He moves to my mid-back, fingers tracing along my spine to find the precise spot for the fourth barb. “This one maps your heart chakra. The centre of your emotional power.”

When the fourth barb enters, something changes. The pain is still there, excruciating and all-encompassing, but beneath it runs a current of something else. A connection. I can feel the power in the room, in the foundations of SilverGate, responding to my agony.

“Your heart chakra is directly linked to the SilverGate nexus.”

That connection grows stronger as he drives the barb deeper, a resonance building between my suffering and the ancient power that permeates this place. For a moment, I sense other presences, distant echoes of pain similar to my own, stretching back through centuries.

He moves higher, to the base of my neck. “The fifth barb maps your throat chakra. The voice of your power.”

This time, when the barb enters, I feel it scrape against bone, a sensation so viscerally wrong that bile rises in my throat. My scream chokes off into a gurgling sound as my entire body convulses against the restraints.

“Careful,” Blackridge warns, though whether he’s speaking to me or himself is unclear. “This connection is particularly delicate. It links directly to your ability to command others through blood resonance.”

Through tears of pain, I see the symbols on the obsidian table growing brighter with each barb Blackridge inserts. The silver light beneath my skin responds in kind, flaring at the entry points of the barbs.

“The sixth barb,” he announces, moving to the back of my head, at the base of my skull, “maps your third eye chakra. The seat of your perception.”

When this barb enters, my consciousness fractures. For one terrible moment, I see through a thousand eyes, across a thousand years. SilverGate, as it was being built, the blood sacrifices were laid into its foundations. SilverGate as it is now, students moving through corridors oblivious to what happens beneath their feet. SilverGate, as it might be, transformed by power beyond reckoning.

“Your perceptive abilities are off the charts,” Blackridge notes, making adjustments to the barb that send fresh waves of agony cascading through my splintered awareness. “You’ll be able to see across realms, across time itself, once you learn to control it.”

I can barely comprehend his words through the kaleidoscope of visions assaulting me. Past, present, and possible futures blur together, making it impossible to anchor myself in any one reality.

“The final barb,” Blackridge says, his voice seeming to come from very far away, “maps your crown chakra. The pinnacle of your power, your connection to the universal consciousness.”

As he positions the seventh barb at the crown of my head. The pain transcends physical sensation. It’s existential, cosmic. My consciousness explodes outward, no longer confined to my body or even to this dimension. For one eternal moment, I perceive the universe in its totality—every realm, every possibility, every thread of power that binds reality together.

My scream echoes through the fabric of reality. The symbols on the obsidian table flare blinding silver, then fracture as power rises from me in an uncontrollable wave.

The restraints shatter. The instruments around us explode in showers of sparks and twisted metal. Even Blackridge is thrown backwards, colliding with a cabinet of specimens that crashes down around him.

I lie there, seven barbs still embedded in my spine, unable to move as power courses through me, raw and unfettered. Blood trickles from my nose, my ears, and my eyes—not red but silver, glowing with the same light that now pulses visibly beneath my skin.

Through blurred vision, I see Blackridge picking himself up from the wreckage, his expression a disturbing mixture of fear and exultation.

“Magnificent,” he breathes, staggering toward me. “Even I underestimated your potential.”

He reaches for the first barb at the base of my spine. “Now we begin the extraction process. Each barb has recorded your power signature and must be removed in the precise order of insertion. They will leave behind tiny runic implants that will continue to monitor you.”

I want to fight, to lash out, but my body refuses to obey. The overload of power has left me paralysed, my muscles spasming uncontrollably as silver light leaks from my eyes, ears, and nose.

He pulls, and it feels like he’s ripping out my soul along with the barb. A fresh scream tears from my throat.

One by one, he removes the remaining barbs, each extraction bringing fresh agony. By the time he pulls the final barb from the crown of my head, I’m barely conscious, floating in a haze of pain and power that blurs the boundary between suffering and transcendence.

He places a hand on my forehead, and blessed darkness finally claims me. It swallows me whole, but even in oblivion, I can feel the changes racing through my body, my mind, and my soul, rewriting me from the inside out.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
CJ


Pain rips through my consciousness like shattered glass, not mine, but hers.

Isolde’s agony tears across the distance between us, a silent scream that vibrates along connections I didn’t know existed until this moment. The brand on her chest hammers like a beacon, calling to something ancient and territorial in my blood.

I don’t think. I move.

The world blurs, space folding around me as I surrender to my instincts. One moment I’m stalking the corridors of SilverGate, searching for her with growing dread; the next, reality ripples and tears, depositing me in a nightmarish laboratory bathed in silver light.

Blackridge stands over Isolde’s prone form, extracting a glowing barb from the crown of her head. Six others lie in a velvet-lined case beside him, each glowing with stolen power. Silver blood leaks from seven puncture wounds along her spine, forming runic patterns on the obsidian altar beneath her.

Rage ignites every cell in my body.

“What have you done?” I growl.

Blackridge looks up, his expression a mask of cold authority. He doesn’t appear surprised by my sudden appearance, merely inconvenienced.

“Mr Aquila,” he murmurs, studying me with clinical detachment. “The connection is stronger than I anticipated.”

I move toward him, my body coiling with barely restrained violence. The air around me crackles with the dragon’s power, screaming to be unleashed.

“Step away from her,” I command.

Blackridge merely arches an eyebrow, places the final barb in his case, and snaps it shut. “She’ll need rest. The integration process is quite taxing.”

Before I can reach him, he gives me a look, knowing, assessing, almost amused, and simply vanishes, taking the velvet case with him. Not teleportation, not concealment, but something more fundamental. As if he’s stepped sideways out of reality itself.

I’ll deal with him later. Isolde is my priority now.

She lies motionless on the altar, her back exposed where her shirt has been pushed up. Six puncture wounds trace her spine, each bleeding silver rather than red. The sight makes me feel sick.

“Isolde,” I say, my voice gentler than I thought possible. “Can you hear me?”

Her eyelids flutter, revealing eyes that now swirl with silver light amongst the blue. Her pupils contract painfully as consciousness returns.

“CJ?” Her voice is raw from screaming. “You’re here.”

“I felt you.” I help her sit up. Each movement causes her to wince as the fresh wounds along her spine shift. “What did he do to you?”

“Runic telemetry,” she whispers, the words slurring slightly. “Seven barbs. Said he was mapping my power, but...” She swallows, her throat working painfully. “He left implants. Tiny runes, embedded in my spine. To monitor me.”

The violation of leaving behind shit we know nothing about in her body ignites fresh fury. “I’ll kill him.”

“You can’t,” she says, gripping my arm with surprising strength. “He’s beyond anything, everything.”

I scan the chamber, looking for anything useful. My gaze lands on a barb next to her on the altar. While Isolde struggles to right her clothing, I pocket it.

“Can you stand?” I ask, grasping her under her elbow.

She nods, but when she tries, her legs buckle. I catch her before she falls, lifting her effortlessly into my arms. Her head lolls against my shoulder, silver still seeping from the corners of her eyes.

“The runes,” she murmurs against my neck. “I can feel them. Like splinters of ice in my spine. Collecting data. Sending it somewhere.”

“We’ll deal with them,” I promise, already calculating the risks of magical extraction. It’s far beyond anything I’ve ever imagined, but there has to be a way.

I use my power to transport us back to Isolde’s bedroom.

William is waiting anxiously. Cassiel stands by the window, his wings manifested in his distress, the ebony feathers rustling with pent-up energy.

“What happened?” Cassiel demands as I lay Isolde gently on her bed, positioning her on her side to avoid pressure on the wounds.

“Blackridge,” I spit the name like poison. “He performed something called runic telemetry on her. He’s embedded monitoring runic implants along her spine.”

William’s rage is palpable enough to drop the temperature in the room by several degrees. “That bastard. He tried that on me. I told him where to shove it.”

“I should have, but I thought he could help,” Isolde mumbles.

“And that is why you need to toughen up,” William says, floating over to her. “You are too trusting, too sweet.”

“Not anymore,” she growls, and I can’t deny the bolt of lust it sends through me.

“What does it do?” Cassiel asks, moving to examine the wounds with careful fingers.

“Monitors her data, which I’m guessing is her power signatures,” I start, watching as Isolde’s eyes flutter open again. “Maybe track her abilities, her development.”

“All that and more,” William says. “It’s a failsafe, or so I thought, to take her out if she steps over the line of what is acceptable violence or levels of power at SilverGate.”

The four of us exchange grim looks. Blackridge hasn’t just violated Isolde; he’s installed a way to neutralise her if she steps out of line.

“We need to remove them,” I spit out.

“It’s not that simple,” William counters. “Runes embedded in the spine are interconnected with the nervous system. Removing them incorrectly could damage her. Or worse.”

“Then what do we do?” Cassiel asks, his wings folding tight against his back in frustration.

Isolde pushes herself up on one elbow, wincing. “We learn more. About what he’s done, why he’s done it. About what I am.” Her gaze finds mine, then William’s. “About Sanguinarchs.”

“The library,” William suggests immediately. “The restricted section has texts on blood magic that predate my research.”

“You can barely walk,” I remind Isolde, resting a hand on her shoulder to keep her from trying to rise again.

“So feed me,” she challenges, her eyes flashing silver.

I almost smile. Even violated and weakened, she remains fierce. “My pleasure.” I sit beside her on the bed, offering my wrist. Her fangs extend before sinking into my flesh.

The sensation is electric.

Groaning softly, I close my eyes and lean my head against the wall, just enjoying the pleasure her bite gives me.

When she finally releases me, her colour has improved. The seven puncture wounds along her spine have closed to angry red marks, though I can still see the faint glow of the embedded runes beneath her skin.

“Better?” I ask.

She nods, then turns expectantly to William. Their connection remains powerful, undeniable. After what I witnessed this morning, I understand its significance better. They recognise each other on a fundamental level, Sanguinarch to Sanguinarch.

William drifts closer, somehow becoming more solid as he enters Isolde’s personal space. The excess power she’s absorbed from my blood calls to him, creating a tangible current between them.

Isolde rises swiftly, and we head off to the library. I don’t think we need the restricted section today, even if we could gain access, which seems unlikely. Blackridge probably locked it down tighter than a nun’s cunt after we broke in the last time.

The library smells of age and power, with the scents of parchment, leather, and the metallic tang of blood ink.

“Where do we start?” Cassiel asks, eyeing the labyrinthine stacks with apprehension.

“Blood Magic section,” William and Isolde say simultaneously.

We head deeper into the library, following William’s lead. As a former student specialising in Blood Magic, he knows this collection better than most, even after a century of ghostly existence.

“Liber Sanguinis,” she reads, tracing the title embossed in what appears to be veins rather than ink. “The Book of Blood.”

“My primary reference text,” William confirms, hovering at her shoulder. “Written by Marius Veniz in the 15th century. The most comprehensive work on blood magic ever compiled.”

Isolde opens the tome carefully, its pages crackling with age and residual power. The text is written in multiple languages, some of which I recognise, while others seem to move as I read.

“There,” William points to a passage that glows faintly as Isolde’s attention focuses on it. “Sanguinarch classifications.”

She reads aloud, her voice carrying new authority that makes my markings respond with heat. “The Sanguinarch bloodline manifests in two primary forms: The Destroyer, who can drain life force completely, and The Sovereign, theoretical only, who possesses both abilities in perfect balance.”

“Theoretical,” Cassiel repeats. “Until now.”

“Keep reading,” William says.

Isolde’s eyes scan the page. “The Sovereign Sanguinarch, should one ever manifest, would possess dominion over the very essence of life and death. Such a being would be capable of...” She pauses, her face paling. “Of rewriting the fundamental laws of existence within their sphere of influence.”

“There’s more,” William murmurs.

Isolde looks down again and reads on. “The manifestation of a Sovereign Sanguinarch is considered by many scholars to herald the end of an age. Such beings are drawn to nexus points of power, where their abilities can achieve full expression.”

“You were drawn here,” Cassiel murmurs.

“Or sent here,” I add darkly. “By parents who knew exactly what they were delivering to the nexus.”

“Keep reading,” William insists.

“The creation of a Sovereign Sanguinarch requires three conditions: ancient bloodline heritage, exposure to a dimensional nexus, and a catalyst of extreme trauma,” Isolde finishes reading.

“Trauma,” I repeat, my jaw clenching as I think of everything she’s endured. “Being locked away your whole life, being shoved into this environment with no warning or preparation. The witches torturing you. Blackridge’s violation. The constant threat of The Collectors. Take your pick. You’re a walking trauma zone.”

“There’s more,” she says, her voice hollow. “Listen to this: ‘The Sovereign Sanguinarch will be compelled to gather others of significant power, binding them through blood and desire. These bonds, once forged, cannot be broken save by death. The Sovereign’s court becomes both strength and weakness, as their power is amplified through connection but vulnerable through separation.’”

Cassiel’s wings rustle uneasily. “A court. That’s what we are.”

“Bound to her,” I add. “Through blood and desire.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
ISOLDE


A court. Bound through blood and desire. The clinical description of what we’ve become makes my stomach churn, not because it’s wrong, but because it’s so devastatingly accurate.

“So, what you’re saying is that none of this is real. Your feelings, your devotion. It’s all just magical compulsion.”

“No,” William says immediately. “That’s not what it means.”

“Isn’t it?” I challenge, stepping back from all three of them. “Bound through blood and desire. Compelled to gather others of significant power. How is that different from magical slavery?”

CJ moves towards me, but I hold up a hand to stop him. The hurt in his eyes makes my chest ache, but I need distance to think, to process this revelation.

“Isolde,” Cassiel says gently, “the book describes the mechanism, not the motivation. What I feel for you, what we all feel, existed before this bond was forged.”

“Did it?” I demand. “How can any of us be sure?”

“Because I’ve been dead for a century,” William says flatly. “A hundred years of isolation, of watching, of existing without purpose or passion. Then you arrived, and for the first time since my death, I felt something other than rage or despair. That was before any blood bond, before I even understood what you were.”

CJ steps closer despite my raised hand. “And I’ve never felt compelled by anything in my life, Isolde. I take what I want through choice, not magic. What I feel for you burns deeper than any spell could reach.”

“The bond doesn’t create feelings,” Cassiel adds, his silver eyes intense. “It amplifies what already exists. It ensures loyalty, yes, but not love. Not desire. Those came first.”

I want to believe them, but the clinical description in the ancient text makes everything feel tainted. “How can we know for certain?”

“Because,” CJ says, reaching into his pocket and pulling out the barb he took from the chamber, “we’re going to find out.”

The silver implement gleams with residual power, still carrying traces of my essence from when Blackridge used it to map my abilities.

“What are you planning?” I ask warily.

“Somehow, we can use this to break the telemetry. If Blackridge used it to insert them, we can use it to take them out, or deactivate them.”

“How? We don’t know anything about this system.”

“Leave it with me,” he says cryptically, and I nod. Trusting him is easy. It’s natural.

“So, what now?” I ask.

“Now, you rest. You have classes later, and we have to carry on as if nothing has changed and everything is normal. We don’t give Blackridge ammo.”

“Ammo?”

“Don’t lose your temper, don’t rise to any bait. Just walk away.”

“Walk away. I don’t like the sound of this.”

CJ moves into my personal space and cups my face, brushing his lips over mine. His markings, the ones on his hands, start to swirl, and I feel an unnatural heat flood my system. “I know, but it’s for the best. We will be here to watch over you.”

I look up into his dark brown eyes, the amber flecks seeming more pronounced. “What are you?”

He smirks, giving me that arrogant attitude that caught my attention months ago. “You’ll see, one day, soon, my sweet. I won’t keep this from you forever.” His eyes cloud over. “There are reasons. Important ones.”

He searches my eyes, looking for understanding, and I give it to him. I trust him completely. Whatever he is hiding, it’s for a good reason.

I nod, and he smiles that sexy smile that does things to my insides. “We’ll walk you back to your room so you can rest. The more you rest and relax, the less data Blackridge can get from you.”

“Fair point,” I murmur and let them lead me back to my room, Cassiel clutching the book he checked out quickly before catching us up.

Once back in my room, I strip off and settle into the bed, wanting a shower but too worn out to get back up. My spine burns with the runes, but weirdly, my head doesn’t feel any different. I’m not sure whether that is a good thing or a bad thing. Cassiel places the book carefully on the desk and settles into a chair, leaning back and closing his eyes. William hovers near the window, staring out at the Bell Tower. I wonder what he is thinking about all of this now. His death, so meaningless, must be haunting him even more now. No pun intended. CJ takes off his coat and shoes, rolls up the sleeves of his black shirt, and exposes his forearms. A shot of lust hits me hard, flooding my pussy.

“Take me,” I murmur.

He raises an eyebrow, “You sure?”

“Always.”

He climbs onto the bed, his movements deliberate and wolfish as he pulls the covers away from me. His hands grip my ankles, pulling me down the mattress until I’m flat on my back, looking up at him. His eyes are intense, the amber flecks burning brighter as he leans over me.

“You need to rest,” he murmurs, but his actions betray his words. His hands slide up my calves, over my knees, and push my thighs apart. “But first, I need to taste you.”

His head dips, and he trails kisses up the inside of my thigh, making me shiver. Every touch sends jolts of electricity through me, igniting my nerves with anticipation. When his mouth reaches my pussy, he pauses, his breath hot against my sensitive skin.

“CJ,” I whisper, my hands fisting the sheets. “Please...”

He looks up at me, a wicked grin on his face. “Please what, Isolde? Tell me what you want.”

“I want you to taste me,” I say, my voice steady despite the pounding of my heart. “I want your mouth on me.”

His grin widens, and he lowers his head again, his tongue flicking out to tease me. The first touch of his tongue against my clit makes me gasp, my back arching off the bed. He takes his time, licking and sucking gently before increasing the pressure.

I writhe under his touch, my body aching for more. He slides two fingers inside me, pumping them slowly in and out while his tongue works magic on my clit. The sensation builds, a coiling pressure in my core that takes away the lingering ache from the runes embedded in my spine.

“CJ,” I moan, my hands finding their way into his hair, gripping tightly as I grind against his face. His growl of approval vibrates through me, sending shockwaves of pleasure coursing through my veins.

He intensifies his efforts, his fingers moving faster, his tongue applying more pressure. The world narrows down to the raw, primal connection that has me teetering on the edge of ecstasy.

He drops his fangs, and I moan with longing. They graze against my sensitive flesh, and the scent of my blood fills the air.

“Fuck,” I scream when he bites down, his fangs slicing gently into my clit with an accuracy that tells me he’s done this before, but not a single part of me gives a flying fuck.

I come so hard, I see stars.

It’s a tidal wave of sensation that leaves me gasping and shaking. He retracts his fangs and rides it out with me, his fingers and tongue drawing out every last shudder before he finally pulls away, a satisfied smirk on his face.

“You taste fucking amazing,” he murmurs.

“Cass,” I murmur, holding out my hand. He is watching intently from the chair.

William is still by the window, his back turned to the room.

“William,” I whisper.

“We will get our time, my queen,” he says stiffly.

“I want you.”

He turns slowly. “I know, and you have no idea how desperately I need you. But I can’t touch you properly. Not like this. We will be together soon, Isolde.” His eyes flash dangerously. “I can guarantee it.”

I nod, accepting that there are limitations with us. He is a ghost, and while there are times he can touch me, it won’t be the same. He needs this to be whole when it happens.

Cassiel distracts me by taking over from CJ on my pussy, flicking his tongue over my clit. “Do you like this, Isolde?”

“Yes,” I scream as my sensitive clit pulsates wildly.

“Am I pleasing you as CJ did?”

I blink and look down at him, devouring my pussy with a fervour that has me flooding his mouth with juices, and I remember that he is as new to this as I am. “Fuck, yes,” I groan. “Don’t stop.”

He slides two fingers inside me, pressing his tongue harder onto my clit. I buck against his face, grinding my pussy against his mouth as he feasts on me like a man starved.

His wings manifest, the black feathers rustling with his movements. The sight of him between my legs, his wings arching over his back, is breathtakingly erotic. I reach down and tangle my fingers in his hair, pulling him closer as I ride his face with abandon.

His eyes meet mine, and the passion in his gaze sends another wave of pleasure crashing over me. He’s not just feasting on me; he’s worshipping me, and it’s the most intoxicating feeling I’ve ever experienced.

CJ watches as he strips off slowly, his eyes burning with lust and approval. The markings on his body writhe over his skin as he leans down and captures my mouth in a fierce kiss, swallowing my moans as Cassiel brings me closer to the edge.

The sensation builds, a coiling tension in my core that is bordering on an explosion at any moment. Cassiel’s fingers move faster, his tongue working my clit roughly, his teeth tugging before he laps at me again.

“Cassiel,” I gasp, breaking away from CJ’s kiss as my second orgasm thunders through my veins, making my back ache with the ferocity, but I’m past caring. I don’t even care what data this is sending to Blackridge. “More!” I scream. “I need more.”

Cassiel kneels in front of me, his cock bulging against his pants. He strips off slowly as CJ gently lifts me so he can slide in behind. “We are going to take you together, Issy. We are going to batter your sweet pussy with our thick cocks, making you come, making you scream, and making you beg for more. Do you want that, my sweet? Do you want us to pleasure you until you can’t even remember your own name?”

“Yes,” I pant, wondering what girl in their right mind would say no.

“Then that’s what you’ll get,” CJ growls, extending his fangs to bite down on my shoulder. His strong arms wrap around my waist, pulling me against his chest. I run my hands over his tattoos and gasp when I get a little electric shock.

“Fuck,” CJ groans around my shoulder. “Do that again.”

“Did you feel it?”

He doesn’t answer with words. Only a feral snarl when I run my fingers lightly over his arms again. He manhandles me roughly into position, slamming his cock inside me, making me cry out. He is enormous, splitting me wide open.

Cassiel kneels between my legs, his eyes riveted to CJ's cock pounding my pussy. His wings stretch out to their full span, the ebony feathers glossy and beautiful. I want to stroke them. His eyes, silver and intense, lock onto mine as he shuffles closer, his cock hard and ready.

CJ’s hands roam over my body, exploring every curve and contour with a possessive touch. He cups my breasts, his thumbs circling my nipples, sending jolts of electricity straight to my core. Cassiel leans in, capturing my lips in a fierce kiss that leaves me breathless. His hands grip my hips, holding me steady. With a slow, deliberate thrust, he enters me, stretching me past capacity. He muffles my scream, and CJ’s hold on me tightens.

Cass’s cock slides against CJ’s, the friction intense and overwhelming. I can feel every ridge, every throb of both of them as they fill me completely. The sensation is indescribable, a swirl of pain and pleasure that leaves me gasping and writhing between them.

Cassiel moves, his hips thrusting in a rhythm that complements CJ’s movements. They alternate, one pulling back as the other pushes in, creating a constant, relentless stimulation that sends waves of ecstasy crashing through me. I’m sandwiched between them, their bodies pressing against mine, their scents enveloping me.

“Isolde,” Cassiel murmurs against my lips before trailing kisses down my neck. His wings fold around us, cocooning us in a world of our own. The soft rustle of his feathers adds a sensual layer that heightens every touch, every thrust.

CJ’s grip on my waist tightens, his fingers digging into my skin as he increases his pace. His growls and whispered endearments in my ear send shivers down my spine. “You feel so fucking good, Issy. So tight, so perfect.”

I reach out and touch one of Cass’s feathers with the back of my hand. He freezes for a moment before he closes his eyes and makes a mewling noise of pleasure. I grow bolder and stroke him, the silky softness of his feathers a sensory pleasure under my touch.

Instead of pulling away, Cassiel leans into my touch, a soft purr rumbling from his chest. His hips move faster, his cock sliding against CJ’s in a rhythm that sends shockwaves of pleasure through my body.

CJ’s teeth graze my neck. His fangs sink into my flesh, drawing blood, marking me with raw possession. The sensation is electric, a jolt of pure ecstasy that rips through me, intensifying the already overwhelming pleasure.

Cassiel groans, feeling the surge of power that comes with CJ’s bite. His hands grip my thighs tightly, his thrusts becoming more urgent, more demanding. The room fills with the sound of our bodies moving together, our breaths mingling in a symphony of desire and need.

The combined sensation of both their cocks filling me, their hands gripping me, and their lips on my skin is too much to bear. I cry out, every nerve ending exploding in rapture as an orgasm tears through me. The world goes white for a moment as waves of relentless pleasure wash over me, leaving me breathless and trembling between them.

Cassiel follows close behind, his body tensing as he finds his release. He presses his forehead to mine, his silver eyes locking onto mine.

“Fuck, I’m coming,” CJ growls in my ear, and then his hand tightens around my throat, and the other grips my hip as he slams into me even harder.

My orgasm goes on, crashing over me again as he unloads his cum inside me. “Issy,” he grits out before he bites down again, drawing more blood from me.

Cassiel slowly pulls out and leans back, breathing heavily. His wings fold against his back, and he watches as CJ finishes and releases me. He offers me his wrist, and I grab it, biting down without decorum as my hunger floods me.

My gaze scans the room for William, but I can’t see him. Sadness replaces my euphoria, and I close my eyes, pressing back the tears that have sprung up out of nowhere.

Soon, my prince. Soon.
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CHAPTER NINE
WILLIAM


I couldn’t bear to watch and not participate. I knew it would be hard, but she has to do what she needs to and not think about me and my affliction. She won’t know what hit her when I finally get my hands on her. I will make her bleed and make her scream, she will come on my cock so hard, she will practically snap it in half.

I groan as the thoughts filter through my ghostly mind as I float towards Blackridge’s office. It’s been a while, but I’m guessing he can see me. I think he always could.

The fucking bastard.

Feeling a chill that has nothing to do with my spectral form, I pass through the heavy wooden door of Blackridge’s office. The room is dimly lit, the air thick with the scent of old parchment and the faint metallic tang of blood. Blackridge sits behind his massive desk, pen poised as he scrawls across a notebook. Isolde’s data? He doesn’t look up as I enter, but I know he senses my presence.

“William Harrington,” he murmurs, still writing. “To what do I owe this visit?”

“I knew you could see me.”

“Not always. More so now.”

“You know why I’m here,” I growl, my form flickering with barely contained rage. “Isolde.”

He sets down his pen and leans back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “Ah, yes. The remarkable Miss Morvoren. Quite the specimen, isn’t she?”

“She’s not a specimen,” I snarl. “She’s—” I pause, the words catching in my throat. That is exactly what I would’ve called her before I died. A specimen. Something to study. To experiment on. But what is she to me now? Everything. My dark fate, my queen, my salvation. “—not yours to experiment on.”

Blackridge’s eyebrows lift slightly. “Not mine? She is a student at my academy. Everything that occurs within these walls is mine to oversee and control.”

“Not her,” I insist, my voice dropping to a dangerous whisper. “You can’t control her. You can’t contain her. And you sure as hell can’t use her like one of your case studies.”

“I think you’ll find that I can do whatever I like.”

We lock gazes. He’s not wrong. Also, I’m in no position to make threats I can’t back up. Yet. “She will find a way to bring me back. Permanently.”

“I know she will. I can’t wait.”

“You know I’ll be coming for you.”

“You can try, but you won’t get very far.”

“That is some arrogance, knowing what you know about me.”

“And you know absolutely nothing about me. I find myself at quite the advantage, no?”

Well, he has me there. “Why was I killed?”

“Haven’t you already figured that out yet?”

“There are theories,” I say with narrowed eyes.

“Which are?”

“Why should I tell you? I asked you a question.” Gods, this creature is infuriating.

“I have no idea. It was nothing to do with me,” he says after a small pause where he scrutinised me very thoroughly.

His answer is too quick, too dismissive. He’s hiding something but pushing him will get me nowhere. “I suppose I’ll have to take your word for that,” I reply.

Blackridge merely smiles, a cold and calculating expression that reveals nothing. “You don’t trust me, William,” he states, his tone almost amused. “I can’t say I blame you. Trust is a rare commodity here at SilverGate.”

“Especially when it comes to you,” I retort. “You’ve always had your own agenda, Blackridge. What’s your endgame with Isolde?”

He leans forward, his eyes gleaming with an intensity that sends a chill down my spectral spine. “Power, William. The pursuit of knowledge and control. Isolde represents a convergence of ancient bloodlines and unprecedented potential. She is a key to unlocking secrets that have eluded scholars for centuries.”

“She’s not a tool for your ambition,” I growl, my form flickering with anger. “She’s more than that. She deserves better than this. She needs guidance and understanding.”

He stares at me as if I’ve grown another head. “Understanding? Coming from you?” He snorts. “My, how a century of isolation has changed you.”

The insult hits me hard. “Oh, I haven’t changed, as you will find out when I am whole again. But Isolde is different. She is a queen on this board. Not a pawn.”

“Oh, I quite agree. She is a queen. A very mighty one at that. What is it you really want, William?”

“I want you to remove the runes,” I demand, my voice echoing through the room like a phantom wind. “The ones you embedded in her spine. They’re causing her pain, and they’re an invasion of her privacy.”

Blackridge leans back in his chair, a smug smile playing on his lips. “They are a necessity, William. A means to monitor and understand her power.”

“Your academic interest in this can go straight to hell.”

His smile fades, replaced by a cold, calculating look. “You have no say in the matter, William. You are a ghost, a remnant of a past life. You have no influence, no power here, and if I recall, you resisted my attempts to learn more about you. This is your fault, you know. If you had capitulated to my request, I wouldn’t have laid a finger on Miss Morvoren.”

“Damn you!” I roar, and we both know he’s hit a nerve. Blood cascades from the ceiling as my anger takes over, and I feel myself become more solid.

Blackridge doesn’t even flinch as the crimson rain pours down, staining his desk and papers. Instead, he watches me with a fascinated gleam in his eyes. “Magic from a ghost. Your emotional response is directly linked to her, isn’t it.” It’s not a question. He already knows.

I slam my hands down on his desk, now solid enough to make the impact rattle his neatly arranged pens. “This isn’t some academic exercise, Blackridge. You’re playing with her life. With my second chance.”

His gaze flicks up to meet mine, unimpressed by my outburst. “And what makes you think you deserve a second chance, William?”

“Whatever I did, whatever sins I committed, they are mine to bear. Not Isolde’s. She shouldn’t be punished for my actions.”

“Too late,” Blackridge states with finality. “This was your choice, William.”

With the wave of his hand, he makes me dissipate and end up back in Isolde’s bedroom. I let out a frustrated roar, which brings Isolde flying off the bed, naked and dripping, straight to me.

“William, what is it?”

“Nothing,” I grit out, moving back from her. The urge to reach out and touch her is killing me all over again.

She studies me with those gorgeous blue eyes, now flecked with silver, reading the fury and frustration written across my face. “It’s not nothing. You’re practically vibrating with rage.”

“I’m fine. Forget it.” I turn from her and vanish into the walls where she can’t follow, can’t see me. The knowledge that I did this to her, however indirectly, is gnawing at me.

I hear her annoyed growl and the vibrations of her feet as she marches across the room. Then I hear the shower running.

Closing my eyes briefly, I know exactly what she’s doing.

Without a second thought, I float through the wall and straight into the shower with her. She is standing there, dripping wet, a goddess among women. Dark possession floods my system, and I go to her, cupping her face but not touching her. She looks up at me, those doe eyes all innocent, even though I’ve seen what a gorgeous, filthy girl she is. Being this close to her, so soon after she has fed from the other two guys, affects me in ways that let me touch her. I grip her throat and push her back against the tiles as I get drenched, my form becoming more corporeal. “Will you take me this way?” I ask roughly, pretending not to care if she rejects me.

She doesn’t even hesitate. “Yes.”

“It will be…” I search for the right word.

“I don’t care. I want you, William. I need you.”

I drop to my knees and bury my face between her legs. The wisp of my tongue makes her gasp. “What do you feel?” I croak.

“It’s like ice. More.”

I devour her like a man starved, my tongue flickering against her clit with ethereal coldness that makes her shiver and moan. The sensation is maddening. I can taste her, feel her heat against me, but it’s filtered through the veil of death. Not quite real, not quite enough.

But it’s something. It’s her.

“William,” she gasps, her hands trying to grip my hair but passing through the semi-solid strands. “Please, I need more of you.”

The desperation in her voice mirrors mine. I press my mouth harder against her pussy, my tongue working her with desperate hunger, trying to make her feel what she does with CJ and Cassiel. The water cascades down around us, steam rising where it meets my cold form.

Droplets of blood drip down, hitting her skin and sizzling slightly, which makes her cry out, but she doesn’t stop. She doesn’t ask me to stop.

“You taste like power,” I murmur against her flesh. “Like magic and blood.”

Her back arches against the tiles as I continue my assault, my semi-solid fingers trying to grip her thighs but only managing fleeting touches. It’s torture. Beautiful, exquisite torture.

“I can feel you,” she pants. “You’re getting stronger.”

The more I touch her, the more I feed from the excess power seeping from her skin, the more solid I become. It’s temporary, I know, but in this moment, I’ll take whatever connection I can get.

I rise, my form now solid enough to press against her properly. My hands cup her face, thumbs brushing over her cheekbones as I study her face. “You’re so beautiful,” I whisper, my voice carrying the weight of a century’s longing. “So perfect.”

Her eyes flutter closed as I lean in, capturing her lips with mine. The kiss is desperate, ravenous, filled with all the want I’ve carried through decades of spectral existence. She tastes like sin and salvation, like everything I’ve been denied.

“I want to be inside you,” I growl against her mouth, my form solidifying further with each passing second. “I want to claim you properly.”

“Then do it,” she breathes, her hands finally finding purchase on my shoulders, gripping the fabric of my century-old suit. “Take me, William. Make me yours.”

I lift her against the shower wall, her legs wrapping around my waist as I fumble to get my cock free. The sensation of her heat against my cold flesh is overwhelming, a shock of life that threatens to shatter my already fractured existence.

“Tell me you want this,” I demand, needing her consent more than my next breath. “Tell me you want to fuck me like this.”

“I want this. I want you. All of you, forever.”

“Gods, Issy,” I groan and slide into her slowly, savouring every inch, every gasp that escapes her lips. She’s tight, hot, perfect around me. The contrast between my ethereal coldness and her living warmth creates a sensation unlike anything I have experienced in life.

“Fuck,” she cries out, her nails digging into my shoulders. “Fuck, William. This is… this is everything.”

Her words, her conviction is devastating. I squeeze my eyes shut as I savour her pussy, like it’s the last thing I will ever feel.

Just in case it is.

Each thrust is a battle between existence and oblivion. The water pounds down on us, mixing with the blood that still drips from the ceiling, creating rivulets of scarlet that spiral down the drain. Each movement sends shockwaves through me, threatening to tear me apart even as it anchors me more firmly to this plane.

“Don’t fade,” Isolde whispers against my ear, her voice desperate. “Stay with me.”

I can’t stop. Won’t stop. Not when she feels this perfect around my cock, not when her cries of pleasure echo off the shower tiles like a symphony of salvation.

“William,” she gasps, her pussy clenching around me as her climax builds. “I can feel you slipping away. Bite me. Take what you need to stay inside me.”

My fangs extend, and I growl, slamming into her harder, deeper, chasing the connection that makes me whole. She tilts her head, and I clamp down on her neck. Her blood rushes into my mouth. The taste of her is sheer power. It makes me lightheaded at the same time that it makes me more complete.

Her orgasm crashes over her with cataclysmic force, her scream echoing through the bathroom as her power surges outward. For one brilliant moment, I absorb it all, becoming fully corporeal, fully alive. The sensation is overwhelming. Her heat, her scent, the way she fits against me like she was made for me.

I growl against her neck, the vibrations shuddering through her as she clenches around me again. “Fuck,” I mumble and pull back, gripping her throat tighter as I slam my lips to hers. “Fuck, Isolde. You’re utter perfection.”

My release builds with volcanic intensity, every stroke bringing me closer to an edge I haven’t experienced in over a century. Her blood courses through me, temporarily bridging the gap between death and life, making every sensation razor-sharp and overwhelmingly real.

“Mine,” I snarl against her lips, my hips driving forward with desperate hunger. “You’re mine, Isolde. My queen, my salvation, my everything.”

“Come for me,” she whispers. “I want to feel you lose control.”

Her words shatter the last of my restraint. I slam into her one final time, my cock jerking wildly as I empty myself inside her with a roar that cracks the shower tiles and drenches us with blood, hot and sticky. The orgasm tears through me like lightning, every nerve ending screaming with pleasure so intense it borders on agony.

For a perfect moment, we’re suspended in ecstasy. Her power flows into me, my essence anchored by her touch, her blood. I’m alive, truly alive, feeling everything with the intensity of a man who’s been denied sensation for a hundred years.

Then reality crashes back with cruel clarity.

My form flickers, the borrowed vitality already fading. I become translucent again, the connection wavering as her power settles back into its normal patterns.

“No,” Isolde gasps, her hands trying to hold onto me as I fade. “Stay. Please.”

“I can’t,” I whisper, pressing my forehead against hers while I still can. “But this... what we just shared... it’s proof that we can find a way. A permanent way.”

She nods, tears mixing with the blood and the water from the shower. “I will find a way, William. I will find a way to bring you to me.”

“I know you will,” I say, and then I have to get away from her. Letting her go, I phase back into the wall and hear her whimper, her cry for me, but I can’t. I can’t face her. Not now. Not with my cum dripping out of her pussy, and there isn’t a damn thing I can do to stay with her.
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“William!”

I scream his name again, but the silence that follows is deafening. The shower water beats down on my shoulders, washing away the blood and our mingled essence, but nothing can cleanse the ache in my chest where he’s been torn away from me.

My legs shake as I slide down the tiled wall, the cold ceramic shocking against my heated skin. The emptiness where he was feels like a raw, throbbing wound. I can still taste him on my lips, still feel the pressure of his hands on my throat, but he’s gone.

“Damn you,” I whisper to the empty shower. “Damn you for leaving me like this.”

The water runs cold, but I don’t move. Can’t move. The intensity of what we shared has left me drained, my power depleted in a way that feeding from CJ and Cassiel hadn’t prepared me for. It’s as if William took more than just excess energy when he bit me. He took something fundamental, something that connected us on a level deeper than blood.

The runes along my spine ignite with heat, sending their data to Blackridge’s monitoring system. I wonder what he’s seeing now, what readings my encounter with William has generated. The thought makes my stomach turn.

“Isolde?” Cassiel’s voice is gentle and concerned as he stands in the doorway, naked. “Are you okay?”

I force myself to stand, turning off the shower with trembling hands. “I’m fine,” I say, though my voice betrays me with its hollow tone.

Blood still stains the tiles in crimson streaks, and I must look a wreck.

“You don’t look fine,” he says, moving closer. He grabs a towel and wraps it around me with gentle hands. “That was something else.”

I lean into his touch, craving the solid warmth of him after William’s spectral chill. “It was, and now he’s gone.”

“He’ll be back, and you need to sleep.”

I let him guide me from the bathroom to the bed.

CJ stands by the window, dressed again, his posture tense as he takes in my appearance. “Rest now, Issy. You are sending too much data back to Blackridge.”

I glare at him because of his terse attitude, but I know he is right; his rude behaviour stems from concern for me. But it doesn’t stop me from biting back. “Didn’t stop you when you had your dick in me, did it?”

He narrows his eyes and debates how to respond. I can see it all over his face. “No, you are right. This was my fault. I should’ve rejected you.”

“Ouch,” I mumble as I climb into bed.

He chuckles. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

“I know. I’m out of sorts.”

“With good reason. Go to sleep now, Issy. We will be here when you wake.”

I nod and snuggle into the bed, naked and with my hair wet. I’ll look like the wicked witch from the west when I wake up, but I can’t bring myself to care. My eyes close, and sleep drags me under like a riptide, powerful and irresistible.

***

When I wake, the moon is high, and CJ is waiting with a cup of blood. “Human mixed with mine.”

“Thanks,” I say, grabbing it and gulping it back. I place the empty cup on the bedside cabinet and look between him and Cassiel. “What?”

“Nothing,” Cassiel says, but he is a terrible liar.

“Tell me what’s happened,” I growl, getting out of bed, my tits jiggling and distracting both of them instantly. “No,” I say, holding up my hand. “No sex.”

“Now that’s ouch,” CJ says, but sighs. “But it really is nothing. It’s more that you now have to go to classes, and we are not in any of them.”

“Oh,” I say and relax. “It’s okay. I can handle myself.”

“No, remember you are supposed to lie low, walk away. Benz is not happy about Cass killing him the other day. He might come after you.”

“I’ll kill him again,” Cassiel announces.

I giggle. “I’m sure it will be fine. Yes, we have Defensive Combat Training again, but I’m stronger now. Not the scared rabbit he tried to bully last time.”

“That’s exactly what concerns me,” CJ says, his eyes darkening. “You’re not the same Isolde who entered SilverGate. You’re a Sanguimonarch now, with power that’s still volatile and unpredictable.”

I roll my eyes and grab my workout clothes that Cordelia made with magic for me, pulling them on quickly. “I’ll be fine.”

“Will you?” Cassiel asks softly. “What happens if someone provokes you and you respond instinctively? The runes will transmit every surge of power directly to Blackridge.”

“And give him exactly what he wants,” CJ adds, crossing his arms. “Data on how your abilities manifest under stress.”

I know they’re right, but I need to convince them that I’m fine, so they don’t follow me around all night. My emotions are still raw from William’s departure, my power simmering just beneath my skin like mercury waiting to boil over.

“Okay,” I concede. “I’ll be careful. No magic outside of magic classes, no confrontations, no drama.”

CJ snorts. “Drama follows you like a shadow, Issy.”

“Says the vampire with more secrets than the family crypt,” I retort, but there’s no heat in it. “I’ll be boring. Promise.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” CJ murmurs, his eyes tracking me as I finish getting ready. “Just remember, if you feel your control slipping, walk away. Find an empty classroom, a bathroom, or anywhere you can be alone until you stabilise.”

“I know, I know.” I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder. I pause at the door, looking back at them. They are my knights, my protectors, my lovers. “I’ll see you both later.” My eyes drift to the empty space by the window where William should be. “Tell him... tell him I’ll be back soon.”

“We will check in, and if you are in serious danger or hurt, I’ll know,” CJ says.

“How?” I ask, my gaze pinning his.

“I just will.”

I nod slowly and leave them in my room. I know I said I would give him time, but he’s taking too much of it. I want to know what lurks alongside the vampire.

The walk to Defensive Combat Training is uneventful, although each step sends tiny sparks of electricity up my spine where Blackridge’s runes sit embedded in my flesh. Not pain, but awareness. The corridors are busy with supernatural students rushing to classes, and I can feel their blood calling to me, taste their power on my tongue with each breath.

The training hall is already half-full when I arrive. Students mill around in small groups, some stretching, others practising forms. I spot Benz immediately, his massive frame impossible to miss, as he demonstrates a brutal takedown to a group of admirers.

Our eyes lock across the room, and his face twists into a sneer. The wolf in him recognises the change in me immediately. His nostrils flare, scenting the air, and his eyes narrow with suspicion and something that looks like fear. He breaks away from his groupies and stalks toward me, each step calculated to intimidate.

“Well, well,” he growls, circling me like prey. “You look like you crawled out of a grave, Morvoren.” He snickers at his lame vampire joke, his cronies backing him up. I spot Cordelia a few feet away, about to intervene, but I waggle my fingers at her to stay where she is.

I say nothing, remembering my promise to walk away from confrontation. I step around him, but he blocks my path.

“I smell them all over you,” he continues, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Three scents. I knew you were a little slut.”

My anger flares at that word, and my spine tingles where the runes are embedded, sending data back to Blackridge with every spike in my emotions.

Stay calm.

“Move, Benz,” I say quietly. “I’m not looking for trouble.”

He laughs, the sound echoing in the training hall. “Please. All you do is cause trouble. But that angel arsehole isn’t here to save you now.”

“I don’t need saving.”

“We’ll see about that.” He reaches out, grabbing my arm with bruising force. “Maybe I’ll show you what happens to little vampires who⁠—”

The moment his skin touches mine, the hunger roars to life. I can taste his power on my tongue, the raw, bestial energy of a werewolf, primal and fierce. My body reacts before my mind can catch up, silver light flashing beneath my skin where he grips me.

“Let. Go.” Each word drops like ice from my lips.

Benz’s eyes widen as he feels the chill spreading up his arm from where he’s touching me. Frost forms on his skin, crystallising around his fingers. He tries to pull away, but my hand snaps up, gripping his wrist with unnatural strength.

“What the fuck?” he hisses, genuine fear flickering across his face.

The runes along my spine burn hot, transmitting every detail of this power surge back to Blackridge. I should stop. I promised I’d walk away. But the hunger inside me, the new predator that lives beneath my skin, wants to taste this wolf’s essence, to drink his power and add it to my own.

“I said let go,” I repeat, my voice echoing strangely in the suddenly silent training hall. Every student has frozen, watching us with wary eyes.

“Not a chance, slut,” he growls, getting his bravado back.

My fangs drop, and I flash them at him. He doesn’t even have time to move before I pounce and sink my fangs into his neck.

He shrieks with pain as I rip his throat wide open.

“Miss Morvoren!” The professor comes running over, his name escaping me right now. “Live feedings are strictly prohibited!”

No part of me cares. I cling to Benz’s massive body, biting harder, drinking faster. His blood is wild, a pure feral taste that makes me whimper. There is nothing lustful about this. It’s a bite to kill. Doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy it.

“Miss Morvoren!”

I barely register the professor’s voice as Benz’s blood floods my mouth. His power courses through me, raw and primal, nothing like the refined essence of CJ or Cassiel. It’s crude, bestial, but intoxicating in its own way. Like drinking moonlight and fury.

His body convulses against mine, weakening with each greedy pull. I can feel his life force dimming, his power becoming mine. The runes along my spine burn white-hot, transmitting every detail of this feeding frenzy back to Blackridge.

Hands grab at my shoulders, trying to pull me away, but they might as well be attempting to move a mountain. I’m anchored to Benz, my fangs locked in his throat as his struggles grow weaker.

Benz collapses to the floor with me on top of him. I squeeze my thighs around his body, my vampire strength making it damn near impossible for anyone to remove me. I drink, feeling his heartbeat slow.

The training hall has erupted into chaos. Some students flee, others watch in horrified fascination. Cordelia stands frozen, her face pale with shock.

With one last pull, I drain Benz dry, and he goes limp as I release him, his blood dripping down my chin while a hysterical laugh escapes me.

CJ rushes into the training hall with Cass hot on his heels, but it’s too late.

Lie low? Walk away?

Yeah, that wasn’t ever going to happen, and I think we all knew it.
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The silence in the training hall is deafening. Everyone stares at me, eyes wide with horror and fear as I stand over Benz’s drained corpse. The power from his blood courses through my veins like liquid lightning, making my skin glow with silver light.

“Isolde,” CJ says quietly in a tone that I know is about reacting to the situation and nothing personal. “We need to move. Now.”

“Miss Morvoren is staying right here until Professor Blackridge assesses the situation,” the professor says, giving me an annoyed glare. “I really hate you lot,” he adds under his breath.

I raise an eyebrow but hide my smile. He is just pissed because now he has a mountain of paperwork to get through.

“Is he dead?” Cassiel asks.

“Yes,” I say. “He called me a slut. Again. I really hate that,” I say, giving the professor the same glare back as he gave me.

“And while that was wrong, you didn’t have to kill him.”

“I did. Sorry, but I’m done being bullied. Now everyone got the memo.” I give CJ a cheeky grin.

His eyes are narrowed, assessing me. He is not amused. But neither is he horrified or upset about what I did. If anything, I see the burning lust in his eyes.

“Mr Aquila, Mr Cassiel, I’d suggest you both leave,” the professor says, his voice strained as he attempts to maintain control of the rapidly deteriorating situation. “This is now an academy disciplinary matter.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” CJ responds, his voice deceptively calm as he moves closer to me.

I lick my lips, tasting the last of Benz’s blood. It’s still singing through my system, a wild, feral energy that makes me feel invincible. The hunger that had been gnawing at me has retreated, satisfied for now by the wolf’s essence.

“Everyone out!” The professor barks at the remaining students who are still frozen in shock. “Class dismissed!”

They scatter like startled birds, some casting frightened glances over their shoulders as they flee. Only Cordelia hesitates, her eyes locked with mine.

“Go,” I mouth to her. She doesn’t need to be caught in whatever shitstorm is about to rain down.

Blackridge materialises beside Benz’s corpse. His black eyes survey the scene with clinical detachment before settling on me.

“Miss Morvoren,” he says, his voice unnervingly calm. “You’ve made quite the mess.”

I straighten my spine, feeling the runes burn hotter as they transmit my power fluctuations directly to him. “He started it.”

Blackridge’s eyes narrow with that same calculating interest I’ve come to dread. “Indeed. And you’ve certainly finished it.”

He circles Benz’s corpse like a vulture, examining the perfect puncture wounds in the werewolf’s neck, the desiccated grey pallor of his skin. I can see him cataloguing every detail, filing it away in that vast, terrifying mind of his.

“What an interesting technique,” he murmurs. “Complete exsanguination in under thirty seconds. The runes indicate a power transfer of considerable magnitude.”

“She was provoked,” CJ states flatly.

Blackridge doesn’t even glance at him. “I’m quite aware of what transpired, Mr Aquila.”

My spine tingles at the reminder of his invasive monitoring. I can feel them now, hot and insistent, transmitting every flutter of power through my system directly to him.

“So, what happens now?” I ask, wiping the last traces of Benz’s blood from my chin. “Detention? Expulsion?”

Blackridge’s mouth curls into what might be a smile on anyone else. On him, it’s merely a rearrangement of facial features. “Nothing quite so mundane, Miss Morvoren. You’ve graduated beyond conventional disciplinary measures.”

“Meaning?” Cassiel demands, his wings manifesting partially in agitation.

“Like you, Mr Cassiel, Miss Morvoren is above reproach. You will find it a perk of being… so special.”

Above reproach.

Cassiel and I exchange a look. That is the most dangerous thing I’ve heard come out of Blackridge’s mouth, and that is saying something.

The silence stretches between us like a live wire. The words echo in my head, a prison sentence disguised as privilege.

“You’re saying I can kill whoever I want?” I ask, deliberately keeping my voice flat, testing the boundaries of this new reality.

Blackridge’s eyes glitter with something like amusement. “I didn’t say that, Miss Morvoren. SilverGate has always operated on the principle of natural selection. The strong survive. The weak...” His gaze drifts meaningfully to Benz’s corpse.

“This is fucked up,” CJ mutters, moving closer to me, his body a shield between me and Blackridge.

“Language, Mr Aquila,” Blackridge chides, though there’s no real admonishment in his tone.

I’m barely listening to him anymore. I can still taste Benz’s blood on my tongue, feel his life force mingling with mine. The power I took from him churns inside me, wild and untamed.

“I’m sure we will see another resurrection,” Blackridge continues, “But I’m not sure how many more he will be granted after this. So, try to keep your anger under control next time, Miss Morvoren.”

“Tell him when he wakes up not to try this again, or I will test your theory until he runs out of chances.”

Blackridge gives me a genuine smile. It lights up his eyes and creeps me the fuck out. “I’ll be sure to mention it.”

He gestures at two staff members hovering, and they move over to pick up Benz’s body to transport him to the infirmary. He is going to be madder than an adder on acid when he wakes up, but tough shit. If he comes for me again, I will rinse and repeat.

I can feel CJ’s tension as Blackridge turns to leave, and CJ tracks his movements like a hunter. The headmaster doesn’t even look back.

As soon as Blackridge disappears, CJ grabs my arm and pulls me toward the exit. His grip is tight, urgent, his eyes scanning the training hall for any lingering threats.

“What the hell were you thinking?” he hisses once we’re in the corridor.

“I wasn’t,” I admit, the adrenaline rush from the kill finally starting to fade. “He insulted me and touched me, and I just reacted.”

“I get that, but fuck knows what data Blackridge has on you now. We need to get those runes out.”

I should feel guilty. I should be horrified by what I’ve done. But all I feel is satisfaction, a predatory contentment that purrs through my veins like a well-fed cat.

“He’s right. Blackridge is practically salivating over the data you’ve given him,” Cassiel states grimly.

The runes along my spine have cooled now, but I can still feel them, alien and invasive. I blink as a thought strikes me, and I stare into CJ’s eyes.

“What?” he asks suspiciously. “What are you thinking?”

“William. What if we took the runes out of me and put them into him, just temporarily, to stabilise him? You’ve got that barb, and we can get him corporeal enough…” I trail off as what I’m suggesting is barbaric, but I think it might work.

“It’s like one mind,” William’s voice says from behind me. “I was thinking the exact same thing.”

I turn to look at him, so beautiful, so haunted. “They are steeped in my blood. If they are in your body…”

“… they will stabilise me.”

“Are you sure?” Cassiel asks.

“Yes,” William says. “Well, as sure as I can be without testing.”

“But how do we get them out of Issy without hurting her?” CJ asks William.

“The same way they went in. With the barb.”

“Ouch,” I mutter. But then suck it up. If this is the only way, then so be it.

“Then that is what we will do,” CJ says. “Later on, after classes, we’ll try to get some semblance of normality going here for the next few hours. But how do we stop Blackridge from finding out what we’ve done?”

“Does it matter if he does?” I ask.

“Yeah, if he wants your data and ends up with William’s, he’s going to try it again with you.”

“I won’t give him a second shot at this.”

“Not to mention, the signal will be disrupted when they are removed and recalibrated,” Cassiel says.

“So, are we doing it or not?” I ask, arms crossed and getting pissed off.

“Yes,” William says instantly. “We are.”

“As long as we can be sure that you won’t get hurt,” CJ says, cupping the back of my neck as he pulls me closer. “I can’t bear to see you in pain.”

“I’m not afraid of pain,” I say, meeting CJ’s intense gaze. “Not if it gives William a chance to be whole again.”

“It will hurt, Isolde. Perhaps more than when Blackridge put them in,” William says.

“I don’t care.” The taste of Benz’s blood still lingers on my tongue, his wild power coursing through my veins, making me feel invincible. His magical side is powerful, but I can’t quite place where it stems from. Not that I’m an expert, but this feels different. “After classes. Tonight.”

CJ’s jaw tightens, but he nods reluctantly. “Fine. But we do this carefully. No rushing, no mistakes.”

“And what if Blackridge notices the signal disruption?” Cassiel asks, his wings rustling with unease, still hung up on this.

“Let him,” I say with a shrug. “What’s he going to do? I’m ‘above reproach,’ remember?”

William’s cold laugh sends a shiver down my spine that has nothing to do with fear. “Gave you that line, did he?”

“You too?”

“My first day here. I might’ve killed a centaur shifter just to see how his blood tasted.”

“Gee aren’t you a delight,” CJ mutters.

“He lived,” William says with a sly smile. “Several times, in fact.”

CJ’s mouth twitches with something like reluctant amusement. “Of course he did.”

I turn back to CJ, suddenly curious. “Did he tell you that line too?”

“No,” CJ says, his expression closing off into that impenetrable mask that infuriates me. “Blackridge and I have a different understanding.”

Before I can press him on what that means, Cassiel clears his throat. “We should get to our next classes. Standing here discussing murder in the hallway isn’t exactly keeping a low profile.”

“Fine,” I sigh, adjusting my blood-splattered training clothes. “But don’t expect me to pay attention in Supernatural History. Not when we’re making our own tonight.”

CJ’s hand finds the small of my back, careful to avoid the areas where the runes sit beneath my skin. “Just promise me you’ll be careful for the rest of the night.”

“I’ll try, that’s all I can do at this point.”

“I’ll take it. Where shall we meet later?”

“At the southern border,” William says. “Where the academy grounds meet the trees. We’ll head into the forest.”

“Is that safe?” Cassiel asks, “The Collectors are still after Issy.”

“They are still warded, just a little less so. But there is the perfect place for such a momentous occasion.”

“I’m intrigued,” I murmur.

“Intrigued is good,” William says. “The place I’m thinking of has history. Blood history.”

CJ’s eyes haven’t left my face, studying me with an intensity that makes my skin tingle. “Are you sure you’re okay? Draining someone completely can have effects.”

I flex my fingers, feeling Benz’s wild energy still coursing through me like a second heartbeat. “I feel powerful, like I could tear down the academy with my bare hands.”

“That’s exactly what worries me,” CJ says.

The warning bell rings, signalling five minutes until the next class period begins. Students appear in the hallway, their conversations dying as they spot us. Me still covered in blood, CJ and Cassiel flanking me protectively. William is hovering behind me, but no one can see him. Yet.

“Go get cleaned up,” Cassiel suggests. “We’ll meet after the final bell.”

I nod and head toward my room, acutely aware of the stares following me. The whispers start as soon as I’m alone. The rumours are already spreading like wildfire. By evening, the entire academy will know what happened.

Good. Let them know. Let them fear me.

The thought is savage and satisfying in a way that should scare me. But at this point, I need to accept my dark fate and move on from the girl I was, to the woman I am, to the queen I will become.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
CASSIEL


I shadow Isolde as she makes her way back to her room, keeping a discreet distance. The other students part before her like waves breaking against a ship’s prow, their fear a tangible thing that fills the corridor with its scent.

My wings itch beneath my skin, wanting to manifest fully, to stretch and shield her from the whispers and stares. But I keep them contained, watching as she walks with a confidence she didn’t have when she arrived here. Blood still stains her training clothes, splattered across her chest like a macabre medal of honour, but it suits her. Bathed in blood.

She doesn’t need my protection. Not from these lesser creatures who scatter at her approach. But what kind of man would I be to her if I left her to make this walk alone? A new drama would have unfolded by the time she exits again. That is how it is here. Violence, aggression, arousal, it’s all part of life at SilverGate.

When she’s safely in her room, I slip away to find a quiet corner of the academy where I can think. The Bell Tower provides the solitude I need, its height offering perspective on the sprawling campus below.

Flying up to the top of the roof, I unfurl my wings fully, letting them stretch to their full span.

What we’re planning to do tonight is extremely dangerous. Removing Blackridge’s runes and transferring them to William is risky at best. Fatal at worst. I just hope it doesn’t come to that. I ponder Blackridge’s motivations for a moment and then sigh. This is precisely what he is expecting us to do. He is always ten steps ahead.

I shiver, the wind whipping through my feathers as the realisation settles like ice in my veins. Blackridge has been manipulating us from the start. The runes, the monitoring, even his nonchalant reaction to Benz’s first and second deaths. It’s all part of some grand design I can’t fully comprehend.

The academy sprawls beneath me, ancient and secretive. From this height, I can see students moving between buildings, unaware of the forces converging around them. Unaware that they’re sharing classes with a creature who could rewrite reality with a thought.

I close my eyes, thinking of Isolde covered in blood, her eyes flashing silver as she stood over Benz’s drained corpse. The raw power coming from her had been intoxicating, calling to something primal that I’ve only felt since I fell.

My wings flex involuntarily, remembering the sensation of her fingers stroking through my feathers. No angel would ever allow such an intimate touch. Yet I’d surrendered to it completely while my cock was buried deep inside her, craving her caress like salvation.

“Brooding again?” CJ’s voice cuts through my thoughts. He stands at the edge of the tower roof, somehow having scaled up without my noticing. His markings shimmer faintly beneath his skin in the fading light.

“Planning,” I correct him, folding my wings slightly. “Tonight could go very wrong.”

CJ moves closer, his gaze sweeping over the academy grounds. “I know. But we don’t have a choice.”

“Blackridge planned this.”

CJ pauses, eyes narrowed as he does when he is thinking. “I figured. He is too far ahead of us. Doesn’t mean we aren’t going to do it. Better to have them out of Issy, and as much as I hate to say it, we could do with William being less transparent.”

“I want to argue with that, but I can’t seem to find a plausible response.”

CJ snickers. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

“William’s obsession with her is troubling,” I say, watching a group of students scatter below us as a professor walks by. “He sees her as his salvation, not as a person.”

CJ shrugs. “And we don’t? Let’s not pretend we’re any better, Cassiel. We all want something from her.”

“That’s different,” I argue, though the words sound hollow. Maybe he’s right.

“Is it? You want to learn, to feel, to discover, and you want to experience it all with her. I want, well, that’s my business. William wants life again. We’re all using her in our own ways.”

The truth of his words stings. I flex my wings, feeling the wind catch beneath the feathers. “But we care about her. Genuinely.”

“So does William, in his own twisted way.” CJ studies me with those penetrating eyes. “The difference is, we’re alive enough to show it properly.”

“Until tonight,” I remind him. “If this works, he’ll be just as alive as we are.”

CJ’s jaw tightens. “And if it fails, we could lose her.”

We stand in silence for a moment, the significance hanging between us like a storm cloud. Below, the academy continues its evening routines, oblivious to the ritual we’re planning.

“What if we’re wrong about all of this?” I ask quietly.

CJ’s eyes darken as he considers my question. “We’re not wrong. The runes are hurting her, monitoring her, controlling her. We get them out, or we watch her become Blackridge’s experiment forever.”

“I know that,” I say, my wings rustling with agitation. “I meant, what if we’re wrong about what she is? What if the Sanguimonarch thing is just another manipulation? Another way to control her?”

CJ’s laugh is bitter. “You’ve felt her power, Cassiel. That’s no manipulation.”

I can’t argue with that. The memory of her feeding from me, the electric connection when my blood flowed into her veins, was beyond anything I’d experienced in my celestial existence.

“We need to consider what happens after tonight,” I say. “If William becomes corporeal again...”

“The balance shifts,” CJ finishes for me.

“Exactly. The Butcher of SilverGate, alive again after a century. His obsession with her unchecked by the limitations of being a ghost.”

CJ’s expression darkens. “I’m prepared for that possibility.”

Something in his tone makes me study him more carefully. “You will protect her from him, even if she doesn’t want you to.”

“Of course. If anyone, including you, hurts her in any way, I will annihilate them.”

“Are you ever going to reveal what lies beneath the vampire?”

“Something you have probably heard of, maybe even seen from up there. Here? They don’t have my kind here.”

Frowning, I tilt my head. “So, where are you from?”

He smirks. “Not here.”

If I expected any other response, I would be a fool.

“That’s not cryptic at all,” I mutter, stretching my wings before folding them against my back. “Just tell me this. Are you on our side? Truly?”

“I’m on Isolde’s side. That’s all that matters.”

“Fair enough. We should prepare for tonight.”

CJ nods, already turning to leave. He steps to the edge of the roof and drops down. I lean over and watch as he lands gracefully and strides off. I remain perched on the ledge, watching over SilverGate. Tonight, everything changes. For better or worse, we’re about to alter the balance of power in ways none of us can fully predict.

And Blackridge will be watching every moment.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
CJ


The southern border of SilverGate Academy is shrouded in mist as we approach. Isolde walks between Cassiel and me like a queen flanked by her guardians. William glides ahead, stiff-backed and silent.

I grip the barb in my pocket. The thing feels alive, hungry, a parasite seeking a new host. Blackridge’s magic is dark and insidious, and I hate that it was ever inside her.

“This way,” William says, leading us deeper into the forest. The trees grow denser as we follow, their branches twisting together overhead to form a canopy that blocks out the moonlight. The air grows colder, heavier with ancient magic.

“We’re crossing beyond the academy’s primary wards,” I warn, feeling the shift in the magical atmosphere. “Are you sure this is wise?”

“The Collectors won’t be able to find us here,” William says. “This place is hidden by older magic than theirs.”

“Yours?”

“Maybe.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes at his back.

Isolde walks steadily, her face set in lines of grim resolve. The blood from her earlier kill still lingers in her system; I can smell it on her, wild and feral, mixing with her unique scent. She’s beautiful like this, dangerous and untamed.

“How much further?” she asks, pushing aside a low-hanging branch.

“Just ahead,” William replies, gesturing toward a clearing that’s beginning to take shape through the trees. “The Hallow.”

The ground is stained a permanent rusty red, centuries of rituals leaving their mark on the earth itself. Seven ancient stones form a perfect circle, each carved with symbols that appear to predate the written word. The air here tastes of copper and magic.

“What is this place?” Cassiel asks, his wings manifesting involuntarily as he senses the power concentrated in the clearing.

“A blood altar,” William says, his form becoming slightly more substantial as he enters the circle. “I discovered it during my time at SilverGate. It’s where I conducted my most significant experiments.”

I study the stones carefully, noting the familiar symbols carved into their surfaces. “You mean you killed here.”

It’s not a question, but William nods anyway. “I learned here. I evolved here.” His gaze fixes on Isolde. “And tonight, I’ll be reborn here.”

The hunger in his voice would be disturbing if I didn’t understand it completely. A century of half-existence, watching life continue without him, I’d be desperate too.

“How do we do this?” Isolde asks. Her voice is strong, but her hands are shaking. She clasps them together, but I saw it.

William gestures to the centre stone, larger than the others and carved with a spiral pattern that seems to move if you look at it too long. “You’ll need to lie there, face down. The runes must be removed in the precise order they were inserted.”

Cassiel’s wings rustle with unease. “And you’re certain this will work?”

“As certain as one can be about Blood Magic that’s never been attempted before,” William replies, his form flickering slightly. “But I’ve spent my life studying the theoretical applications, and four times as long with nothing to think about except everything I learned and didn’t. If anything will work, it’s this.”

I move closer to Isolde, gripping the back of her neck. It’s a possessive gesture, but she doesn’t seem to mind. “You don’t have to do this. We can find another way.”

Her silvery-blue eyes meet mine, determination hardening her gaze. “This is the way. I want to do this for him and me. For all of us.”

I nod, understanding but not necessarily agreeing. The barb in my pocket feels heavier, more insistent, as if it knows what’s coming.

“I’ll need you to remove your shirt,” William says to Isolde, his voice clinical despite the hunger in his eyes. “The runes must be fully exposed.”

She complies without hesitation, unbuttoning her shirt and slipping it off her shoulders. Her tits are exposed, pink nipples peaking in the late autumn chill. I lick my lips, my fangs extending slightly. I want to bite one, draw blood, feed from her while she comes all over my cock. Mesmerised by the thought, I’m drawn out of it when she clears her throat and turns around. The silver light beneath her skin races along her spine, highlighting the six points where Blackridge’s runes sit embedded in her flesh. But it’s the one on her crown that makes me shudder. It has a black light etched into it. It’s malevolent, at best.

“Lie down,” William instructs, gesturing to the central stone.

The rock is cold against her skin as she positions herself, turning her head to the side so she can watch us. I pick up her shirt and fold it, placing it under her cheek.

She grins up at me, more bravado than natural. “Thanks.”

“Which one of you will do the extraction and insertion?” William asks.

“Me,” I say immediately. I’m not leaving this in the hands of the fallen one or anyone other than myself. I glare at William. “You need to get yourself a bit more corporeal and fast. I want to do this in a systematic way. Out of her, into you, repeat.”

William nods and drifts closer to Issy. She shifts over, and he lies next to her. She moves her hand to the middle of the stone. He places his over hers, and the faint shimmer lights up the clearing momentarily.

“You’re going to have to do better,” I mutter as I lower myself to straddle Issy, knees on either side of her, as I pull out the barb and glare at it with distaste.

“I’m trying,” William growls, his form wavering like heat on asphalt. “It’s not as simple as flipping a switch.”

“Try harder,” I snap, positioning the barb above the lowest rune at the base of Isolde’s spine. The silver needle gleams in the moonlight, hungry for connection.

Issy takes her hand back and slices her palm with her fangs and then moves her hand through William’s form. He hisses, and instantly he is stronger. He rips at his clothes, exposing his back as I press the tip of the barb to the bottom of Issy’s spine.

“This is going to hurt.”

“No shit. Just do it,” she says through gritted teeth, her fingers tightening around William’s semi-corporeal hand.

I take a deep breath and align the barb with the first rune. It’s not difficult to see where they are embedded. They are glowing like beacons. The moment metal touches skin, Isolde’s back arches and she screams—a raw, primal sound that echoes through the clearing. I hesitate for a fraction of a second but grit my teeth and continue. The barb sinks into her flesh like it’s coming home, latching onto the embedded rune with a sickening click.

“Hold her down,” I command Cassiel.

He nods and kneels in front of her to press his hands against her shoulders.

Silver light erupts from the puncture wound as I twist the barb counterclockwise. Isolde thrashes beneath me, her screams cutting through the night air. Blood seeps from around the barb, but it’s not red. It’s liquid silver, glowing with power.

“Almost there,” I mutter, more to myself than anyone else. With a final twist, the rune detaches from her spine with a wet, sucking sound. I pull the barb out slowly, the tiny runic implant now attached.

“My turn,” William says.

His form is more solid now, vibrating with expectancy, his eyes locked on the glowing barb in my hand. The rune pulses with stolen power, Isolde’s power, like a living thing.

Turning fully, I press the tip of the barb against William’s lower spine, aligning it precisely where it sat in Isolde. His ghostly flesh gives way with surprising resistance, more substantial than I expected. He hisses but doesn’t scream as the barb sinks into him.

The effect is immediate and startling. William’s form solidifies around the entry point, transparency giving way to living flesh that spreads outward like ink in water. I twist the barb clockwise, the opposite direction from extraction, and the rune detaches from the needle with a soft click.

“It’s working,” Cassiel murmurs, his silver eyes wide with wonder.

William’s back arches as the rune settles into his system. His skin flushes with colour, veins bulging beneath pale skin. He lets out a guttural moan that’s equal parts pain and ecstasy.

“Again,” he gasps, reaching for Isolde’s hand. “Do the next one.”

I position the barb over the second rune in Isolde’s spine. She’s trembling now, sweat beading on her forehead despite the chill night air. “Ready?”

She nods, her jaw clenched so tight I can hear her teeth grinding. The second rune is deeper, anchored closer to her vertebrae. As I push the barb in, her scream is sharper, more desperate. The forest around us responds, trees creaking and swaying as if in sympathy with her pain.

This time, the silver blood flows more freely, running in rivulets down her sides and onto the stone beneath her. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I hear it sigh in contentment. The rune fights me, clinging to her spine with tenacious magic that makes the barb vibrate in my grip.

“Blackridge built these to stay locked in,” I growl, twisting harder. “They don’t want to let go.”

Isolde’s fingers dig into the stone, cracking the ancient surface as her power flares in response to the pain. Finally, with a sound like breaking glass, the second rune detaches. I withdraw the barb carefully, the tiny glyph gleaming with malevolent light.

Without hesitation, I drive it into William’s spine at the corresponding point. His solidity spreads further, the transparency receding up his back and down his legs. Flesh, blood, and bone manifest in real time, no longer ghostly echoes but tangible reality.

“More,” he demands, his voice stronger now, no longer carrying that hollow, spectral quality. “Keep going.”

The third and fourth runes come more easily, as if Isolde’s body is now rejecting the foreign magic. Each extraction leaves her trembling but stronger, the silver glow beneath her skin brightening as her power is freed from Blackridge’s monitoring.

William’s transformation continues with each rune that is implanted. His body becomes more substantial, more real. His breathing grows ragged as the magic rewrites his existence, anchoring him to this plane through Isolde’s blood-infused runes.

By the fifth rune, the process has taken on a rhythm of its own. Extract, transfer, watch as William becomes more whole, more alive. His skin has a flush to it now, his muscles defined and solid beneath my hands as I work the barb into his flesh.

“The sixth one is at the base of your skull,” I warn, positioning the barb. “This will be worse.”

Isolde makes a sound between a laugh and a sob. “Just get on with it, for fuck’s sake.”

I press the needle into the delicate skin at the base of her skull, and her entire body convulses. Silver light explodes outward, blinding in its intensity. The stones around us glow, responding to her unleashed power.

Cassiel struggles to hold her down as she thrashes, her screams now taking on a nightmarish quality that makes the hair on my arms stand on end. The sixth rune is deeply embedded, wrapped around nerve endings that connect directly to her brain.

“CJ,” Cassiel warns, his voice strained. “Her power is destabilising.”

“I know,” I growl, working the barb with surgical precision despite the chaos of energy whipping around us. The forest trembles, trees bending inward as if drawn by Isolde’s pain. “Almost there.”

With a final twist, the sixth rune releases its hold. As it comes free, a shockwave of power ripples through the clearing, knocking Cassiel backwards. The silver blood from this extraction flows differently. It hovers in the air, forming intricate patterns before settling back onto Isolde’s skin.

William is nearly whole now, his body solid from the waist down, his torso flickering between corporeal and spectral states. His eyes burn with hunger as he watches the sixth rune glowing on the tip of the barb.

“Give it to me,” he demands, his voice resonant and alive.

I position the barb at the base of his skull, and he tilts his head forward in anticipation. The needle slides in with surprising ease, eagerly accepting what was stolen from Isolde. The rune detaches with a soft click, and William’s head snaps back, a cry of pleasure-pain tearing from his throat.

“The last one,” Isolde whispers, her voice raw from screaming. “The crown.”

This is the one I’ve been dreading. The rune at the crown of her head, the one that pulsed with that malevolent black light. I position the barb carefully but then pause. Shrugging, I think fuck it, and use my vampire speed to get it done as quickly as possible. In less than a second, it’s out.

“Fuck!” Isolde screams as the final rune is ripped from her crown, her back arching off the stone in a violent spasm.

The black-silver essence of the seventh rune writhes on the barb like a living thing, pulsing with dark energy that makes my stomach turn. Unlike the others, this one seems sentient, aware, and furious at being removed.

William is nearly whole now, his form solid from his feet to the base of his skull. Only his face still flickers between corporeal and spectral, but his eyes are burning with intensity as he stares at the final rune.

Isolde pushes herself up on trembling arms, silver blood still trailing down her spine in glowing rivulets, as I lean over William and again, using my vampire speed, ram the rune into the top of his head.

The rune enters William’s head with a sound like a thunderclap. His body goes rigid, every muscle locking as the final piece of Blackridge’s monitoring system integrates with his newly corporeal form. The black-silver energy races through him, illuminating his veins like a lightning storm trapped beneath his skin.

“William?” Isolde gasps.

He doesn’t answer. The seventh rune, the crown connection, completes the circuit. The other six runes along his spine light up in sequence, creating a cascading network of power that pulses in rhythm with a heart that hasn’t beaten in a century.

Then, with a final violent convulsion, William collapses face down onto the stone.

Silence falls over the clearing. The air feels charged, electric, as if the molecules have been rearranged by what we’ve just witnessed. I reach out cautiously to touch William’s shoulder, half expecting my hand to pass through.

It doesn’t. His skin is warm, solid. Alive.

“Did it work?” Cassiel asks.

Before I can answer, William’s hand shoots out, gripping my wrist with crushing force. He rolls over, his eyes flying open, and I find myself staring into irises that swirl with silver, black, and emerald green. A perfect storm of power and hunger.

“I’m alive,” he whispers. He lets me go and sits up, staring at his hands, turning them over to examine every line, every crease. Then he touches his face, his chest, his arms, marvelling at the solidity of his own existence. “I’m alive,” he repeats, louder this time, a laugh bubbling up from deep within him. It’s a beautiful, terrible sound. It’s the jubilation of a man who’s been denied everything for a century.

I back away, giving him space.

Isolde is watching William with wide eyes, her bare skin glowing faintly in the moonlight, silver blood still trickling from the seven wounds.

“William,” she whispers, reaching for him.

He turns toward her voice, and the expression that crosses his face is devastating in its intensity. Hunger, possessiveness, gratitude, and something darker, something primal that makes my markings burn beneath my skin.

“My queen,” he breathes, and then he’s moving, faster than I anticipated for someone who just regained physical form. He slams her back to the stone as their lips meet in a kiss that’s violent, desperate. William’s hands tangle in her hair, holding her face to his as if afraid she might disappear before they move lower, fumbling with the button on her jeans.

Between the two of them, they tear at each other’s clothes.

Cassiel watches with interest from his position.

“You’re welcome,” I grit out, leaning back against a tree as I watch them devour each other.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
ISOLDE


His mouth is scorching against mine, nothing like the spectral chill I’d felt before. William is fire and fury now, his newly corporeal body pinning me to the blood-soaked stone with delicious weight. His heart is hammering against my chest, the miracle of his resurrection thumping between us with each frantic beat.

“Isolde,” he growls against my lips, my name a benediction. His hands are everywhere, in my hair, gripping my throat, sliding down to cup my breasts with possessive hunger. “My salvation. My queen.”

I arch into his touch, my body singing with relief as the pain of the extraction fades into something sharper, more demanding. The runes are gone, their insidious monitoring no longer sending my data back to Blackridge. In their place is pure, unfettered need.

William tears my jeans down my legs. I help him, kicking them away, suddenly desperate to feel him against me. His clothes are in tatters already, his century-old suit falling away in pieces to reveal pale skin that flushes with vitality.

I reach up to touch his face, marvelling at the warmth beneath my fingers. “You’re really here,” I whisper, tracing his jawline.

“Because of you,” he says, his voice hoarse with emotion. His eyes burn into mine, swirling with silver, black, and green. “A century of nothingness, and now everything.”

He kisses me again, deeper this time, his tongue claiming my mouth with a hunger that borders on savagery. I can taste my blood on his lips, metallic and sweet. His hands slide down my naked body.

“I need you,” he growls. His cock is hard against my pussy, thick and insistent. “I need to feel you around me. Need to claim what’s mine.”

The possessiveness in his voice stokes the fire burning in my veins. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him closer.

My fangs drop as my hunger rises to match his. I want to taste him so badly, I whimper.

“Do it,” he practically snarls at me, pressing his neck to my mouth.

I clamp down as he enters me with a single, powerful thrust. The sensation is overwhelming. Not the ghostly chill of our shower encounter, but solid, living heat that stretches me deliciously. His groan vibrates through both our bodies as he buries himself to the hilt.

His blood hits my tongue, and I moan against his neck, the taste of him igniting every cell in my body. There’s an ancient, powerful tang to his blood. It’s like tasting history itself, dark and intense. His cock throbs inside me, stretching me as I drink from him, each pull of my mouth drawing more of his essence into me.

William’s grip on my hips tightens, thrusting into me with a rhythm that is both desperate and controlled. Each stroke sends waves of pleasure coursing through my veins, amplifying the sensation of his blood flowing into me. The connection between us is electric, a circuit of power and desire that grows stronger with each movement.

“Isolde,” he growls against my ear, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through me. “You feel so fucking good.”

I release his neck, capturing his lips in a fierce kiss. The taste of his blood lingers on my tongue. The head of his cock slides against my clit as he withdraws completely before driving back inside my drenched pussy. I writhe underneath him and then moan when he rakes his claws down my arms. His fangs graze my neck, and I tilt my head, offering myself to him. He doesn’t hesitate. His jaw snaps shut, locking his fangs into place as he guzzles hungrily from my vein.

“Fuck,” I pant, the sensation of him drinking from me while buried deep inside me is monumental. Each pull of his mouth sends a shockwave of ecstasy through my system, intensifying the pleasure of his cock filling me, stretching me, claiming me. I can feel his power growing with every swallow.

And it is magnificent.

His thrusts grow harder, more urgent. The ancient stone beneath us trembles with the force of our fucking, the blood-soaked earth resonating with our combined power. I can feel the magic of this place responding to us, the old rituals and sacrifices echoing through time, amplifying our connection.

William releases my neck, his eyes wild and feral as he stares down at me. His lips are stained with my blood, his fangs extended in a primal snarl. “Mine,” he growls, the word reverberating through me like thunder. “You are mine, Isolde. Forever.”

I nod, unable to speak as a wave of pleasure crashes over me. My back arches off the stone as my orgasm builds, the intensity of it is terrifying, exhilarating. William’s cock swells inside me, his body coiling with tension as he nears his climax.

“Come all over me, my queen,” he demands, his voice a guttural command that sends me spiralling over the edge. “Mark me, claim me, make me your willing servant.”

My scream echoes through the clearing, raw and primal, as I shatter around him. My body convulses against the stone as my orgasm rips through me, leaving me gasping and trembling in its wake. Every nerve ending is alight with sensation as his cock hardens even more, and he comes inside me. I clamp down so hard on his cock, making him grunt in pleasure.

William roars above me, his body tensing as he unloads, filling me with his hot cum. The ground beneath us shakes with the force of our combined climaxes, ancient magic stirring in response to our union.

He collapses on top of me, his breath coming in ragged gasps against my neck. His weight is solid and real, a tangible reminder of what we’ve achieved tonight. I wrap my arms around him, holding him close as our heartbeats sync, pounding against each other in a rhythm that feels like a promise.

“We did it,” I whisper, running my fingers down his spine.

He lifts his head to look at me, a slow, almost sinister smile spreading across his face. He doesn’t say anything. He simply gets to his feet naked and glorious. He snaps his fingers and makes a noise of wicked delight as he clothes himself in attire similar to CJ’s. He glances at the other two men, silent and watchful as we fucked like animals. “Gentlemen,” he says, ignoring me completely. “If you will excuse me, I’ve got some unfinished business to take care of.”

And with that, he snaps his fingers again and vanishes from the clearing, leaving me naked, dripping with cum, freezing cold and without him.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
WILLIAM


Isolde’s gasp of shock and betrayal echoes behind me as I vanish from the clearing, but I don’t look back. I can’t afford to. Not when the hunger burning through my veins demands satisfaction. Blackridge has answers to give, and I intend to extract every single one.

I materialise directly into his office, bypassing the wards and protections he has in place with an ease that makes me… uneasy.

He’s expecting me.

Blackridge looks up from his desk with an icy smile. “William Harrington,” he says, leaning back in his chair. “Look at you, all whole again. How does it feel?”

As I advance on him, the runes along my spine burn with power, Isolde’s power, amplifying my every movement. “Good to be coming for you.”

He watches me, his expression unreadable. “And what exactly do you intend to do now that you’re here?”

I slam my hands down on his desk, leaning in until I’m mere inches from his face. His scent fills my nostrils, ancient and cold. Not a vampire, not a mage, nothing I’ve ever encountered before. Not even close. But I already knew that. ”You’re going to tell me what I want to know.”

Blackridge doesn’t flinch. Instead, he smiles, a cold and calculating expression that sends a chill down my rune-infested spine. “Or what, William? You’ll kill me? I’m kind of difficult to get rid of.”

“I have no doubt it’s damn near impossible,” I admit with a low growl. “But I want revenge.”

Blackridge chuckles, a sound like ice cracking. “Revenge? How very pedestrian of you. I thought you were above such base emotions, William.”

“I was,” I say, straightening up but keeping my eyes locked onto his. “But a century of watching, of waiting, gave me plenty of time to rethink my priorities.”

He steeples his fingers, watching me with an intensity that is almost clinical. “And what are your priorities now, William?”

“The truth,” I say. “I want to know why I was killed. Who did it and why?”

Blackridge’s smile fades, replaced by an expression that would terrify me if I weren’t William ‘the Butcher’ Harrington. “You have already figured it out. You were needed now.”

“So, I was killed to tether me to this place. Kind of overkill, don’t you think? Pardon the pun.”

“Not exactly. I needed you to willingly accept what you so readily took from Miss Morvoren.”

“So, you planned this?”

“I couldn’t plan the arrival of Miss Morvoren. But I knew someone at some point would come with the right bloodline.”

“A Sanguinarch. I was apparently the last one.” Revenge has gone out the window right now. I’m actually getting answers that have plagued me for a while, and Blackridge is seemingly giving them up without too much persuasion. I’m not sure if I should be worried about that or grateful.

“Bloodlines lie dormant, species are never truly extinct, Mr Harrington.”

“What do your paymasters really want with Isolde?”

He frowns. “I answer to no one.”

“Really?” I raise an eyebrow. “Seems to be you are in cahoots with The Collectors.”

His black eyes narrow. “No. Never. They are an abomination.”

“And you aren’t?”

“A different kind. Being what Miss Morvoren is now, I suspect they will want to add her to their personal living doll display.”

“How does that work?” I ask, academic curiosity winning out over disgust for the moment.

“They will suspend her in a moment of time. She will still be alive, still think, still breathe, but she will be on display for all to see, the only one of her kind.”

“What has that got to do with me?”

“You are her… king, for lack of a better word. Or perhaps, she is your queen. That remains to be seen.”

“That’s why you wanted the runes in me,” I say as the realisation hits me. “This was about me, not her.”

“Always about you, Mr Harrington.”

My skin feels like it wants to crawl off my newly corporeal body, never to return. “So, you think you can get data from me that proves I’m the first Sanguimonarch?”

“Yes.”

“But you needed Isolde’s data first to compare.”

“Still so smart.”

“Even more so. A hundred years is a long time.”

“A long time stuck in stasis, Mr Harrington. Unable to advance your learning.”

“Wrong. All I had was time to critically think, overthink, and learn more from the knowledge I’d already absorbed.”

Blackridge’s eyes gleam with something like appreciation. “I see. Then perhaps you’ve already deduced what happens next in our little drama.”

“You want me to help you stop The Collectors,” I say, the words tasting bitter on my tongue. “You need me and Isolde as a matched set. The only creatures powerful enough.”

“Not just stop them,” Blackridge corrects, rising from his chair without even seeming to stand up. “Eliminate them entirely. They’ve been a thorn in my side for millennia.”

“Millennia?” I repeat, reassessing the creature before me. “What exactly are you, Blackridge?”

He smiles, revealing teeth that are suddenly too sharp, too numerous. “Something older than the words you have to describe me. Something that was here before your kind learnt to manipulate blood, before angels fell, before vampires first thirsted.”

My magic flickers with warning, sensing danger that transcends anything I’ve encountered.

“The Collectors are a perversion,” Blackridge continues, circling his desk to stand in front of me. “They believe power should be hoarded, preserved in their living grimoires and dolls. I believe power should evolve.” His gaze locks with mine. “You and Isolde are the next evolution.”

“So, you manipulated us. You orchestrated my death to create your perfect weapon against them.”

“Not orchestrated. Anticipated,” Blackridge corrects. “Your death was inevitable the moment you discovered what you were. The Collectors would have found you eventually. I merely saved you from their clutches.”

“Saved me,” I mutter bitterly. The runes along my spine grow hot with energy, Isolde’s power mingling with mine in a dangerous cocktail. “And what makes you think I’ll help you now? After a century of isolation? What makes you think Isolde will do anything to help you?”

“She is a student here; she is in a place of sanctuary because of me. Her parents knew this was the best place for her. Near me. They can’t protect her. Because you want what I want, Mr Harrington. The destruction of those who would cage creatures like you and your queen. The freedom to explore your power without constraints. And finally, because the alternative is that Isolde becomes their prized possession while they make you watch and then do the same to you.”

The thought of Isolde suspended in time, a living doll for The Collectors to display, makes my blood boil. “I should kill you where you stand.”

“You could try,” Blackridge says with a thin smile. “Many have. But I think we both know you’re more pragmatic than that.”

He’s right, damn him. A century of ghostly existence has taught me patience, if nothing else. But I never was one for doing what creatures expected me to. Without a second thought, I coil my magic and throw an orb at him that would kill a lesser creature.

The orb hits Blackridge squarely in the chest, a direct hit that should have ripped him apart at the molecular level. Instead, it simply absorbs into him, like water into sand. He doesn’t even flinch.

“Are you quite finished?” he asks mildly, brushing an imaginary speck of dust from his immaculate suit.

Fury and frustration coil within me. I can feel the runes burning along my spine, feeding on my emotions, transmitting data back to whatever monitoring system Blackridge has in place. The irony isn’t lost on me. I’m free of death only to find myself still chained.

“No,” I state and fire off orb after orb of magic that rips his office apart but leaves him completely unscathed. I know I’m provoking him. Part of me wants him to retaliate, and when he does…

“Fuck!” I roar as he turns my magic against me and sends me careening through the air, slamming into the stone wall with bone-crushing force. Pain erupts across my body, a feeling I’d almost forgotten after a century without physical sensation.

“Satisfied?” Blackridge asks.

I’m on my feet in under a second. “Not even close.”

“You’re wasting valuable time, William. The Collectors will have felt the power surge from your resurrection. They’re coming.”

I straighten, rolling my shoulders as the gaping chest wound where my magic hit me heals. “Let them.”

“Your arrogance is showing,” Blackridge snaps. “They’re coming for her as well as you.”

The reminder settles in my gut like a lead weight. Isolde. I left her in the clearing, vulnerable and unprotected. Well, not entirely unprotected. CJ and Cassiel are with her.

“When?” I demand.

“We’ve already been over this. Soon. Days at most.” Blackridge moves back behind his desk, annoyingly calm. “You need to prepare her. The power she wields is still raw, unrefined. She needs control.”

“And you think I’m the one to teach her that?” I laugh. “I was called ‘The Butcher’ for a reason.”

“Precisely why you’re perfect,” Blackridge counters. “You understand the darkness that comes with this power. You’ve walked the edge and fallen over it. You can guide her where others would fail.”

The taste of Isolde is still on my lips, her blood still warming my veins. She gave me life again, and I repaid her by vanishing without a word. The guilt twists inside me, unfamiliar, unexpected and sharp.

“Fine,” I say finally. “I’ll teach her what she needs to know. But not for you. For her.”

“Your motivations are irrelevant as long as the outcome serves all our interests,” Blackridge says, waving a hand dismissively. The shattered furniture and destroyed books reassemble themselves around us. “Just remember, William—the runes in your spine may give you life, but you are not alive.”

His words hurt. I had forgotten that minor detail. If he chooses to rip them out or simply deactivate them remotely, I’m back to being a ghost. “You have me over a barrel,” I grit out.

“Think of it as a short leash,” he says with a smile.

My jaw clenches. “Noted.”

“Good. Dismissed.” He waves his hand, and I’m shunted through time and space to land in the clearing again as Isolde, CJ, and Cassiel are walking away. She spins to me, fury on her face, and I fall completely, irrevocably in love with her.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
ISOLDE


William's sudden reappearance stops me mid-step.

“Where the fuck did you go?” I snarl, stalking towards him. My rage is a living thing, clawing at my insides. “You just left me here!”

William doesn’t flinch from my fury. If anything, his eyes darken with something like appreciation as he watches me approach. “Blackridge,” he says simply. “I needed answers.”

“And you couldn’t wait five fucking minutes?” I demand, stopping inches from him. “You couldn’t say, ‘Hey Isolde, thanks for the resurrection and the hot as hell fuck, be right back after I sort something out’?”

Behind me, I sense CJ and Cassiel watching warily, ready to intervene if needed. The air between William and me crackles with tension and power.

“I’m sorry,” William says, the words seeming to surprise him. “The need for revenge outweighed everything else.”

My anger doesn’t abate, but curiosity tempers it slightly. “Revenge?”

He nods slowly.

“What did you do?” CJ asks, moving closer.

“Got my arse kicked. But it was worth it,” he says with a slow smile.

“Was it?” I ask, fists clenching. “Was it? Because you are about to get it kicked from here to next week!” I advance on him, claws extended. He grabs my wrist as I take a swipe at him. His physical strength is enough to stop me.

“Not so fast, tiger,” he purrs, setting my arousal pinging again. “As much as I want to witness you kicking my arse, we have bigger problems to deal with.”

“Like what?” CJ asks. “I kind of want to see her kick your ass.”

“The Collectors,” William says, his grip on my wrist loosening but not releasing completely. “According to Blackridge, they probably felt the power surge from my semi-resurrection. They’re coming for us.”

I wrench my arm free, my anger momentarily sidelined by this new threat. “When?”

“Days, at most.”

Cassiel’s wings rustle behind me. “That was the timeline we were already working on. But that time is running out. Did Blackridge say anything else?”

William’s eyes flick to him, then back to me. “He wants us to work together to destroy them. Apparently, that’s been his plan all along, to create the perfect weapons against The Collectors.”

“Us,” I repeat flatly. “As in you and me?”

“The matching set,” William confirms with a sardonic twist of his lips. “King and Queen of Blood.”

CJ makes a noise that sounds suspiciously like a growl. “And you believe him?”

“I believe he’s ancient and powerful beyond anything I’ve encountered, which is saying something,” William says. “And I believe The Collectors are coming. Beyond that...” He shrugs. “Trust isn’t exactly my strong suit.”

“No shit,” I mutter, still furious but forcing myself to think past it. “So, what now? We just wait for them to show up and hope for the best?”

“Now,” William says, his eyes gleaming with renewed purpose, “I teach you how to use your power properly. No more accidents, no more instinctive reactions. Training.”

“Training? Like Defensive Combat Training?”

“Something like that, but with magic thrown in with the arse-kickings.”

“Sounds good,” I mutter.

“So, are you a student here again now?” Cassiel asks.

William shrugs. “Who knows? Blackridge and I didn’t exactly chat about my academic status.”

“Why haven’t they come yet?” CJ asks suddenly. “They know where you are. Why aren’t they here?”

“The wards?” I ask with a wary shrug. He’s right. Something feels off about this.

“No,” William replies, his voice hardening. “The wards wouldn’t stop them. Not completely. They’re waiting for something.”

The four of us exchange uneasy glances as we trek back toward SilverGate. The forest seems to close in behind us, erasing evidence of our ritual. I’m hyper-aware of William beside me, his presence comforting but unsettling after his abrupt disappearance.

“Or someone,” CJ adds, his amber-flecked eyes scanning the treeline. “Like most organisations, The Collectors operate in a hierarchy. Maybe they’re waiting for their leader.”

“The idea of them studying us, planning, makes my skin crawl,” I say, wrapping my arms around myself.

William moves closer, his hand landing on my lower back. “That’s precisely what they’re doing. Evaluating the threat level. Determining the right approach. Blackridge might’ve planned for this to happen, but this will have blindsided The Collectors. They weren’t expecting me to come back.”

“So that probably buys us time,” CJ says.

“Definitely buys us time,” William counters.

I glance between them, noting the tension crackling in the air. Whatever fragile alliance existed before William’s resurrection has shifted. His physical presence has altered the dynamics. He’s no longer the ghostly observer but a direct competitor for… what? Leadership? To be the alpha male?

Their competing auras clash like storm fronts, making the air between them heavy with unspoken challenge. I roll my eyes, not in the mood for testosterone-fuelled posturing.

“If you two are quite finished with your pissing contest,” I snap, “maybe we could focus on not dying?”

CJ’s mouth twitches with reluctant amusement, while William simply watches me with those eyes, now alive, that seem to see straight through me.

“The lady has a point,” Cassiel interjects smoothly. “We need a plan, not alpha male theatrics.”

We reach the edge of the academy grounds. SilverGate’s gothic spires loom against the night sky. Students move between buildings, oblivious to the forces converging around them, the danger lurking just beyond the wards.

“Training starts tomorrow,” William says decisively. “Dawn, in the training hall. No excuses.”

“Dawn?” I protest. “I’m a vampire. Not exactly my prime time.”

“Precisely why it’s perfect,” he says. “The Collectors won’t expect you to be active then. Plus, you need to learn to function at your weakest as well as your strongest.”

I hate that his logic is sound. “Fine.”

“I’ll be there too,” CJ states, not a question but a declaration.

William nods. “Good. Cassiel?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Then it’s settled,” William says, his gaze lingering on me. There’s something predatory in the way he watches me now. It’s thrilling and unsettling. “Get some rest, Isolde. You’ll need it.”

I snort, my anger still simmering just beneath the surface. “Rest? After everything that’s happened tonight?”

“Try,” he insists, and for a moment, I catch a glimpse of genuine concern behind his calculated exterior. “Your body needs time to adjust after the extraction.”

My spine tingles at the reminder, phantom pain where Blackridge’s runes once sat. The relief of having them gone is overwhelming, but their absence has left me feeling strangely hollow, like a part of me was carved away alongside them.

“We’ll stay with you,” CJ murmurs, taking my hand in his.

As we make our way across the moonlit grounds, I become increasingly aware of the stares following us. I remember that everyone can see William now and is probably wondering who he is and where he came from. If only they knew he’d been here all along.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
CJ


I feel the tingle at the back of my neck before I see him.

Dad.

I purse my lips at him, lurking.

Okay, Constantine Kaius Aquila doesn’t lurk. He stands around all elegant and shit in a designer suit that cost more than an entire month of my trust fund. Where I come from, we deal with money. Here, fuck knows what they use to make purchases. I’ve never left the academy since I got here. Maybe they still use gold and silver. Maybe I should find out. My future has shifted in the last few days. Before it was here to finish my education and go home. Now? Now, I have absolutely no fucking clue what happens next with Isolde, the idiot angel, and the violent vampire slash Sanguinarch, whose inflated ego is even more apparent.

“Excuse me,” I murmur to Isolde, pulling her closer to brush my lips against hers in a chaste kiss. “I’ll be back soon.”

She nods warily but then shoots William a look. “That’s how you say goodbye, arsehole.”

He snorts. “Noted.”

I ignore them and slink off into the shadows, knowing Cassiel is watching my every move.

“Dad,” I say when I get close enough. “What are you doing here?”

His eyes, like mine, linger on Isolde for a moment before he looks at me. “CJ. Who is that girl?”

“That’s it? No, hi, how are you?”

“Oh, and your ‘what are you doing here’ was so polite.”

Well, he has me there. “Her name is Isolde Morvoren. Isaac’s sister.”

He raises an eyebrow. “She is special.”

“You could say that.”

“Do I want to know?” he asks wryly, “Or does trouble follow you around like it does your mother?”

I snort openly. It is an inside joke. My mother could find trouble isolated in a nunnery. “It’s probably best if I keep it to myself for now.”

“Does she know who you are? What are you?”

I shake my head with a frown. “No. Not yet.”

“CJ…” he starts in warning, but I hold my hand up.

“I know, I know. But she is more than special, Dad. She is my future. I can’t keep lying to her.”

My father’s expression shifts, a flicker of concern passing over his aristocratic features. “Your future? That’s quite the declaration.”

“I know what I’m feeling,” I insist, though the words sound defensive.

He smirks. “I never said you didn’t. But if you are anything like me, which I know you are, that means you are in this for eternity, whether she wants it or not.”

“She wants it. I told her I would give her my name, and she accepted.”

“Even though she knows you are lying to her?”

“I’m not lying, per se. Omitting, but yes. Even then.”

“The Hunters back home are circling,” he says, changing the topic abruptly. “They know we have sent you away.”

“Do they know where I am?” I ask, a twinge of concern flickering through me. I’m only worried that they will come here and make life difficult for Issy when she is already in enough trouble.

“Not yet,” he says. “But it has exacerbated the situation. They will find you, one way or another.”

“So, you came to warn me?”

“I came to warn Blackridge that if anything happens to you while you are under his care, I will remove his head from his person, shove it up his ass, pull it back out of his neck and crush it with my bare hands.”

“Now that’s a threat,” I say, impressed. Dad does love the violence and theatrics of a good beheading. It might not kill Blackridge, but it would be remarkably unpleasant.

“It’s not a threat.”

“I’m aware. What did he say?”

“Same as he did last time. He knows what I’m capable of.”

“So, I’m untouchable.”

“Don’t use that as an excuse to cause shit, CJ,” he says exasperated. “You are supposed to be lying low.”

“And I am. Sort of,” I reply with a wicked smile. “I can’t help my genes. Blame yourself for being an obsessive, possessive, violent bastard.”

Dad’s eyes narrow, but the corners of his mouth twitch upward. “And your mother for being stubborn, reckless, and impossible to control.”

“The perfect storm of genetics,” I agree, glancing back toward Isolde. She’s watching us now, her head tilted slightly in curiosity. Even from this distance, I can feel the pull of her, the invisible tether that binds us together.

“She’s concerned for you.”

“I know.”

“A blood bond?” he asks, his voice dropping lower.

I nod. “Among other things.”

“Complicated,” he murmurs, studying Isolde with renewed interest. “Vampires here are odd.”

“Not all of them. Those two, yes. Very odd.”

“Rare sub-species?”

“You could say that.”

“Same as you. Like finds like, I see.”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Be careful, CJ. These Hunters are not what they used to be. They are… more. If they find you...” He glances at Isolde again. “They’ll use her against you.”

“They won’t get a chance. If they even find me. This place is warded more than Ponte.”

“And that is one of the reasons we sent you here. Along with…” he glances around with a smirk. “… the sinister ambience.” His gaze pins mine again. “Are you sure she is worth it?”

“She is everything.”

He nods and vanishes from sight. I turn to see Isolde still hovering, and I move towards her.

She meets me halfway. “Everything okay?”

I nod. “Perfect.”

“More secrets?”

I ponder that. “That was my dad.”

Cassiel and William catch that and look more interested, which is concerning all by itself.

“Figured. You look just like him,” she says with a smile.

I chuckle. “Apparently. It was nothing. Just a visit to remind Blackridge why I’m untouchable.”

“Untouchable?” William repeats suspiciously. “Is that what you think?”

“That’s what I know.”

Our gaze locks, and I can see William reevaluating me, realising there’s even more to my story than he initially thought.

His eyes narrow, a predator assessing a potential threat. “And what makes you so special, Aquila?”

“That’s my business,” I reply smoothly, placing my hand on the small of Isolde’s back. “For now.”

William’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t press further. Smart man. Despite his renewed corporeality, he knows pushing me would be stupid. My markings tingle beneath my skin, the dragon blood in my veins responding to the challenge in his eyes, but I ignore him and focus on the only thing that matters. Isolde.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
ISOLDE


The moon slinks under the horizon, leaving the dawn in a hazy, dark grey hue.

“Focus,” William snaps, circling me like a predator.

I glare at him, blinking sleep from my eyes. I’ve had about three hours’ sleep, if that. “Easy for you to say. You’re not the vampire being dragged out of bed to train.”

“I was dead for a century,” he replies flatly. “You’ll survive being tired.”

CJ and Cassiel watch from the sidelines, both looking far too alert for this ungodly hour. CJ hasn’t taken his eyes off William since we arrived, his posture tense as if expecting an attack. Cassiel’s wings are half-manifested, a sign I’ve come to know that he’s uneasy.

“Again,” William commands, producing a shallow silver bowl filled with fresh blood. “Separate it into its components without touching it.”

I stare at the dark liquid, trying to feel the connection William insists exists between my consciousness and the blood. My spine tingles where the runes used to be, phantom sensors still firing despite their absence.

“I can’t,” I mutter.

“You can,” William counters, his voice sharp. “You’re thinking too much. Blood doesn’t respond to thought. It responds to will, to hunger, to instinct.”

I close my eyes, trying to tap into that primal part of me that emerged when I drained Benz dry. The hunger is always there now, a constant companion lurking just beneath my skin.

“Find the hunger,” William instructs, his voice dropping lower, almost hypnotic. “Let it rise, but don’t let it consume you. Direct it. Channel it.”

The silver light flickers beneath my skin as I reach for that dark place inside me. I can taste copper on my tongue and feel the phantom sensation of hot blood flowing down my throat. My fangs extend involuntarily.

“Yes,” William murmurs. “Now reach out with your essence.”

I extend my awareness toward the bowl, imagining silver tendrils of my power flowing from my fingertips into the blood. For a moment, nothing happens. Then I feel it—a connection, gossamer-thin but unmistakable.

The blood in the bowl twitches.

“More,” William demands. “Separate it. Find the plasma, the cells, the power within.”

I push harder, the connection strengthening. The blood moves, swirling in the bowl. My breath catches as I see thin streams of clear liquid separating from the red.

“That’s it,” William says, a hint of approval warming his tone. “Now the red cells from the white.”

Sweat beads on my forehead despite the morning chill. This feels unnatural and invasive, like I’m violating something sacred. But it also feels right, as if I’m finally using muscles that have atrophied from disuse.

The blood separates further, different components creating distinct layers in the bowl. Pride surges through me at this small victory.

Then William slaps the bowl from my grasp.

The connection snaps violently, sending a jolt of pain through my skull. I gasp, staggering backwards as the bowl clatters across the floor, blood splattering in a crimson arc.

“What the fuck?” I snarl.

“Too slow,” William says coldly. “In a real battle, hesitation means death.”

“I wasn’t hesitating, I was learning.”

“Same thing.” He produces another bowl from behind his back. This one is larger, the blood inside is darker, almost black. “Again. And this time, don’t just separate it. Control it.”

CJ steps forward. “She needs a break, Harrington.”

“The Collectors won’t give her breaks,” William retorts, not looking away from me. “They’ll take her and put her on display in the museum. Alive but might as well be dead.”

“She’s not going to be any use to anyone if you break her first,” Cassiel interjects.

William ignores them both, his gaze fixed on me. “Well? Are you broken already, Isolde?”

His challenge ignites something in me, a flash of stubborn pride that drowns out the fatigue. “Fuck you.”

A smile curls his lips, predatory and pleased. “That’s my queen. Now do it again.”

I focus on the new bowl, reaching for the connection more aggressively this time. The blood responds immediately, rising from the bowl in a thick column that hovers in midair.

“Good,” William says. “Now shape it.”

I frown in concentration, visualising the blood taking form. It twists and contorts, gradually forming a rough sphere.

“Better,” William murmurs, circling me. “But still too rigid. Blood is fluid, constantly changing. Your control must be the same.”

Without warning, he slashes his palm with his fang and flicks his blood at my floating sphere. The fresh blood threatens to disrupt my control, its different composition fighting against my will.

“Adapt,” he commands. “Incorporate it. Make it yours.”

I grit my teeth, pushing harder. Silver light races up my arms as I force the new blood to merge with what I’m already controlling. The sphere wobbles, then stabilises, now shot through with veins of William’s darker blood.

“More complex,” William demands. “Give it shape, purpose.”

I envision a weapon, something lethal and precise. The blood responds, elongating and sharpening into something resembling a spear. It hovers before me, trembling slightly with the effort of maintaining its form.

“Now,” William says, his voice dropping to a whisper, “strike.”

“Strike what?” I ask, momentarily confused.

His hand shoots out, grabbing my throat. The grip isn’t tight enough to choke, but it’s a clear threat. “Me.”

My concentration wavers at the unexpected contact. The blood spear wobbles dangerously.

“Strike or submit,” he growls, his fingers tightening fractionally. “Choose.”

Something dark and primal rises in me at his challenge. He sees it and steps back. My vision floods with silver as I direct the spear toward him with a thought. It flies across the space between us with startling speed.

At the last possible moment, William sidesteps the attack. The blood spear shatters against the wall behind him, leaving a starburst of crimson.

“Good,” he says, a genuine smile spreading across his face. “You’re learning.”

“What I’m learning,” I mutter, rubbing my throat, “is that you’re a sadistic arsehole.”

“I’m effective,” he corrects. “And alive again because of you. Don’t forget that. That is the power you have.”

“As if you’d let me.” I slump onto a nearby bench, suddenly exhausted. The silver light beneath my skin fades, retreating like the tide.

CJ approaches, handing me a flask. The rich scent of blood mixed with something stronger wafts from it. “Drink. You need to replenish.”

I gulp it down gratefully, feeling strength flow back into my limbs. “What’s in this?”

“Blood mixed with mine and Cassiel’s,” CJ says.

“You’re making it stronger,” I observe wryly, pressing it to my lips and taking a gulp.

“We don’t want you going on a murderous rampage.”

“How unfun of you.”

He snorts but says no more.

I glance at William, who watches our interaction with narrowed eyes. “What about your blood?”

“We’re saving that for when you are desperate.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Cassiel moves closer, his wings now fully stretched out behind him in a display that seems partly protective. “Are we done yet?”

William glances at him. “One more lesson, and then we can break. The most important one.”

He closes his eyes, his expression shifting to one of intense concentration. The air around him thickens, the temperature dropping noticeably.

“What are you doing?” I ask, setting the empty flask down.

“Sensing,” he replies without opening his eyes. “Every Sanguinarch leaves a signature in the world, a magical fingerprint that others of our kind can detect if they know how to look.”

He extends his hand toward me. “Come here.”

I hesitate, glancing at CJ and Cassiel. CJ’s expression is carefully neutral, but I can see the tension in his shoulders. Cassiel gives me a slight nod, though his wings remain spread wide.

I move to William and take his outstretched hand. Instantly, a current of energy flows between us, silver light racing up my arm to mingle with a darker power coming from him.

“Close your eyes,” he instructs. “Don’t think. Feel.”

I obey, letting my consciousness sink into the connection between us. William’s presence is overwhelming, a dark star pulling me into its orbit. His power tastes of ancient books, dried blood, and something colder, like metal left too long in the snow.

“Now,” he murmurs, his voice coming from both outside and inside my head, “reach beyond me. Beyond this training room. Beyond SilverGate.”

“I can’t,” I whisper, suddenly intimidated by the vastness he’s asking me to explore.

“You can,” he insists. “Your blood is connected to all blood. Your power resonates with all power. You just need to listen.”

I push my awareness outward, past the boundaries of my own body, past William’s overwhelming presence. The world opens up around me in a dizzying rush of sensation. I can feel the heartbeats of everyone in the training hall, then everyone in the nearby rooms, then further still.

“Good,” William’s voice guides me. “Now look for the signatures that feel like mine. Like ours.”

I sort through the cacophony of life forces surrounding SilverGate, searching for anything that resonates with the unique power signature I recognise in William and, increasingly, in myself. Most are ordinary—vampires, werewolves, witches, each with their distinct magical fingerprint.

Then I feel it. A distant cluster of power signatures that makes my blood run cold. Seven of them, moving together, are approaching from the north. They feel like William, but in a different way. Colder, more disciplined, their power leashed and focused.

“The Collectors,” I breathe, my eyes flying open.

William nods, his expression grim. “Yes. And they’re close.”

CJ and Cassiel move closer.

“You’re sure?” Cassiel asks.

“Absolutely,” I reply before William can. “I felt them. Seven of them, moving together.”

“Seven,” William murmurs. “That’s some number for one creature.”

“Two,” I correct him, and he looks startled for a moment before he smiles.

“Still getting used to being alive again.”

I can’t say that I blame him. I would probably take much longer to adjust. He is doing remarkably well, although I don’t think he slept at all earlier.

“What does that mean for us?” I ask, a chill settling in my stomach.

William’s eyes meet mine, his irises swirling with green and silver. “It means our timeline has accelerated. You need to be ready for them to breach at any given time.”

“When whoever they’re waiting for gives the order,” CJ mutters.

“Exactly, so we work harder,” William states. “Day and night.”

“You’ll burn her out,” Cassiel warns.

“I’ll survive,” I interject, straightening my spine despite the exhaustion pulling at my limbs. “I have to.”

William nods, a flash of something like pride crossing his features. “That’s the difference between Isolde and the rest of you,” he says to CJ and Cassiel. “She understands what’s at stake.”

“We understand perfectly,” CJ growls. “We just don’t share your methods.”

William’s laugh is cold. “My methods will keep her alive and out of their prison.” He focuses on me again. “One more hour, then you can rest. We’ll focus on blood manipulation at a distance.”

I nod, steeling myself for more training. The knowledge that The Collectors are so close sends tendrils of fear curling through my gut, but beneath that is something else. Anticipation. A dark, hungry part of me wants to meet these creatures who are supposedly like me, who’ve hunted, captured and tortured my kind for centuries.

As William sets up the next exercise, arranging vials of blood in a complex pattern on the floor, I catch CJ watching me with an unreadable expression. His markings are more visible than usual, swirling beneath his skin in patterns that seem agitated.

“I’m fine,” I mouth to him.

He doesn’t look convinced but nods slightly.

I turn my attention to William’s lesson, but part of my awareness remains fixed on the distant signatures I sensed. Seven powerful entities moving with a singular purpose, drawn to SilverGate like magnets.

Drawn to me.

For the first time since discovering what I am, I feel a flicker of excitement alongside the fear. The Collectors are coming for me, but they don’t know what I’m becoming. They expect a fledgling Sanguimonarch, untrained and vulnerable.

I intend to show them how wrong they are.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
WILLIAM


The pain is exquisite.

I welcome it, savouring each throb, each ache, each burning muscle as I push my newly corporeal body to its limits. After a century of spectral numbness, even discomfort is a gift. I flex my fingers, watching the play of tendons beneath skin, feeling the rush of blood through veins that haven’t pulsed in a hundred years. This overexertion is a gift, one that I will never take for granted again.

Isolde left the training hall an hour ago, exhausted but showing remarkable progress. The others went with her. I remained behind, needing time alone with this miracle of flesh and bone.

Starting to break a sweat, I strip off my shirt and examine myself in the mirrored wall of the training hall. The body is exactly as I remember, not a day older than when I died. Lean muscle, pale skin, the scars from my more dangerous experiments still visible. I trace the largest one, a jagged line across my ribs where I once cut myself open to observe the effects of a particularly potent blood ritual.

The memories flood back.

Two months before I died. A subject—willing, for once—strapped to a table as I extracted his lifeforce drop by drop, refining the process to maximise power transfer without killing him outright. The rush as his essence flowed into me, amplifying my abilities beyond what I thought possible.

They called me The Butcher, although my methods were far from crude. Precise, methodical, an art.

But I didn’t care what they called me. I was advancing knowledge, pushing boundaries. If a few lesser creatures had to suffer for the greater understanding of Blood Magic, so be it.

I flex my hand, calling forth a small orb of power. It floats above my palm, pulsing with dark energy. The magic feels different now, stronger, wilder, infused with Isolde’s unique signature. The runes along my spine tingle, not unpleasantly, as they channel and monitor the power flowing through me.

The power that Blackridge can shut off at any moment.

The thought sours my elation. I am alive, yes, but on a leash. The old bastard made that perfectly clear.

I dispel the orb with a flick of my wrist and pull my shirt back on. My new clothes are a concession to the modern era. No more stuffy suits. I admire myself as I button up the shirt. Perhaps it's vanity, but after a century of no one seeing me, I want to be looked at.

Especially by her.

Isolde. My dark salvation. My queen.

The thoughts of her trouble me, even as I surrender to it willingly. I’ve never felt this way about another being. Not in life, not in death. My previous interests were clinical, academic, test subjects and research partners, nothing more. But Isolde burns in my blood like a fever, her existence is a gravitational force I neither can nor want to escape.

Her power resonates with mine on a fundamental level. We are a match. Blackridge’s words echo in my mind. Is she my queen, or am I her king? Does it matter? We are one and the same.

I leave the training hall, my footsteps echoing satisfyingly against stone floors. Another simple pleasure. Making noise, having a presence, existing in more than whispers and cold spots. Students scatter as I pass, sensing the predator in their midst even if they don’t understand what or who I am.

The Butcher of SilverGate, returned to life.

I head for Blackridge’s office. I don’t knock in a petty defiance that doesn’t go unnoticed as Blackridge looks up from his desk with a knowing smile.

“Mr Harrington,” he says, setting aside a leather-bound tome. “Enjoying your resurrection?”

“Immensely,” I reply, striding into the room and taking a seat without invitation. Another small rebellion. “Though I’m aware of its limitations.”

“The runes,” he says, nodding. “Yes, quite the leash, aren’t they? How does it feel, knowing your second chance could be snuffed out with a thought?”

I smile thinly. “About as comfortable as I’d expect from an arrangement with you.”

He chuckles, the sound like dry leaves scraping stone. “I’ve always appreciated your pragmatism. It’s what sets you apart from other creatures.”

“A century of thinking, observing, and learning hasn’t diminished that.”

“Indeed.” He steeples his fingers, studying me with those fathomless black eyes. “And how is Miss Morvoren’s training progressing?”

“Rapidly. She has a natural affinity for Blood Magic I’ve never seen before. Even I had to work harder for my abilities.”

“That would be the Sanguimonarch lineage asserting itself,” Blackridge murmurs. “She’s not just a Sanguinarch, after all. She’s something more.”

We stare at each other across the desk, knowledge and power crackling between us. I’m under no illusions about my position in this hierarchy. Blackridge is ancient, something beyond categorisation. But I’m not powerless, not anymore.

“The Collectors are closer than we thought,” I say finally. “They are waiting.”

Blackridge raises an eyebrow. “You sensed them?”

“Isolde did, during training. I taught her to extend her awareness beyond SilverGate.”

“Impressive,” he murmurs. “Sooner than I anticipated, but not unexpected. The power surge from your resurrection was significant.”

“What are they waiting for? Or should I say whom?”

A shadow passes over Blackridge’s face, something close to concern. “How many?”

“Seven.”

“That’s troubling.”

“They want her that badly.”

“Or they fear her that much.” Blackridge leans forward. “Which makes your role all the more crucial, William. She needs to be ready.”

“She’s progressing remarkably, but against seven experienced hunters? Even with my guidance and the others’ protection, she’s not ready.”

“Then perhaps it’s time to consider alternative strategies.” Blackridge rises, moving to a cabinet behind his desk. He unlocks it with a key that materialises between his fingers, removing a small vial of viscous black liquid. “This might accelerate her development.”

I eye the vial suspiciously. “What is it?”

“Something ancient. Something that has been in my possession for a very long time, waiting for the right moment.”

“And what does it do?”

Blackridge smiles that cold, calculating smile. “It awakens dormant potential. Specifically, Sanguinarch potential.”

I stand abruptly. “Absolutely not.”

“You haven’t heard my full proposal⁠—”

“I don’t need to. Whatever that is, it’s too dangerous. Isolde’s power is developing naturally, as it should.”

Blackridge studies me for a long moment, then returns the vial to the cabinet. “Very well. We’ll try it your way, for now. But remember, Mr Harrington, those runes in your spine don’t just give you life. They can take it away just as easily.”

The threat hangs in the air between us, undisguised and unmistakable.

“Is that all?” I ask, my voice steady despite the cold fury building inside me.

“For now.” He dismisses me with a wave of his hand. “Keep training her. And remember your place in all this.”

I turn to leave, my hands clenched at my sides. At the door, I pause. “One more thing, Blackridge.”

“Yes?”

I look back at him, letting a hint of The Butcher show in my eyes. “When this is over, when The Collectors are dealt with, you and I will have a reckoning.”

He smiles, genuinely amused. “I look forward to it.”

The door slams satisfyingly behind me as I stalk through the corridors of SilverGate. Students and faculty move out of my way, sensing the dark energy surrounding me. The runes along my spine burn cold, reminding me of my tenuous grasp on this second life.

I need to see Isolde.

It’s a compulsion I don’t try to fight. I walk towards her room.

As I approach her hallway, I sense another presence nearby. CJ, his strange energy signature unmistakable. He’s waiting outside her door. The blood in him calls to something primitive in me, a challenge and a warning.

I slow my pace, considering my options.

CJ turns the handle, giving it a shove with his foot. I give him a nod of acknowledgement as I pass. Not friendly, but not hostile either. A temporary truce.

I close the door behind me, and see Isolde sleeping, curled up in the comfortable bed. Crossing over to the window, I stare at the Bell Tower.

I flex my hands again, feeling the power coursing through my veins. Despite Blackridge’s threats, despite the runes monitoring my every move, I am alive again. And with life comes opportunity.

I close my eyes, extending my senses outward as I taught Isolde to do. The world opens up around me, a tapestry of lives and power signatures, each distinct, each telling its own story. I feel the seven cold stars waiting, watching. The Collectors, coming for their prize.

Coming for my queen.

I smile into the darkness, feeling the killer inside me rise up. They think they’re hunting her, but they have no idea what awaits them. The Butcher of SilverGate has returned, but this time I have more than myself to protect. They won’t get near Isolde. Not when they have to go through me first.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
CJ


The markings on my arms burn like acid, a reaction to Isolde’s power that’s getting harder to control with each passing hour. I stare at my reflection in her bathroom mirror, watching the intricate patterns shift beneath my skin. They’re more visible now, darker, richer.

Fuck.

I splash cold water on my face, but it does nothing to soothe the burning. This isn’t supposed to happen. Not here. Not now.

The connection between me and Isolde intensifies, pulling at something ancient in my blood that was passed down through my mother’s side.

I grip the edges of the sink, closing my eyes as another wave of heat washes over me. The dragon stirs, responding to Isolde’s power. My father’s warning echoes in my head.

The Hunters are circling.

Of course they are. They’ve been hunting my family, all vampires in my realm, for decades, maybe longer, desperate to exterminate us.

A soft knock at the door interrupts my thoughts.

“CJ? Are you okay?”

I take a deep breath. "Yeah, of course.”

Naked, she pushes the door open, her blue eyes shadowed with exhaustion from William’s relentless training. Even drained, she’s breathtaking.

“You’re lying,” she says simply, pushing past me into the bathroom. “You’re exhausted. You haven’t slept.”

“How do you know?” I ask and then sigh. “Sorry, it is a force of habit to be petulant.”

“Forgiven. If you come to bed.”

“Where are William and Cass?”

“William went to get blood, he will be back soon. Cass is in his new favourite spot.”

“Bell Tower roof?”

She nods. “You need to stop worrying.”

“I’m not. I’m being cautious. William’s methods are dangerous. Someone needs to keep a clear head.”

She moves closer and places her hands on my chest. It ignites the fire burning inside me for her. A fire that will never die out and only gets more intense.

“Your markings react when I use my power. Why?”

“It’s complicated,” I say, retreating a step.

“Everything about you is complicated.” She follows, not letting me escape. “I’m trying to be patient and understanding, but it’s wearing thin.”

“I understand, but⁠—”

“No more lies, CJ. No more half-truths. What are you?”

The dragon ripples inside me, responding to her challenge. The markings swirl in a dizzying pattern. I fight for control, locking down the power that wants to burst free. I know without a doubt, if I let it, I would shift now, and that can’t happen. Not here in this realm.

“Something that doesn’t exist here,” I say finally. She’s right. No more lies.

She reaches for me, her fingers brushing my cheek. The contact sends electricity racing through my veins. “Here. Your choice of word is telling.”

I hesitate, torn between desire and self-preservation. Then I grab her hand and place it over the markings on my chest. “Birthmarks,” I say. “Sort of. They show my lineage, or half of it from my mother’s side.”

“Which is?”

I take a deep breath. “Dragon.”

Her fingers pause on my chest. “Dragon,” she repeats. “As in...?”

“What you would call myth,” I confirm.

“You’re a dragon,” she says, testing the word.

“Part dragon,” I correct. “My mother is their Queen. My oldest sister is their Empress.”

“What?” she gawps, eyes wide. “Dragons exist?”

“Not here,” I say, shaking my head slowly, searching her eyes.

“So, you are not from this realm.”

“Nope.”

“Why is this a secret?” Her fingers continue their exploration, tracing the patterns that swirl across my abdomen. Each touch sends sparks through my system, the dragon responding to her in ways I can’t control. The markings glow brighter, heat radiating from them. “They’re beautiful,” she murmurs, pressing her palm flat against my chest.

I draw in a deep breath. “Several reasons. The main one being I’m a mythical creature where you come from, and secondly, I’m being hunted. Back home. My parents sent me here to protect me.”

“Back home is where?” she asks. She doesn’t seem pissed off or worried or afraid. Simply curious.

I couldn’t love her more if I tried.

“A realm somewhere in this network of realms where the sun shines, where we live among humans, hidden, of course, but still.”

“Sun,” she murmurs. “I’ve heard about that. Longed to step into the warmth⁠—”

“It would kill you.”

“Oh?” She raises an eyebrow.

I nod and pull a ring out of my pocket. It’s silver, intricate, and enchanted. I slip it onto my thumb. “This protects me there. I don’t need it here.”

Her fingers touch it, and she hisses, twirling it.

I close my eyes, fighting for control. “Isolde, you don’t understand what you’re doing to me. This thing between us is growing every second.”

“I feel it too.”

The dragon roars inside me, demanding I claim her. I grip her waist and pull her against me. Our lips crash together in a kiss that’s all hunger and heat, no gentleness, no restraint.

She responds instantly, her fingers tangling in my hair, her body arching into mine. I walk her backwards until she hits the wall, pinning her there with my weight. The markings burn hot now, visible patterns of fire beneath my skin.

My fangs extend, grazing her lower lip just enough to draw blood. The taste of her explodes on my tongue, power and life.

I lift her, her legs wrapping around my waist as I carry her from the bathroom to the bed. We fall onto it together, my weight pressing her into the mattress.

“Beautiful,” she whispers, tracing the markings with reverent fingers. “Like fire under your skin.”

“For you,” I growl, the dragon’s voice bleeding into mine, deeper, rougher. “Only for you.”

Her hand moves lower, flicking open my pants and wrapping around my cock. I groan, burying my face in her neck as pleasure shoots through me.

“Inside me,” she demands, guiding me between her thighs. “Now.”

I push into her slowly, feeling her body stretch to accommodate me. She’s slick and ready, her pussy gripping me tightly. I pause when I’m fully seated, overwhelmed by the sensation, by the way her power calls to mine.

“Move,” she commands, her hips bucking up to meet mine.

Chuckling at her impatience, I obey, setting a rhythm that’s hard and fast, driven by a hunger that’s more dragon than vampire. The markings burn like brands now. Isolde watches them, fascinated, her fingers tracing their shifting patterns as I thrust into her.

“More,” she gasps, her back arching as I hit a particularly sensitive spot. “Harder.”

The dragon responds to her commands before my conscious mind can, my body moving faster, driving deeper. I grip her thigh and raise her leg, letting it rest on my shoulder, changing the angle to thrust deeper still. Her cries grow louder, her pussy clenching around me as she approaches her climax.

I feel my release building, the pressure mounting with each thrust. I’m losing control. The dragon is pushing against the boundaries that have held it back all these years.

“CJ,” Isolde moans, her fingers digging into my shoulders. “I’m close.”

“Together,” I growl.

Her eyes lock with mine as she comes hard, silver light exploding beneath her skin as her pussy clenches rhythmically around my cock. The sight of her undoing pushes me over the edge. My climax hits with force. I empty myself inside her, my cock jerking wildly, needing so much more.

For one terrifying, exhilarating moment, she tastes my true nature and accepts it without hesitation, her power entwining with mine in a bond that feels unbreakable.

I collapse beside her, spent and vulnerable in a way I’ve never allowed myself to be before.

“Dragon,” she says softly, rolling onto her side to face me. “That explains so much.”

I laugh weakly. “Does it?”

“The heat. The possessiveness. The way you move when you fight. These Hunters,” she says. “They’re after you specifically?”

I nod. “Yes and no. They kill anything supernatural. But my parents have history with them. My father wiped them out of existence after they abducted and tortured my mother around twenty-five years ago. It has taken them this long to regroup, and now they are after vengeance.”

Her eyebrows rise. “I see why you were sent here. Your parents must be terrified.” She falls silent, and I wonder if she is thinking the same of her parents. The parents we are still unsure about. It must be killing her.

“You said you had an older sister. What other siblings do you have?”

“Another older sister. She is my true blood. Her dad is my dad, a younger brother and sister, twins, are also my dad’s.”

“You say that like it’s not a given.”

“My mother has three husbands and a complicated sire.”

“Three husbands?” Isolde’s eyes widen, her lips parting in surprise. “That’s interesting.”

I laugh, a genuine sound that feels good after all the tension. “My mother is many things. Conventional isn’t one of them.”

“And they all get along?”

“Most of the time. My father is possessive, territorial. The others are more accommodating. It’s not that different from what’s happening here with you.”

Her expression grows thoughtful. “A court, bound through blood and desire.”

“Exactly.” I pull her closer, pressing my lips to her forehead. “Three… lovers,” I smirk, and she giggles.

“I want to see you as a dragon.”

I narrow my eyes. “That’s still theoretical. I haven’t shifted yet.”

“Ever?”

I shake my head.

“Do you think you will?”

I cup her face. “If it means protecting you, I will do whatever it takes.”

She nods and settles against my chest, content and sleepy.

She accepts who I am without question, and that in itself is something worth fighting for.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
CASSIEL


Silence blankets the library at this time of day. Only a few students are deep in their homework. So, it’s just me and centuries of accumulated knowledge.

One of the few benefits of my fallen state is that I don’t require sleep. My uncelestial essence sustains me without rest. While Isolde, William, and CJ recuperate from today’s brutal training session, I hunt for answers.

I approach the librarian, a nervous wraith named Ms Verne. She looks up as I approach her desk, her eyes widening slightly.

“Mr Cassiel,” she says. “What can I help you with today?”

I meet her gaze directly, allowing a hint of my uncelestial grace to flow into my voice. “You want to help me, Ms Verne. You want to show me the celestial texts in the eastern archive.”

Her pupils dilate as my compulsion takes hold. “The eastern archive,” she repeats dreamily. “Yes, I should show you those texts.”

She rises from her desk, keys jingling softly as she leads me through the darkened stacks. I follow, a familiar guilt mingling with satisfaction. This ability is unprecedented, but a perk of being fallen. I was startled when I unintentionally used it on Isolde, but it proves useful in situations like these. I know that I will never use it on Isolde again. I would rather she go against me than force her to do something against her will.

Ms Verne stops before an unmarked door at the far end of the library’s eastern wing. Her key slides into the lock, the mechanism clicking open with a sound that seems unnaturally loud in the silence. “The texts you seek are inside,” she murmurs, stepping aside.

“Thank you,” I say. “You should return to your desk now. Forget I was here.”

She blinks, confusion flashing across her features before her expression smooths. Without a word, she turns and walks away, already forgetting our interaction.

The eastern archive smells of dust, old parchment, and ozone. Shelves tower to the ceiling, packed with texts that would send most theology departments into ecstasies of academic fervour. These are not the sanitised scriptures taught in the usual institutions but the real records: the chronicles of celestial warfare, the taxonomies of angelic hierarchies, and the forgotten prophecies too dangerous for most supernatural understanding. I stumbled upon them unintentionally, uncovering a section that Blackridge intentionally keeps hidden.

I run my fingers along the spines, feeling the dormant power. They all contain knowledge that could destroy minds less equipped than mine to handle it.

My wings manifest involuntarily as I move deeper into the archive, the black feathers rustling with suppressed excitement. This is what I ultimately fell for. It wasn’t rebellion, it wasn’t lust, and it wasn’t even my own free will. Knowledge. The insatiable hunger to know what I wasn’t meant to know. What they didn’t want me to know.

The section on Blood Magic is smaller than I’d hoped, tucked between treatises on Nephilim breeding programmes and the annotated history of the Second Celestial War. The bindings of five volumes are crafted from a material that is neither leather nor cloth, but rather a blend of organic and unsettling elements.

I select the oldest, a massive tome titled Sanguinem Vitae et Mortis, written in a script that shifts between languages. The cover is warm to the touch, like living tissue. When I open it, the pages emit a faint coppery scent, reminiscent of fresh blood.

Settling down to read, I absorb the text, my fallen mind processing information at impossible speeds. The book contains the earliest known history of Sanguinarchs, predating even the term itself. It speaks of “blood lords” emerging after the first celestial war, when fallen angels’ blood mingled with human bloodlines to create hybrids of unprecedented power.

A passage catches my attention:

The first blood lord arose from the mingling of the fallen Seraph Azrael’s essence with a human woman of royal lineage. Their offspring manifested abilities beyond comprehension, capable of manipulating the very essence of life through blood. The celestial host, fearing this new creation, sought to destroy it, but the child’s power proved resistant to angelic smiting.

I sit back, wings folding tightly against my spine as the words sink in. Sanguinarchs aren’t just powerful blood manipulators; they’re part celestial. Distant cousins to Nephilim, but with fallen angel blood expressed differently, concentrating in blood manipulation rather than size and strength.

I return the volume to its shelf and select another, this one bound in blackened feathers. Its title, Coronam Sanguinis, sends a chill through me. The Blood Crown.

The Blood Crown is a ritual of terrifying potency, designed specifically for creatures like Isolde.

“The Ritual of the Blood Crown requires seven bloods of power, each freely given by a different supernatural species,” I read, translating the shifting text. “When consumed by a Sovereign Sanguinarch in the correct sequence, these bloods form a metaphysical crown that amplifies their natural abilities a hundredfold. The crowning ritual can only be performed at a nexus of power, where the veils between realms are thinnest.”

SilverGate. A nexus of power. None of this can be a coincidence.

I read on, my wings spreading wider as the text reveals increasingly disturbing details, “The first ingredient required is the blood of a fallen angel, freshly drawn during the dark of the moon. This serves as the foundation, the bridge between mortal and divine that allows the Sanguinarch to transcend normal limitations.”

I scan through the remaining ingredients: dragon blood, freely given; vampire essence, extracted during feeding; ghost ectoplasm, condensed and purified; werewolf blood, taken during transformation; witch’s blood, drawn during spellcasting; and finally, the blood of another Sanguinarch, willingly surrendered.

CJ. Isolde. William. Me. But also a dragon? Plus, Benz and the witches who tortured her, part of a coven here. The ingredients are already assembled, walking around SilverGate, converging around Isolde.

I continue reading. “The Collectors, an order founded by the first successfully crowned Sanguinarch, seek others of their kind to either perform the ritual upon them or eliminate them as threats. They believe only the worthy should wear the Blood Crown, and they alone determine worthiness.”

I purse my lips. We’ve got this all wrong. The Collectors aren’t hunting Sanguinarchs to make them into displays or grimoires, although maybe that is a side effect of failure. They’re seeking candidates for the Blood Crown.

I turn the page and find detailed accounts of previous rituals. Most failed catastrophically, the would-be monarchs writhing in agony as their bodies rejected the transformation, until they were… I gulp at the word, saved by being held in stasis for the grimoires or displays, depending on the power levels of each individual creature.

Only one, the founder of The Collectors, achieved the full crowning. A female twin vampire called Damadere. The description of her transformation sends shudders through my wings.

“Damadere emerged from the ritual chamber transformed beyond recognition, her mortal form barely containing the power surging within. Reality itself bent around her, responding to her will like clay to a sculptor. She could manipulate blood at distances of miles, could sense the life force of every creature within her domain, and could kill with a thought or heal with a touch. But the power extracted a terrible price—her morality, her empathy, her connection to the world she sought to rule. She became a creature of pure will and hunger, neither alive nor dead, neither mortal nor divine, but something wholly other.”

Is this what awaits Isolde? Could this twisted transcendence, this apotheosis, strip away everything supernatural?

I continue reading, seeking any information about The Collectors’ methods. One passage catches my eye:

“The Collectors maintain their extended lifespans through regular infusions of fallen angel blood, harvested from captives kept in a state between life and death. This practice, forbidden by both celestial and infernal authorities, grants them not only longevity but also resistance to celestial intervention.”

My wings snap fully open, knocking books from nearby shelves. They’ve been harvesting fallen angels, keeping them as blood cattle to extend The Collectors’ unnatural lives. This explains my deep connection to Isolde.

It is the entire reason I fell in the first place.

It has to be.

To be here. To be near her. To mate with her, to have her drink from me and for me to be willing to be her slave, to do anything she asks. A dark fate has descended upon all of us without any of us even knowing.

The temperature in the archive drops precipitously, frost forming on the shelves around me as my uncelestial grace manifests physically.

I force myself to calm down, to think rationally. I need to understand everything about The Collectors, about the Blood Crown ritual, and about the connection between Sanguinarchs and fallen angels, if I’m to help her and all of us, survive what’s coming.

I gather the texts, five volumes in total, and leave the archive. Ms Verne doesn’t look up as I pass her desk, my earlier compulsion ensuring my visit remains forgotten.

Night is falling as I make my way to Isolde’s room. The corridors are still humming with activity.

When I reach her door, I knock softly.

The door opens to reveal CJ, naked and scowling. The markings on his skin have changed. They are bolder now. A latticework of power beneath the surface.

“What you got there, feathers?” He eyes up the tomes with interest.

“I need to speak with all of you. I’ve found something about The Collectors and about why they want Isolde. It’s not what we thought.”

His expression shifts from annoyed to alert. “When is it ever?” he grumbles and steps back.

Isolde is lying on the bed with William devouring her pussy. It seems I interrupted.

“What is it?” Isolde pants, and then her breath hitches violently as an orgasm rips through her.

William groans and doubles his efforts, gripping her thighs so tightly that purple blooms on her pale skin. He mumbles something I don’t quite catch.

“What was that?” I ask.

CJ answers for him. “He said, it will have to wait until he’s got his dick wet.”

I blink and place the books on her desk, my wings folding against my back as I wait. My cock goes unnaturally hard as the scene unfolds before me.

“Fuck,” Isolde screams as William brings her to the edge again.

“As you wish,” William growls, kneeling and teasing her slippery clit with the head of his cock. He suddenly thrusts into her hard, and she arches off the bed. “So fucking tight,” he groans, his thrusts harsh and animalistic.

I can’t take my eyes off them.

“Wait!” Isolde gasps against William’s thrusts. “I need all of you.” She reaches a hand out to us, beckoning.

William sneers against Isolde’s neck before he bites down savagely, sucking as he drives into her with punishing thrusts that push them both up the bed with each one until William slams a hand against the headboard to stop their ascent.

I can’t wait a second longer. I strip off and crawl onto the bed next to them. I push them over, nestling Isolde between us, and slide my engorged cock into her pussy alongside William.

He growls, shooting me a dark look, but I don’t give a shit about his possession. She is mine as well.

Her pussy stretches to accommodate us both, slick and hot, gripping us tightly. William and I find a rhythm, thrusting in tandem, as she screams. She gasps with each movement, her fingers clutching at the sheets.

I pull her hair gently, twisting her head so I can lean in, capturing her lips in a fierce kiss. Her tongue meets mine eagerly, the taste of her sweet and intoxicating. The connection between us flares brighter, the bond that ties us together strengthening with each shared breath.

Isolde’s moans grow louder, more desperate. She’s close to the edge, and she locks eyes with CJ as he watches with lust and desire, jerking off slowly as he watches us.

Her orgasm hits with a force that makes her scream. Her pussy clamps down on our cocks, pulsing with waves of pleasure that send us both spiralling over the edge. William groans, his body tensing as he comes hard, filling her with his release. I follow, my cock jerking as I empty myself into her, the intensity of our shared climax leaving me breathless.

CJ moves closer, his eyes locked on Isolde’s flushed face. He strokes himself faster, his breath coming in ragged gasps. “Fuck, Issy,” he growls, his cock throbbing in his hand. “Mine.”

We pull out of her, and he grips her ankles, pulling her down the bed. He impales her on his erect dick in one vicious thrust, still standing at the end of the bed as he pounds into her, lifting her hips higher so he can bury himself deeper. My cock goes rock hard again, still covered with cum. I grip it and pleasure myself as I watch them.

CJ’s thrusts grow more urgent, his grip on Isolde’s hips tightening as he chases his release. She moans beneath him, her body arching off the bed as another orgasm builds. I move closer, kneeling next to her as I increase the pressure of my hand, gripping my cock tighter, pumping faster. I grunt as my balls tighten, seeing her like this, being fucked so thoroughly, is more arousing than I thought possible. I grunt and shoot my load all over her tits and stomach. She cries out, her body convulsing as CJ rams into her with relentless force. The sight of her, flushed and covered in my cum, is enough to drive any of us mad with lust. I reach out and smear the cum all over her skin, marking her as mine. CJ growls and unloads into her with a savage roar.

When he is finished, he lets her go and drops to his knees. “Give me a creampie, my sweet.”

She gasps.

I frown. “What is a creampie?”

CJ looks up at me and smirks. “See for yourself.”

I climb off the bed and look at Issy’s pussy. Cum is seeping out of her, and I groan. “Fuck.”

“Right?” CJ murmurs. “Such a filthy girl.” He swipes his fingers through it and over her clit. She convulses, and he trails his fingers higher, covering her in all our cum. He crawls over her, and when his fingers reach her mouth, he presses them against her lips. She opens up and licks them clean. I drop to my knees and touch her, feeling the hot mix of our arousal on my fingertips. I push the remainder back inside her, wanting it coating her pussy. I make sure all of it goes back inside her before I rub her clit, making her squirm. She is still sensitive, and I pinch it gently. She cries out and comes instantly. My cock is raging again already, and as CJ moves from her, I fall onto her, ramming my cock deep inside her.

“Gods!” Isolde screams. “You’re going to ruin me.”

“That’s the idea, my queen,” William murmurs. “Wrecked, ruined, beautiful.”

“Ours,” CJ adds as I dump my third load with a low groan that reverberates around the room.

“Forever,” I murmur and kiss her quickly before I pull out and refocus on the research. “The Collectors’ motives aren’t what we thought, or what we were told,” I say, getting back to business as I pull my clothes back on. “They want to perform a ritual called the Blood Crown, and they need all of us to do it.”

William approaches the desk, still naked, his eyes narrowing as he recognises the volumes. “Where did you get these?”

“The eastern archive,” I reply. “The restricted celestial section.”

“Those texts are forbidden to all but the highest faculty,” William says, picking up the feather-bound volume with unexpected reverence. “How did you access them?”

I meet his gaze steadily. “I have my methods.”

William searches my gaze for a moment, assessing and reevaluating.

“What’s the Blood Crown?” Isolde asks, her voice cutting through our exchange. “And what do you mean they need all of us?”

I turn to face her fully, my wings spreading slightly in unconscious emphasis. “The Blood Crown is a ritual designed to amplify a Sanguinarch’s powers exponentially. It requires seven different supernatural bloods, each freely given. One of those bloods is fallen angel blood.” I gesture to myself. “My blood.”

Her eyes widen. “And the others?”

“Dragon blood, vampire essence, fallen blood. Ghost ectoplasm. Werewolf, witch, and Sanguinarch blood.”

“Dragon blood?” William repeats. “There are no such creatures here.”

CJ’s jaw tightens, and he exchanges a look with Isolde. I narrow my eyes as I observe this interaction, and the pieces fall into place.

Interesting. “Maybe not in plain sight,” I murmur, and CJ’s gaze shoots to me with a warning look when he realises I know his secret. I pick up the oldest volume, opening to a passage I’ve marked. “The ritual can only be performed at a nexus of power, where the veils between realms are thinnest. Like SilverGate.”

“What does the ritual do, exactly?” Isolde asks, leaning forward with intense focus, our intimacy forgotten.

“It transforms a Sanguinarch into something beyond classification,” I explain. “The texts describe only one successful completion of the ritual, by a Sanguinarch named Damadere, who founded The Collectors. She was a female twin vampire.”

“What?” Isolde mutters.

William and CJ hiss.

“They, The Collectors, extend their lifespans using fallen angel blood. They capture fallen angels, keep them in a state between life and death, and harvest their blood regularly. It grants them not only extended life but also resistance to celestial intervention.”

“That’s why heaven hasn’t moved against them,” William mutters. “They’re immune to angelic power.”

“Not immune,” I correct. “Resistant. And only because they’ve been continuously consuming fallen angel blood.”

“Like your blood,” Isolde says quietly.

I nod.

“That’s why you’re here,” William states. “Makes sense in a sick, twisted, fated way.”

I raise an eyebrow in agreement.

“So, they’re coming here for all of us,” CJ says. “The ingredients for their ritual, conveniently gathered in one place.”

“It seems that way,” I agree. “Though I doubt it’s a coincidence. Nothing about SilverGate ever is.”

Isolde is quiet for a moment, processing. When she speaks, her voice is steady despite the enormity of what she’s facing. “What happens if the ritual succeeds? What would I become?”

I hesitate, unwilling to voice the full horror of what I’ve learnt. “The texts describe a transformation beyond supernatural classification. A being of pure will and power. A god, if you will. But the cost...” I meet her gaze directly. “The cost is everything that makes you who you are. Your morality, your connections, your sense of self. You would become something wholly other.”

“A god,” William repeats.

“A monster,” she whispers.

“A being of immense power but no empathy, no connection to the world it can reshape. That’s what happened to Damadere. She achieved godhood at the cost of her soul.”

“I’ll say what we’re all thinking,” CJ states. “They’re out there waiting for this Damadere bitch to give the order.”

“It seems likely.”

William studies the books spread across the desk, his expression calculating. “The ritual requires all seven bloods to be freely given. They can’t force us to donate.”

“They can’t force us directly,” I correct. “But they have methods. Coercion. Manipulation.”

“The wolf and witches part… I’m not sure of their significance,” William says.

“Isolde killed Benz, drank his blood. It’s in her. The witches, well, there are plenty of them around.”

“But not connected to her,” he frowns.

“They tortured her, and I killed them. That’s significant enough,” CJ says.

“The texts mention a counterspell, a way to disrupt the Blood Crown ritual if it begins. It’s complex and dangerous, but possible,” William interrupts. “Here. Page 394. The Rite of Blood Severance. It requires the same seven bloods, but used in a different configuration, with different incantations. But it’s not a counterspell. It’s a weapon. It would not only stop the ritual but potentially destroy all Sanguinarchs within a certain radius.”

“Including Isolde and you,” I confirm grimly. “It’s a last resort, meant for situations where a Blood Crown candidate has gone rogue.”

“A kill switch,” CJ states flatly.

“Not necessarily,” William murmurs, still studying the text. “With modifications... perhaps...” He trails off, lost in academic consideration.

Isolde slides out of bed, wrapping herself in a sheet as she approaches the desk. “We use every advantage we have. We prepare for their arrival, and we refuse to play the roles they’ve assigned us. We go rogue.”

William gives her a smile that sends up a red flag. “That’s my girl,” he murmurs. “Unpredictability is the greatest weapon.”

“Or the most dangerous,” CJ says.

“I’ll continue researching. There may be more information about The Collectors’ methods, weaknesses we can exploit,” I say.

“And I’ll step up your training,” William adds to Isolde. “Now that we know exactly what they want, we can prepare more effectively.”

Isolde looks between us, her three unlikely protectors, a vampire who isn’t just a vampire, a fallen angel with forbidden knowledge, and a resurrected Sanguinarch with a checkered past.

I feel the bond between us strengthen, a connection that transcends the blood she’s taken from each of us. Something deeper, more profound. A shared purpose, a unified stand against forces that would use us for their own ends.

The Collectors are coming, bringing with them the threat of a transformation that would destroy everything Isolde is. But they’ll find more waiting for them than they expected. They’ll find us standing together against the tide, protecting her with our last breaths.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
ISOLDE


“Blood speaks. It whispers secrets, tells stories, and carries memories. You just have to know how to listen.” William whispers from behind me. “Don’t control it. Become it.”

We’re in the training hall again, getting in a quick session before classes start in an hour. The Collectors are coming. There is no time for gentle guidance or gradual progress. Only the brutal push toward power that might keep me alive. Keep all of us alive.

The blood hovers in front of me, a perfect sphere of crimson suspended in midair. It’s William’s blood, and it’s making my mouth water, distracting me. His Sanguinarch blood is potent and alive with possibilities.

Sweat beads on my forehead as I maintain the sphere’s shape.

“You’re still thinking like a vampire manipulating blood. You need to think like a Sanguimonarch. The blood isn’t separate from you. It is you.”

“That makes no fucking sense,” I snap, the sphere wobbling dangerously as my concentration slips.

CJ watches from the corner. His eyes track William’s movements with barely concealed hostility. Ever since revealing his dragon nature to me, he’s been even more protective, more wary of William’s methods. I wonder when he will come clean to the other guys. Hopefully soon, seeing as this ritual bullshit requires dragon blood. It would be helpful if Cass and William aren’t running around trying to find a mythical creature when we have a real live one right in our circle.

Cassiel sits cross-legged on the floor, consulting one of the ancient texts he discovered. The revelations about the Blood Crown ritual have cast everything in a new light. We’re fighting to prevent a transformation that would destroy me as surely as death.

“Try again,” William says, his patience wearing thin. “Close your eyes. Forget the physical connection. Feel the metaphysical one.”

I obey, letting my eyelids drop. The silver glow of my power instantly replaces the darkness behind them.

“The blood carries your signature now,” William continues, his voice dropping lower, more hypnotic. “It’s an extension of you, a part that can separate but remains connected. Like a limb you can detach and control remotely.”

“That’s disgusting,” I mutter, but I try to envision it as he describes. The blood sphere floating before me, connected to my consciousness by invisible threads of power.

“Now,” William murmurs, his voice suddenly much closer again, his breath warm against my ear, “push a part of your awareness into it. Not your power. Your consciousness.”

I reach out with my mind, imagining silver tendrils extending from my thoughts into the hovering sphere. The blood responds, but it’s still separate, still other.

“More,” William commands. “Enter it. Become it.”

Frustration bubbles up. “I don’t know what that means!”

“Yes, you do,” he insists. “You’ve done it before, instinctively. When you drained Benz. When we fucked. Part of you entered the blood, followed it, experienced through it. Now do it consciously.”

The memory of draining Benz flashes through my mind. The rush of power, the sensation of flowing into him as his life force flowed into me. It wasn’t just feeding. It was communion, dark and powerful.

I push harder, visualising my consciousness extending further, not just touching the blood but merging with it. For endless seconds, nothing happens.

Suddenly, the world splits in two.

I’m still standing in the training hall, eyes closed, but I’m also somewhere else. Everywhere the blood sphere could see if it had eyes. Above, looking down at my own body. To the side, observing CJ’s tense posture. Behind, noting Cassiel’s wings spread wide in frustration.

“Holy shit,” I whisper, my voice sounding distant.

“There,” William says, satisfied. “Now you’re beginning to understand.”

The dual awareness is dizzying, overwhelming. I can feel the air currents against the surface of the blood sphere, sense the minute vibrations of sound waves passing through it. And still, I remain anchored in my body, feeling the floor beneath my feet, the sweat cooling on my skin.

“Maintain it,” William instructs, moving around me. “Now, extend your perception. The blood can sense things your body cannot.”

I push my awareness deeper into the blood, exploring its capabilities. The world through this lens is strange, a perception without traditional senses. I don’t see so much as feel, don’t hear so much as vibrate in response.

“CJ,” I say without turning my physical body, “you’re gripping your arms so tightly your knuckles are white.”

Hearing his hiss of surprise, I extend my perception further, pushing the boundaries of this new awareness. The blood can sense more than just physical properties. It can taste emotions and feel the pulse of power in the room. CJ’s dragon blood calls to me, a strange fusion of fire and life. Cassiel’s fallen grace resonates differently, ethereal yet tainted. William’s essence is most familiar, a dark reflection of my own.

And then I hear a whisper, so faint I almost miss it.

Stronger. Faster. More.

I jolt, almost losing my connection to the blood sphere. “Did you say something?” I ask, though I’m not sure who I’m addressing.

“No one spoke,” Cassiel murmurs. “What did you hear?”

“A voice,” I explain, struggling to maintain my dual awareness. “It said, ‘Stronger. Faster. More.’ Like it was pushing me.”

“The blood is speaking to you,” William says, excitement in his tone. “This is excellent progress. Your consciousness has merged deeply enough that you’re accessing the blood’s inherent knowledge.”

“Blood doesn’t talk,” CJ argues, but he sounds uncertain.

“Doesn’t it?” William counters. “Blood carries memories, power, the very essence of life. For a Sanguinarch of Isolde’s calibre, it can indeed speak.”

I focus on the whispers, trying to hear more. They come in fragments, multiple voices overlapping.

Silver threads binding... seven-fold power... the crown transforms...

“I’m hearing more,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “Something about silver threads and a crown.”

William and Cassiel exchange a look that sets off alarm bells in my head.

“The Blood Crown,” Cassiel says grimly. “The ritual I discovered in the texts.”

“Now,” William interrupts, clearly wanting to press forward with the training. “Split the sphere. Maintain awareness in both halves.”

Without opening my eyes, I divide the hovering blood into two perfect spheres. My consciousness stretches, thins, then settles into both. The dual perception becomes triple. My body and two blood spheres, each offering a different vantage point.

“Move them apart,” he commands. “Opposite sides of the room.”

I send the spheres floating in opposite directions, maintaining my connection to both. The strain is immediate and intense, like trying to look left and right simultaneously. My head pounds with the effort of processing multiple streams of perception.

“Good,” William murmurs. “Now, what do you see?”

Through the first sphere, positioned near the far wall: “Cassiel’s wings are fully extended now. The tips are trembling slightly.”

Through the second sphere, hovering near the entrance: “Someone’s approaching. A student.” I push my awareness deeper into the blood, sensing the distinct signature of the newcomer. “A vampire. Male.”

The door opens, confirming my perception. “Isaac,” I say, recognising my twin’s energy signature through the blood.

I open my eyes, the multiple awarenesses snapping back into a single consciousness with jarring suddenness. The blood spheres fall, splattering across the training hall floor in crimson starbursts.

Isaac stands in the doorway, his expression unreadable as he takes in the scene of me standing in the middle of the room, sweat-soaked and trembling, surrounded by three men and splattered blood.

“What the hell is going on here?” he demands, his voice tight with barely controlled anger.

“Training,” I reply, wiping my forehead with the back of my hand. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you,” he says, eyes narrowing as they settle on William. “And who is this?”

William straightens, studying my brother with detached interest. “William Harrington. I’m assisting with Isolde’s magical development.”

“Never heard of you,” Isaac says flatly.

“Few have, lately,” William replies with a cold smile. “I’ve been indisposed.”

CJ steps forward, placing himself subtly between Isaac and me. “Training’s over for today. We need to get to class.”

Isaac’s gaze shifts to CJ. “You’re telling my sister what to do now?”

“Always,” CJ replies, the single word carrying unmistakable meaning.

The tension in the room ratchets higher, testosterone and territorial instincts thickening the air. Cassiel rises smoothly, his wings folding away as he approaches.

“Perhaps we should give the siblings some privacy,” he suggests, his silver eyes meeting mine questioningly.

I nod, grateful for his perception. “Yes. I need to talk to Isaac alone.”

William looks ready to object, but something in my expression stops him. “Don’t forget what we discussed,” he says instead. “Practice extending your consciousness every chance you get. The more familiar you become with the technique, the more useful it will be.”

“I will,” I promise.

The three of them leave reluctantly, CJ muttering something to Isaac that I don’t catch, but it seems to relax Isaac a fraction. The sudden absence of their powerful presences makes the training hall seem larger and emptier.

Isaac waits until they’re gone before speaking. “What is going on with you, Issy? You’ve been hard to pin down. Is everything okay?”

“Yes, fine,” I say, moving to grab a towel from the bench. “William is helping me develop my abilities. I have a natural affinity for Blood Magic.”

“And the blood all over the floor?” He gestures to the crimson spatters drying on the hardwood.

“Part of the training,” I say, towelling off my face and neck. “It’s not mine. It’s William’s.”

“Everything about you is complicated lately,” Isaac says, running a hand through his hair in frustration. “I barely see you. When I do, you’re surrounded by these guys, and now you’re practising dangerous Blood Magic with some stranger?”

“William isn’t a stranger,” I say, though the statement feels odd. In some ways, William is the furthest thing from a stranger. In others, he remains an enigma, his century of existence creating a gulf of experience between us.

“Really? Because I’ve been here longer than you, and I’ve never seen him before.”

I consider how much to tell Isaac. The truth that William was a ghost until recently, restored to life through my power and Blackridge’s runes, is too revealing. Yet I’m tired of secrets, of half-truths.

“He’s been around,” I say carefully. “And he’s nice.”

Nice. I snort inwardly. He is anything but nice. He is dark, deadly and sexy as fuck.

Isaac’s eyes narrow. “Nice?” he sneers. “Like CJ is nice?”

I sigh, perching on the edge of the bench. “CJ is nice.”

“CJ only wants to get in your knickers.”

“Maybe he has already, so why is he still around?”

His expression darkens. “You’ve slept with him?”

“And Cass and William.”

“Issy!” he barks, scandalised, which is rich coming from him. “I know you were locked away, but that doesn’t mean that you have to fuck every guy who comes into your sphere now!”

They come. The crown awaits. Blood of seven.

I shake my head, trying to clear the voices, but they persist, a constant murmur at the edges of my consciousness.

He studies me, really looks at me, perhaps for the first time since I arrived at SilverGate. “You’ve changed.”

“Or maybe this is the real me, and the girl who was locked away her whole life was a shadow.”

His expression changes to one of thoughtfulness, like he hasn’t considered that his sister was a raging nympho behind the innocent façade.

The whispers grow louder, more insistent.

One to give. One to keep. The plan changes.

“Issy?” Isaac’s voice cuts through the whispers. “Are you okay? You zoned out for a second.”

I focus on him again, seeing my features reflected in his face. My twin, my other half, kept in the dark almost as much as I was. “I’m fine, just tired.”

“You trust them? Completely?”

I consider the question seriously. “As much as I can trust anyone right now.”

“Even William?” he presses. “There’s something wrong about him, Issy. The way he looks at you is not normal. Not healthy.”

“William is precisely what I need him to be,” I say carefully. “A teacher. A guide to abilities I’m only beginning to understand.”

“CJ…”

“I know he is your friend and that he has probably been spending more time with me lately. I’ll talk to him if you miss him.”

“Pah,” he scoffs, but I can see I’ve hit the nail on the head. “I’m not judging you, Issy. I’m worried. These connections you’re forming make you vulnerable. These guys you’re hooking up with are dangerous, Issy. All of them.”

“They make me stronger,” I counter. “The blood bond works both ways.”

“Blood bond?” His alarm is evident. “Issy, what have you done?”

“What fate wanted me to,” I say simply.

“Fate. Just be careful, Issy. With everyone. Even the ones you think you can trust.”

“I am,” I assure him. “More careful than you know.”

The whispers surge again, a warning this time.

Beware the butcher. Beware the fallen. Beware the dragon’s son. Each seeks the crown in their own way.

I push the voices down, refusing to let them plant seeds of doubt. William, Cassiel, and CJ have all proven their loyalty in different ways. I need them, all of them, if I’m to survive what’s coming.

“I should go,” I say, rising. “But thank you, for checking up on me.”

He catches my arm as I turn to leave. “Issy, whatever happens, I’ve got your back. Always.”

His words touch something deep inside me, a connection that transcends blood and magic. “I know,” I say softly. And I’d do anything to keep you safe. Which is why you need to stay away from whatever happens next.

As I walk away, the whispers follow, a chorus of warnings and prophecies I can’t fully decipher. But one phrase rises above the others, clear and insistent:

Blood calls to blood. The crown awaits its queen.

The Collectors are coming, and despite everything I’ve learnt, everything I’ve become, I’m still not sure I’m ready to face them because one thing doesn’t make sense in all of this. If Damadere is their leader, and she is still alive, what in the fuck do they want me for?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
WILLIAM


I stalk through SilverGate’s corridors, taking everything in. The weight of my footsteps, the brush of fabric against my skin, the scent of ancient magic permeating the stones. These are all sensations I once took for granted that now flood me with exquisite awareness.

But pleasure quickly gives way to irritation as I detect a familiar presence behind me.

“Aquila,” I say without turning. “Lurking doesn’t become you.”

CJ emerges from an alcove, those strange markings of his pulsing visibly beneath his skin despite his efforts to conceal them. “I don’t lurk.”

“What do you want?”

He steps closer, blocking my path. “We need to talk.”

I arch an eyebrow, amused by his presumption. “Do we? I wasn’t aware we had anything to discuss.”

“Your training methods,” he says, his voice low and tight with barely contained hostility. “You’re pushing her too hard, too fast. The blood manipulation, the consciousness extension, is dangerous for someone with her limited experience.”

“Limited experience?” I laugh, the sound echoing off the stone walls. “She’s a Sanguimonarch. What she lacks in years, she makes up for in raw potential. Potential you’d rather see squandered because of some misguided concern for her comfort.”

“It’s not about comfort. It’s about her safety.”

“There’s no time for caution,” I snap, my patience wearing thin. “The Collectors will be here within days, possibly hours. Would you prefer I coddle her, tell her pretty lies about her readiness, only to watch her fall when they arrive?”

“I’d prefer you remember she’s not just a weapon you’re forging,” CJ retorts, moving closer. “She’s a person. One who matters to people other than you.”

“How touching,” I mutter. “We all have our motives where Isolde is concerned. At least I’m honest about mine.”

“You’re honest about nothing,” he growls. “You manipulate and manoeuvre, always with some hidden agenda. The Butcher of SilverGate hasn’t suddenly become a selfless mentor.”

I smile, letting the moniker wash over me. “My agenda is simple: prepare Isolde for what’s coming and ensure she survives it. If that requires methods you find distasteful, so be it.”

The strike comes faster than I expected. CJ’s fist connects with my jaw with enough force to snap my head back. Pain blooms, sharp and wonderful, and I revel in the sensation I’d almost forgotten in death. I taste copper as my blood fills my mouth.

I laugh. “You don’t need to defend her from me. She is my everything.”

“Then act like it.” He’s about to strike again when a voice interrupts us.

“What the hell is going on?”

Isolde stands at the end of the corridor, her expression full of anger and confusion.

“Just a philosophical disagreement,” I say smoothly, wiping blood from my split lip. “Nothing for you to concern yourself with.”

“Philosophical disagreements don’t usually involve bloodshed,” she observes dryly, approaching us.

“We need to talk, Issy. Privately.”

“Later,” she says. “I have History of Arcane Studies in five minutes, and I can’t miss another class.”

“Fine,” CJ relents, shooting me a warning glare. “But after. We need to discuss what you experienced during training.”

“The blood whispers,” I interject, watching him flinch at my appropriation of her confidence. “Fascinating development, wouldn’t you agree? So much faster than I anticipated.”

“Too fast,” CJ mutters.

Isolde looks between us, clearly sensing the tension. “I’ll meet you after class,” she says to CJ.

He nods, casting me one last venomous look before stalking away.

Once he’s gone, she turns to me, her eyes narrowing. “What was that really about?”

“Exactly what it appeared to be,” I reply, dabbing at my lip. “Your protector is concerned I’m pushing you too hard. I disagree.”

“I have to get to class,” she says, but makes no move to leave.

“Of course,” I murmur, letting my fingers trail down her neck, feeling her pulse jump beneath my touch.

She shivers slightly. “William...”

“Go,” I say, stepping back. “We’ll continue your training later.”

She hesitates, something unspoken hovering between us, before nodding and hurrying down the corridor toward her classroom. I watch her go, admiring the fluid grace that becomes more pronounced with each day of training, each expansion of her power.

CJ is right about one thing. She’s developing faster than expected. The blood whispers are just the beginning. Soon, she’ll access memories, power, knowledge embedded in her bloodline. Power that makes her both invaluable and dangerous to The Collectors.

Power I intend to help her claim fully, despite CJ’s concerns.

I make my way to the library, determined to use the time while Isolde is in class productively. The Blood Crown ritual that Cassiel discovered changes everything. If The Collectors seek to perform it on Isolde, we need every advantage, every scrap of knowledge we can gather.

Including knowledge of SilverGate’s most closely guarded secret: the Sanctuary.

The library is nearly empty, with most students in class. Perfect for my purposes. I bypass the main reading room, heading straight for the historical archives in the east wing. If the entrance to the Sanctuary exists anywhere in SilverGate, it will be here.

The Sanctuary was mentioned only in passing, always with deliberate vagueness, by the upperclassmen when I was alive. It was rumoured to be a place beneath the academy, a place of power, where the nexus sits. I never found it during my previous time, but now I have nothing but time to find it and learn what secrets it holds. Blackridge knows more than he is letting on, and I want to know precisely what that is so we can fight it when the time comes. Something tells me that my tenuous tether to this reality might be a blessing when it comes to finding what I’m looking for.

I stop and close my eyes, feeling for the information I want. A slight tug pulls me towards the back of the library. Opening my eyes, I follow the thread and end up in front of a statue of a beautiful woman with long flowing hair that looks quite familiar, but I’m not sure why. This wasn’t here a hundred years ago. I’d remember it.

Frowning, I read the inscription. “Beneath the seventh bell, where stone meets shadow, blood opens the way,” I translate from Latin. “The Bell Tower. Well, that makes sense.”

I’m so absorbed in my discovery that I don’t notice her approach until she speaks.

“Find anything interesting?”

Isolde stands at the end of the aisle.

“Thought you didn’t want to skip class?”

“I didn’t. The professor didn’t show up.”

“Interesting,” I mutter. “Any idea why?”

She shakes her head. “The blood whispers are getting stronger. More coherent.”

“What are they saying?”

“Warnings, mostly. About The Collectors, about the Blood Crown. But also...” She hesitates. “Also, about you three.”

“Us?” I narrow my eyes. “What is it saying?”

“That I can’t trust you.”

“You know you can. We have proven you can.”

“You sound defensive,” she murmurs. “I never said I believed it.”

“Not defensive, annoyed, perhaps. I dislike it when things get in the way of what I want.”

“And what do you want?” she asks, licking her lips and moving closer.

“Right now? To find the Sanctuary.”

She blinks, not having expected that. “What’s that?”

“A place of immense mystical significance beneath SilverGate. A nexus point where realities touch, where power concentrates. The perfect location for rituals like the Blood Crown.”

“You’re looking for it in here?”

“I was, but I think it’s under the Bell Tower.”

“Makes sense,” she murmurs, and I smile.

“That’s what I thought. I think your blood might be the key to opening it. Blood opens the way, according to this.” I tap the inscription. “And whose blood would be more powerful, more suitable, than a Sanguimonarch’s?”

She moves closer, examining the inscription with genuine curiosity. As she leans in, her scent envelops me. Copper and winter air, power and potential. Desire coils through me, sudden and fierce.

“We should check it out,” she says, looking up at me. The proximity is intoxicating, her face inches from mine, those extraordinary eyes flecked with silver light.

“Then let’s go, before your next class.”

We leave the library together, crossing the courtyard to the Bell Tower. I take her hand and link our fingers together. A small but important gesture.

As we approach, I feel a pang of loss and regret, along with a big dose of anger.

The interior of the tower is cooler than the outside air, the stone walls casting a chill that has nothing to do with temperature.

We stand under the bell, looking up momentarily before we stare at each other.

“We need your blood,” I say. “Just a few drops, to test the theory.”

Without hesitation, she bites into her wrist, her fangs puncturing the skin, which makes my cock hard. Blood wells, silver-infused and potent.

She extends her arm, allowing several drops of blood to fall onto the ground at our feet. The blood sinks into the stone floor, disappearing completely.

The tower trembles slightly, dust drifting down from above. The ground beneath the bell deepens and expands, becoming a pool of absolute darkness.

“It worked,” Isolde breathes.

“Let’s find out for sure,” I mutter.

“How do we enter?”

“Carefully,” I warn, reaching for her hand. “And together. The legends suggest the Sanctuary responds differently to different visitors. It shows them what they most need to see, or most fear to confront.”

Her fingers twine with mine again, warm and slick with blood that sends a jolt of hunger through me. “What if it separates us?”

“It won’t,” I assure her, though I have no basis for such confidence. “Your blood opened the way. The Sanctuary will recognise you as its master.”

She takes a deep breath, squeezing my hand. “On three, then. One... two... three.”

We step into the darkness together.

The world falls away, sensation stripped to its barest elements. Falling without moving, floating without rising.

Then solid ground materialises beneath our feet, and light blooms around us, a soft, silver radiance that filters from the walls.

We stand in a vast, circular chamber, its ceiling lost in shadows above, its walls adorned with intricate carvings. In the centre of the chamber stands a raised dais of black stone, empty but clearly designed to hold something of significance.

Isolde’s grip on my hand tightens. “It’s beautiful,” she whispers. “And familiar, somehow. Like I’ve been here before.”

“Perhaps in blood memory,” I suggest, recalling our earlier conversation. “Your ancestors may have known this place.”

She nods absently, her attention caught by the carvings on the walls. She approaches them, releasing my hand to trace the shifting patterns with her fingers. “These tell a story,” she says. “About the first Sanguinarchs. About the Blood Crown.”

I join her, examining the carvings. They depict scenes of transformation, of power, of beings transcending their original forms to become something greater. And throughout, a recurring motif: a female figure directing rivers of blood that coalesce into a crown.

“Damadere,” Isolde murmurs, her fingers lingering on one particular carving showing a female figure transformed, consuming everything around her. “The first to wear the crown.”

“Yes,” I confirm, studying the images. “And the price she paid for it.”

The carving shows Damadere’s transformation, her body suspended in a column of light, her form distorted, no longer fully humanoid. In subsequent panels, she stands amid destruction, other figures kneeling before her in subjugation or terror.

“She lost herself,” Isolde whispers, a shadow crossing her face. “The power consumed her morality.”

I turn to the dais, and she follows me to the raised stone, examining its smooth black surface. “There’s nothing here. No inscriptions, no mechanisms.”

“Perhaps it’s not what’s on it, but what’s placed upon it,” I theorise. “Or who stands upon it.”

She gives me a sceptical look but steps onto the dais. Nothing happens. “So much for that theory.”

“Wait,” I say, noticing something. “The blood. Your blood activated the entrance. Perhaps...”

Understanding dawns in her eyes. “More blood. Of course.”

Without hesitation, she reopens the wound on her wrist, allowing several drops of blood to fall onto the black stone. The effect is immediate and dramatic.

The blood sinks into the stone, absorbed, and the entire dais glows with silver light. The carvings on the walls brighten in response, the story they tell seeming to move, to animate.

“William,” Isolde breathes, her voice tight with a mixture of awe and alarm. “What’s happening?”

Before I can answer, the silver light from the dais rises, enveloping her in a column of radiance that pulses in time with her heartbeat. Her feet lift slightly from the stone, her body suspended in the light.

I step forward instinctively, reaching for her, but a barrier of energy repels me. “Isolde!” I call, fear for her overriding my fascination with the phenomenon.

“I’m okay,” she says, her voice strange, resonant. “It doesn’t hurt. It feels... it feels like coming home.”

The light intensifies, and I’m forced to shield my eyes. When it finally dims enough for me to look again, Isolde stands on the dais, changed.

The silver light has receded beneath her skin, but it’s brighter, more defined, tracing patterns across her body like luminous veins. Her eyes glow with the same silver radiance, and her presence has expanded somehow, her power a force in the air around her.

“Isolde?” I say cautiously.

She looks at her hands, turning them over as if seeing them for the first time. “I can feel it,” she whispers. “Everything. The blood in your veins. The power in the walls. The wards above us.” She raises her eyes to mine. “What happened to me?”

“The Sanctuary recognised you,” I say, understanding dawning. “It’s prepared you, aligned your energy for what’s coming. This is what you’ve been moving toward all along. Your true potential awakening.”

She steps down from the dais. When she reaches me, she places a hand on my chest, and I feel the power in her touch, deep and primal.

“Your heart,” she says, wonder in her voice. “I can feel every beat, every rush of blood. It’s intoxicating.”

The hunger in her eyes ignites something in me, a response that’s immediate and overwhelming. I pull her against me, claiming her mouth in a kiss that’s as much about power as it is about desire.

She responds, her hands tangling in my hair, her body pressing against mine.

“William,” she gasps when we break apart. She nuzzles my neck, and I tilt my head, giving her access. Her fangs pierce my neck with exquisite pain that transforms immediately to pleasure as she draws my blood into herself. The connection between us intensifies, my consciousness expanding as her power flows into me through the exchange.

And suddenly, I’m not just in the Sanctuary with Isolde.

I’m somewhere else entirely, seeing through her bloodline memories, experiencing fragments of her lineage’s past.

A woman with Isolde’s eyes, standing before a circle of hooded figures. “The bargain is struck,” she says, her voice strong despite her fear. “My daughter for protection. But she goes to neither The Collectors nor Damadere.”

The scene shifts. The same woman, older now, arguing with a man I assume is Isolde’s father. “They found us,” he says, panic edging his voice. “We need to hide her completely.”

“No,” the woman insists. “The plan was isolation, not imprisonment.”

“It’s the only way,” the man argues. “Blackridge has secured a location. She’ll be safe there until she’s ready.”

Another shift. A young Isolde, perhaps seven years old, watches from a window as Isaac plays outside. “Why can’t I go out, Mama?” she asks, pressing small hands against the glass.

“Because you’re special,” her mother answers, the words heavy with unspoken meaning. “Too special to risk.”

The visions fragment further, faster—glimpses of Isolde growing up in isolation, of her parents’ increasing fear, of her mother whispering secrets to her while she slept. Blood knowledge, passed down through generations, preparing her subconsciously for what was to come.

And beneath it all, a current of ancient power, a bloodline stretching back to the first Sanguinarchs, to the original Blood Crown ritual, to Damadere herself. Not a direct descendant, but a branch of the same powerful tree, cultivated carefully over centuries for this exact moment.

I return to myself with a grunt, still holding Isolde as she drinks from me, her mouth at my neck drawing the life force she needs. The revelations from her blood memories shake me, rearranging pieces of the puzzle I hadn’t even realised were misplaced.

Her parents didn’t plan to give her to The Collectors. They planned to give her to Blackridge as payment for protection from The Collectors. Protection while Isolde remained hidden, a secret weapon developing in darkness until she was ready.

Ready for what, I’m still not certain. But the blood memories suggest a plan generations in the making, a convergence of events orchestrated long before Isolde was born.

She pulls back from my neck, her lips stained crimson with my blood, her eyes glowing silver with power and arousal. “Did you see?” she whispers, aware somehow that I’ve seen what she did.

“Yes,” I confirm, my hands moving to frame her face. “Your parents made a deal. But not with The Collectors.”

“With Blackridge,” she gasps, her body pressing closer to mine, desire evident in every line of her body. “To protect me from The Collectors.”

“Yes,” I agree, feeling an answering hunger rising within me. “But there’s more to it. Something we’re still missing.”

“Later,” she demands, her fingers working at the buttons of my shirt. “Think later. Feel now.”

I obey, surrendering to the physical pleasure after the intense mental connection. The Sanctuary responds to our passion, the silver light in the walls pulsing brighter as I back her against them, lifting her easily as her legs wrap around my waist.

I unbutton her jeans, exposing her cunt to my touch. She’s already wet, ready for me, her body responding to the blood exchange with heightened arousal.

“Here?” she gasps as my fingers find her, teasing her slick entrance. “Now?”

“Here,” I confirm, thrusting two fingers inside her. “Now. The Sanctuary responds to power, to life force. What better way to claim it than this?”

She moans, her hips rocking against my hand, seeking more. “Fuck me, William.”

The crude demand sends a surge of lust through me. I capture her mouth again as she frees me, her cool fingers wrapping around my cock tightly.

I withdraw my fingers and enter her in a single smooth thrust that makes her cry out. The sound echoes in the chamber, amplified by the Sanctuary’s strange acoustics. Her legs tighten around my waist, pulling me deeper as I establish a rhythm that’s neither gentle nor brutal. It’s a claiming, a communion.

I drive into her harder, faster, spurred by the knowledge that she is truly unique, truly extraordinary. Her pussy clenches around me, her climax building rapidly.

“William,” she gasps, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

“Come on my cock, my queen. Show this place who you belong to,” I growl, feeling my orgasm approaching.

Her orgasm hits with a tidal wave of pleasure, her body arching against mine. She cries out my name as she drenches my cock with her juices. I come hard, emptying myself inside her with a roar that echoes through the Sanctuary.

For a moment, we’re suspended in that place beyond physical sensation, our consciousnesses merged through blood and power and pleasure. I see flickers of her thoughts, her feelings, her memories.

I hold her against me, unwilling to separate just yet. But she wiggles against me, and I ease her down as her legs unwrap from my waist. “This is what you were meant for,” I say, the pieces fitting together at last. “Not to become like Damadere, consumed by power, but to transcend as Damadere couldn’t. To achieve the transformation without the sacrifice.”

“To replace her.”

We stare at each other for a long moment before I speak. “She won’t like that.”

“No shit,” she mutters, making me laugh.

“So not just The Collectors coming for you, us even, to rule them, but a god-like creature who probably wants you dead.”

“Great. I guess it’s time to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Tell that to CJ.”

“Leave him to me. He has to understand this is life or death.”

I nod. “But not just your life or death. All of us. We’re bound together in this, Isolde. Our fates are intertwined. In a dark and twisted way, we are all a part of this.”

“And that’s okay with you? You’ll try to get along with CJ?”

I ponder that for all of two seconds. This is bigger than me and him. “Yes. We have to be together, one unit working together.”

“You’ll make up then?” she says with a wicked smile.

I roll my eyes. “As you wish, my queen.”

She giggles when I take her hand and kiss her knuckles. “We should get out of here. I feel something coming. Something that doesn’t want us down here.”

“Blackridge?”

“Maybe. Maybe something worse.”

“I don’t think there are many things worse than Blackridge.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have to find out.”

Isolde drops her blood on the floor again, and then we find ourselves suddenly back in the Bell Tower.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CJ


It starts as a prickling sensation at the base of my skull.

I’m standing in my room, changing shirts after combat training, when it hits me. A presence. Wrong. Alien in this realm, yet familiar to me all the same.

“Shit,” I mutter, crossing to the open window to stare out. “You have got to be fucking kidding me!”

The scent of burnt metal and lightning drifts through the opening, tinged with the SilverGate ward scent of ozone and ancient magic. The unmistakable marker of a Hunter.

I grab my coat, pulling it on before I drop out of the window. The courtyard is crowded with students, oblivious to the foreign predator circling the academy’s edges. I scan faces as I move, searching for Isolde. She is supposed to meet me after her classes.

A twinge of worry prickles my spine. Between The Collectors’ imminent arrival and this new threat, the timing couldn’t be worse.

I push the thought aside. Focus. The Hunter first. Everything else can wait.

At the western edge of campus, the manicured lawns give way to wild forest. SilverGate’s boundaries aren’t marked by fences or walls but by magic, ancient wards embedded in the earth, designed to keep unwanted beings out and unruly students in.

I slip between the trees, following the invisible line of the boundary. The prickling at my neck intensifies with each step, guiding me like a compass. The Hunter is close, testing the wards, searching for weakness. There is only one. I can sense his asshole presence like a beacon in the dark.

Twenty yards in, I catch movement.

“Found you,” I whisper.

The Hunter’s head snaps in my direction.

I step into a small clearing, making no attempt to hide. “You’re trespassing.”

The Hunter smiles. He is human, just backed up by magic that doesn’t belong in human blood. It makes them even more annoying. Using the one thing they hate to capture and kill the creatures they want to wipe off the face of the earth. ‘Assholes’ doesn’t quite cover it for these cunts. “Constantine Aquila Junior. Knew I’d find you eventually. The half-breed dragon prince. What a catch.”

“It’s CJ,” I correct, circling slowly. “And how you did it, I don’t know, nor do I care. You won’t return to your brethren to tell them where to find me. You won’t survive the next minute.”

He moves in weapons drawn, those meant to incapacitate me. He throws an orb of golden light at me, and I duck and roll.

I come up snarling, my claws and fangs extended. The Hunter circles, looking for openings to fire more magic at me. I launch myself at the Hunter, catching him mid-turn. We roll across the forest floor, a tangle of claws and fangs, borrowed magic and rage.

The Hunter fights with desperation now, knowing what’s coming.

I pin him, one clawed hand at his throat, my other plunges into the Hunter’s chest. I feel his heart and close my fingers around it.

The Hunter’s eyes widen in shock, then understanding, then resignation.

I pull, tearing the heart free in a spray of blood which hits my lips and sizzles. Fucking Hunter scum. I spit and drop his heart on his chest as I rise. Using the power my father passed down to me, a red cloud erupts from my hand and burns the Hunter to ash at my feet.

“Well,” says a voice behind me. “That was illuminating.”

I whirl, already knowing who I’ll find. William stands at the edge of the clearing, his expression hard to read. How long he’s been watching, I can’t say, but long enough.

“How much did you see?” I ask, though the answer is obvious from his face.

“Enough to understand why you’ve been so reluctant to share certain details of your background.” He steps closer, examining me with clinical interest. “Dragon. Half dragon prince. I suspected something exotic, but this exceeds expectation.”

“You don’t say a word to anyone,” I spit out.

“Your business, not mine,” William shrugs, but his eyes gleam with new knowledge. “Though it does explain the dragon aspect of this Blood Crown ritual.” His gaze shifts to the scorched earth where the Hunter’s body had been. “Friend of yours?”

“Hunter,” I say flatly. “From my realm.”

He nods. “This realm of yours intrigues me.”

“It’s too sunny for you.”

“Sunny?”

“Sunny. That which kills vampires.”

“So I’ve heard,” he murmurs. “Any more coming?”

“Who knows? Guess we will find out.”

“How did they get here?”

“The old gods only know, but my dad warned me they might. I’m quite a catch.”

“So it appears.”

I study him, trying to read his intentions. “You’re taking the news of my being a mythical creature to you rather well.”

“What did you expect? Horror? Revulsion?” He laughs softly. “I’m a century-old ghost recently returned to flesh through sinister runes embedded in my spine that were steeped in Isolde’s blood. A dragon in our midst hardly registers as shocking, mythical or not.”

Put that way, it does seem somewhat mundane. Still, I don’t trust his calm acceptance. “What now?”

“Now,” William says, turning back toward SilverGate, “you should probably clean up, then tell the fallen one. It’s time to put all our cards on the table, don’t you think? We face The Collectors and Damadere soon, potentially your Hunters as well. Secrets seem rather pointless at this juncture.”

He’s right, though I’m loath to admit it. “And Isolde?”

“We found something. Something significant. But that’s her story to tell.”

Before I can demand clarification, William turns and strides back toward the academy. “One hour,” he calls over his shoulder. “Isolde’s room. Bring Cassiel.”

I stand in the scorched clearing, watching him go. The encounter has left me not worried exactly, but wary. My secret, the one I’ve guarded so carefully since arriving at SilverGate, is out. At least to William.

And soon, to Cassiel as well.

I look down at my hands, still stained with the Hunter’s blood. It burns my skin as it’s designed to do, and I turn towards the stream, my vampire hearing has picked up a few hundred feet from here.

I scrub the blood from my hands in the clear stream, feeling the burn recede with the cool water. When my skin is clean again, I head back to SilverGate. It’s time to face whatever this revelation means for all of us.

Finding Cassiel proves easier than expected. The fallen angel is in the library’s eastern archive, exactly where he spends most of his time these days. His wings are half-manifested, feathers rustling softly as he turns pages of an ancient text.

He looks up as I approach, silver eyes instantly alert. “You smell of ash and conflict,” he observes mildly. “And something else... elemental.”

“We need to talk,” I say. “All of us. Isolde’s room. Now.”

Cassiel studies me, those unsettling eyes seeing more than they should. “The time for secrets has passed, then?”

“Apparently.” I shift uncomfortably under his gaze. “How long have you known?”

A small smile touches his lips. “Known what?”

“Don’t play games, Cassiel. About me. What I am.”

“Since I saw you exchange a loaded look with Isolde earlier. She knows.”

I should be surprised, but somehow, I’m not. “And you didn’t say anything?”

“We all have our burdens to bear,” he says simply. “Our secrets to keep. It wasn’t my place to force yours into the open.”

His acceptance, like William’s, is unexpected. But welcome. “Well, it’s coming out now. William saw me kill a Hunter from my realm.”

Cassiel’s wings snap fully open in alarm. “A Hunter?”

“Looking for me. There are likely more coming. If one found a way, others will as well.”

“The timing is problematic.”

“You think? Collectors from one direction, Hunters from another realm. And us in the middle with Isolde.”

“Then we adapt,” Cassiel says, closing his book with a decisive snap. “We strategise. We fight.” He stands, wings folding away into nothingness. “I assume that’s the purpose of this meeting?”

“Among other things. We should go.”

Together, we make our way through SilverGate’s corridors to Issy’s room.

William opens the door before we knock, as if he’s been waiting impatiently. “Good, you’re here.” He steps aside to let us enter.

Isolde looks up from her reading. “Everyone knows now?”

I nod.

“Good. So, William and I found something called the Sanctuary beneath the Bell Tower. A place of power. My blood opened the way.”

“The Sanctuary?” Cassiel asks before I can.

“It contained records, images of the first Sanguinarchs. Of Damadere. Of the Blood Crown ritual. And it did something to me. Changed me. Accelerated what was already happening, I think. I can feel everything now. Every drop of blood around me. Every pulse of power.”

“The Sanctuary recognised her,” William explains. “Prepared her for what’s coming.”

“What exactly is coming?” I ask, a sense of foreboding growing within me.

Isolde meets my gaze directly. “The Collectors, to have me lead them. Damadere, to kill me so I can’t take her place.”

“Okay, the situation just got more complicated,” I say, blowing out a breath. “How many more idiots do we have to fight here?”

“I think that’s it,” Issy says with a small smile. “I hope. My parents knew,” she adds, her voice hardening. “They made a deal with Blackridge. Protection in exchange for me.”

“Blackridge is meant to be protecting you?”

“That’s the part we still don’t know,” William admits. “Blackridge’s endgame remains unclear. But he’s been positioning pieces on this board for decades. Including all of us.”

“So, we have The Collectors and Damadere arriving at some point,” Cassiel summarises. “Potentially other-realm Hunters as well. And Blackridge’s mysterious agenda to contend with.”

Isolde looks around at all of us, her expression resolute despite the overwhelming odds. Then she sighs heavily. “Does anyone else wish they’d just come already?”

“You have no fucking idea,” I mutter.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
CASSIEL


The tension in Isolde’s room is almost tangible, like a presence that weighs on my wings as I tuck them tightly against my back.

CJ’s revelation of his dragon heritage wasn’t a shock, seeing as I’d already figured it out, but the convergence of threats surrounding us has reached a critical mass.

These Hunters from another realm that are after him are concerning, even if he doesn’t seem too bothered by them. They pose a threat to Isolde if they get in the way of The Collectors and Damadere.

“We need to understand what we’re facing,” I say, breaking the contemplative silence that has fallen over the room. “Truly understand it, not just cobble together fragments of knowledge.”

Isolde looks up from where she sits on the edge of her bed. “What do you suggest?”

“The Sanctuary,” I reply, meeting William’s gaze. “You said it contained records, images. Information about Damadere and the Blood Crown ritual.”

William nods, a wicked gleam in his eyes. “Perhaps a more thorough exploration is in order.”

“All of us this time,” CJ adds firmly, clearly not thrilled about being left out of their earlier discovery.

“Agreed,” Isolde says, rising. “The Sanctuary recognised me somehow. Maybe it will reveal more with all of us present.”

The decision made, we move in silence, each lost in thought. My wings itch to manifest, to stretch and sense the currents of power that flow through SilverGate.

The Bell Tower looms ahead, silhouetted against the dark sky. Ancient and imposing, it holds secrets none of us fully comprehend. I’ve spent my life studying celestial and infernal texts, yet SilverGate’s mysteries run deeper than most.

“Are there wards we should be concerned about?” I ask as we approach the tower door.

William shakes his head. “Not against us, specifically. The tower’s protections are focused inward, containing what lies beneath rather than keeping people out.”

“Containing what, exactly?” CJ asks.

“Power,” Isolde answers before William can. “Raw, concentrated power. At least, that’s what it felt like when we were down there.”

We reach the door, which swings open at William’s touch, as if expecting us. The interior is dark, illuminated only by shafts of moonlight filtering through high windows.

Isolde steps forward without hesitation, biting into her wrist. Blood wells, silver-infused and potent, and she allows several drops to fall onto the ground.

For a moment, nothing happens. Then the blood sinks into the stone floor, disappearing completely. The tower trembles slightly, dust drifting down from above. The ground becomes a pool of absolute darkness that spreads across the floor in a perfect circle.

“Blood opens the way,” I murmur, recognising the ancient principle at work. Blood Magic, one of the oldest forms of power, connects to the essence of life itself.

“Everyone hold hands,” Isolde instructs. “The transition can be disorienting.”

We form a chain. Isolde, William, and CJ, with me at the end. Isolde steps into the darkness first, pulling us in after her one by one. The world falls away as I cross the threshold, my physical form momentarily disconnected from reality.

Then solid ground materialises beneath my feet, and light blooms around us. A soft, silver radiance shining out of the walls. We stand in a circular chamber with a raised dais of black stone at its centre. The walls are covered in intricate carvings.

But what captures my attention immediately are the symbols etched into the floor and walls. They are scripts I haven’t seen since my fall from grace.

“Celestial script,” I mutter, my wings snapping out involuntarily in response to the familiar symbols. “Ancient celestial script.”

“You can read it?” William asks, his interest piqued.

I nod, moving closer to examine the flowing characters that spiral outward from the central dais. “It’s a variant of Enochian, used primarily by the Seraphim for recording sacred knowledge.”

“What does it say?” Isolde asks, stepping beside me.

I trace the symbols with my fingertips, feeling a resonance in my uncelestial grace. “It’s a warning. ‘Beware the crown of blood, for it devours both vessel and spirit. What ascends must balance, lest the world tilt into darkness.’”

“Cheerful,” CJ mutters.

“There’s more,” I continue, following the spiral of text. “It speaks of a nexus. A convergence of realities where blood power flows strongest. A sacred space created to contain that power, to channel it.” I look up, meeting their expectant gazes. “I believe we’re standing in a fragment of that nexus. But not its centre.”

“Not its centre?” William repeats, his brow furrowing. “This isn’t the Sanctuary proper?”

“No,” I say with certainty. “This is an antechamber. A preparation space.” I gesture to a section of the wall where the carvings form what appears to be a tunnel entrance. “The true Sanctuary lies deeper.”

Isolde approaches the wall I indicated, running her fingers along the carved stone. “I don’t see an opening.”

“Probably because it’s sealed,” I explain, moving to join her. “Like the entrance above, it requires a key.”

“Blood,” William states.

“Yes, but not just any blood this time.” I examine the symbols surrounding the concealed entrance. “It needs blood mixed with uncelestial grace.”

“So, yours, then?” CJ asks.

“Yes,” I say. “The celestial script recognises fallen angels as guardians of certain boundaries.”

“Why?” Isolde asks. “What’s the connection between fallen angels and Sanguinarchs?”

“Our blood,” I explain. “When the first angels fell, some mingled their essence with humans. Those unions produced beings of extraordinary power. Some became what you know as Nephilim. Others, those with a particular affinity for blood essence, vampires, became the first Sanguinarchs.”

“When did you discover this?” CJ spits out.

“It was in the book I was reading when I came across the Blood Crown.”

“And you didn’t think to mention this before?”

“I was waiting for the right moment.”

“Well, I guess this is it,” Isolde mutters. “So, you are saying Sanguinarchs are part angel?”

“Distantly,” I confirm. “Very distantly. The bloodline has been diluted over millennia, but the celestial spark remains. It’s what allows you to manipulate blood beyond normal vampiric abilities. To hear the whispers of blood memory. To channel power in ways no ordinary vampire could.”

“That explains why fallen angel blood is one of the key components of the Blood Crown ritual,” William says thoughtfully. “It’s reawakening that original connection.”

“Yes,” I agree. “The ritual essentially supercharges the dormant celestial aspects of a Sanguinarch’s nature, amplifying them to godlike proportions.”

“At the cost of morality,” Isolde murmurs, understanding dawning in her eyes. “That’s the balance the warning speaks of. The more the celestial power grows, the less balanced the vessel remains.”

“Precisely.” I turn back to the sealed entrance. “Shall we proceed?”

Without waiting for a response, I offer my wrist to Issy. She takes it warily and drags her claw over the veins. I approach the wall and press my bleeding wrist against the central symbol, a stylised key surrounded by seven stars.

The effect is immediate and dramatic. The symbols glow with silver-blue light, spreading outward from my blood in concentric circles. A rumbling vibration passes through the chamber, and the wall dissolves, revealing a dark tunnel beyond.

“Well,” CJ says dryly, “that was impressive.”

“It’s not over,” I warn, feeling a shift in the air currents against my wings. “The tunnel is protected.”

The darkness within the tunnel ignites with patterns of light. Sigils and wards that glow with ancient power. They flow along the walls, ceiling, and floor, creating a gauntlet of mystical barriers.

“What kind of protection?” William asks, his expression calculating as he studies the illuminated passage.

“Truth wards,” I explain, recognising the patterns. “Designed to strip away illusion, to reveal the essence of those who pass.” I glance at each of them in turn. “Whatever secrets you still hold, whatever masks you wear, the tunnel will expose them.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” CJ asks, tension evident in his stance.

“Meaning we’ll see each other as we truly are,” I reply. “Not just physically, but the truth of our nature, our intentions.” I meet his gaze directly. “Your dragon heritage won’t remain hidden. William’s darker impulses, my fallen state, all will be visible to everyone.”

“Good thing we have no more secrets then,” William murmurs.

“And me?” Isolde asks quietly.

“You most of all,” I say. “The Sanctuary was built for Sanguinarchs. It will show you what you are becoming, what potential lies within your blood.”

A moment of silence follows as they absorb this information. Such exposure is no small thing for beings like us, each carrying burdens and secrets that define our existence.

“We need to know what’s in there,” William says finally. “The risk is acceptable.”

“Speak for yourself,” CJ mutters, but there’s no real resistance in his tone. He knows as well as the rest of us that we’re past the point of hiding.

“Together, then,” Isolde decides, stepping forward to take my hand. William takes her other hand, and after a moment’s hesitation, CJ completes our chain.

We step into the tunnel as one, and immediately the wards activate fully. Light surges around us, through us, illuminating our essences. My wings expand involuntarily, growing to their full span, their once-pristine white now black as coal, the visible manifestation of my fall.

Beside me, William’s form wavers, momentarily overlaid with the ghostly echo of what he was during his century of spectral existence. Blood seeps from the runes carved into his spine, forming patterns that mirror the carvings on the tunnel walls. He grunts as this causes him pain.

CJ undergoes the most dramatic transformation. His vampire nature flares visible as deadly fangs extend, but it’s his dragon heritage that truly manifests. Black scales shimmer across his skin in patches, his eyes shift to vertical pupils, and his fingernails lengthen into claws that could tear through stone.

Isolde glows with the silver light that normally quivers beneath her skin. It radiates outward, forming a corona of power around her. Within that light, I can see the echo of what she might become. A being of terrifying beauty, neither vampire nor angel, but something new altogether.

We move forward, the wards washing over us in waves of revealing light. As we progress deeper, I notice script along the walls, more celestial text, but interspersed with something older, something I’ve seen only in the most ancient repositories of knowledge.

“These inscriptions,” I say, my voice echoing strangely in the tunnel. “They’re a history. The creation of the Sanctuary, its purpose.”

“Can you translate as we walk?” William asks, his voice strained as he fights the ward’s effects.

I nod, focusing on the flowing script while maintaining our forward progress. “It says the Sanctuary was created after the first Blood Crown ritual, when Damadere’s transformation revealed the true potential—and danger—of Sanguinarch power.”

“Created by whom?” Isolde asks.

“By a coalition,” I translate, scanning ahead. “Fallen angels who regretted their part in creating the Sanguinarch bloodline. Elder vampires who feared Damadere’s growing power. And... this is interesting... dragons.”

CJ’s head snaps toward me. “Dragons? They aren’t even part of this realm.”

“Not anymore, no.”

“Well, fuck me,” he mutters. “They used to be here?”

“Seems that way.”

“Why did they leave?”

I shrug. “There is no mention of that.”

We continue deeper, the tunnel gradually widening. The air grows heavier, charged with power that makes my wings tremble. I can feel currents of uncelestial grace flowing around us, streams of fallen power converging ahead.

“We’re approaching the centre,” I warn as the tunnel curves downward. “The nexus point where the boundaries between realms thin.”

The tunnel ends abruptly, opening into a vast cavern that takes my breath away. The celestial in me, fallen though I may be, recognises the sacred geometry of the space immediately. It’s a perfect replica of creation itself, modelled after the most holy spaces of Heaven.

The cavern extends farther than should be possible beneath SilverGate, its ceiling lost in shadows high above. The walls curve in a perfect sphere, covered entirely in flowing script and images that move independently. At the centre stands a circular platform of black stone, larger and more elaborate than the dais in the antechamber.

But what draws our collective attention is the ring of statues surrounding the platform—seven figures, each depicting a Sanguinarch in various stages of transformation. Their faces are hauntingly lifelike, expressions caught between ecstasy and agony.

“The original seven who attempted the Blood Crown ritual?” William asks, moving closer to examine them. “Six failures, one success.”

“Damadere,” Isolde says, approaching the seventh statue. A female figure whose stone features radiate power and terrible beauty.

“Yes,” I confirm, reading the inscription at the statue’s base. “Damadere, the first and only to complete the transformation.”

As we move around the circle, something causes me to freeze in place. The sixth statue, positioned directly before Damadere’s, bears a face that sends a shock of recognition through me.

“Isolde,” I say quietly. “Look at this one.”

She joins me, her breath catching as she sees what I’ve seen. The statue could be her twin—the same delicate features, the same curve of lips, the same determined set of the jaw. Only the eyes differ, carved with an expression of fear that Isolde would never allow herself to show.

“It’s not me,” she says after a moment, though uncertainty colours her voice. “It can’t be.”

“No,” William agrees, examining the inscription. “This is Elise Morvoren. According to this, she was forced to attempt the ritual in 1897.”

“Morvoren,” Isolde repeats. “My great-grandmother.”

“The resemblance is uncanny,” CJ observes, looking between Isolde and the statue.

“She was a female twin,” I murmur.

“What happened to her?” Isolde croaks. “Clearly she didn’t replace Damadere, so she…”

“Became a display item in The Collectors’ grand assembly,” CJ grits out. “Here, all of them. This is their magnum opus.”

“Gods,” Isolde says, putting her hand to her mouth. “I feel ill.”

“She’s still in there,” I whisper grimly, noting the way the statue’s carved face seems to follow Isolde’s movements. “The Sanguinarch bloodline breeds true. Power recognises power, and blood calls to blood across generations.”

Isolde approaches her ancestor’s statue, reaching out to touch the stone face. The moment her fingers make contact, the entire cavern erupts in silver light. Every inscription on the walls flares to life, the moving images accelerating until they blur together in a kaleidoscope of ancient memory.

“Isolde, step back,” William commands, but she seems frozen in place, her hand pressed against the statue’s cheek.

The statue’s stone lips part, releasing a voice that sounds like autumn wind through dead leaves. “Blood remembers... She comes for you…”

“Ah,” Isolde chokes out as her ancestor forces out the words from her prison. “I’m so sorry!”

“This isn’t your fault,” CJ says, going to her and placing his hand on the back of her neck, turning her away from the statue and into him. “None of this is your fault.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she sobs into his chest. “It’s sickening. I hate this! I hate them!”

“Anger is good,” William says. “We can use that to fight them.”

“William,” I say quietly, but he glares at me to defy him outright. I don’t, because he’s right. But there is a time and place for such declarations. She needs comfort right now, not a call to arms.

William’s gaze returns to the statue of Elise Morvoren, a complicated expression on his face. He knows as well as I do that this place, this Sanctuary, is more than just a repository of knowledge. It’s a crucible, a testing ground, and Isolde is at its heart.

CJ holds Isolde, murmuring reassurances against her hair.

The light from the inscriptions dims, the rushing images slowing, coalescing once more into discernible scenes. But the atmosphere in the cavern remains charged, electric with the echo of Elise’s ghostly warning.

“Damadere is coming, and she knows Isolde is a threat to her reign,” William adds, his eyes still fixed on the statue. “A Sanguimonarch of equal or greater potential.”

Isolde pulls back from CJ, her tears subsiding and anger replacing her sorrow. “Let’s make that greater then, shall we? Whatever it takes. A bond between the four of us that will make or break us. We are already fated, let’s make it fucking official.”

Silence fills the chamber as we stare at her.

CJ is the first to speak.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
ISOLDE


“You’re damned right, we will,” he says, his voice a low growl that vibrates through the cavern. His eyes, burning with amber flecks, lock onto mine with an intensity that steals my breath. “Bound. Officially. Forever.” He steps forward, cupping my face, his thumbs brushing away the last of my tears. “My name, my mark, my vow, my soul. All yours, Isolde.”

“A fated bond,” William murmurs, his gaze sweeping over the statues, over the ancient script. “Sealed in blood and power. Yes. It is time.” He moves to my other side, his presence a dark, reassuring weight. “My life is already yours, my queen.”

A thought strikes me as he says this. Perhaps this is his way back to full corporeality.

Cassiel’s silver eyes, usually so analytical, now hold a fierce, almost desperate devotion. “The celestial and the supernatural, the living and the resurrected, the fated and the fallen. A court unlike any this world has seen. If this is our path, then I walk it with you, Isolde. To whatever end.”

Their words weave around me, binding me tighter than any spell. The whispers in my head fall silent, momentarily silenced by the sheer force of our collective will. Looking at the three powerful, dangerous, magnificent beings standing with me, their devotion a force to be reckoned with, I feel a surge of power that has nothing to do with Sanguinarch abilities.

This is strength. This is unity.

“Then we’ll do this,” I repeat, my voice ringing with a conviction that banishes the last vestiges of fear. The crown awaits, and Damadere with it. But they won’t find just one Sanguimonarch. They’ll find a court, ready to rewrite destiny.

“When?” William asks, his gaze boring into mine with an intensity that alerts me to the fact he has had the same thought as I did. He thinks this will make him whole without the use of the runes.

“Soon. We need to prepare so this is done right, perfect.”

“Agreed,” Cassiel says. “We need to do this with all the strength we possess.”

I nod and look around, my gaze skating over Elise Morvoren. I gulp and look away. “Let’s get out of here. This place gives me the creeps.”

None of the guys questions that.

We make our way back through the tunnel, the truth wards flickering dimly now that we’ve passed through them once.

The antechamber feels almost mundane after the overwhelming presence of the true Sanctuary. I drop blood onto the floor again, and we emerge into the Bell Tower with relief I don’t bother hiding.

“I suppose we’d better hit the dining hall and then get some rest,” I mutter, but a blur hurtling towards me doesn’t give the guys a chance to answer.

I’m knocked off my feet, landing flat on my back with a large, rabid werewolf standing over me, his paws on my chest, pushing down with the strength of a mountain.

“Hey,” CJ snaps and punches, I’m guessing, Benz in the snout. “Get your fucking filthy paws off her.”

Benz, being in wolf form, can’t speak, so he growls louder, snarling and hissing in absolute fury.

Benz’s massive jaws snap at my throat. I roll sideways just as his teeth would have torn out my jugular. His claws rip through my chest, and pain flares, but it’s nothing compared to the rage that explodes through me.

“You’ve come back for another round? How many times will your family bring you back before they feel you’re a liability?” I snarl, power blooming from my hands. This is my go-to. My defensive magic that I was born with. But it’s backed up by a heavy dose of whatever else lurks in my blood now, and I think Benz can see it.

William moves with vampire speed, grabbing Benz by the scruff and hurling him across the courtyard. The werewolf hits a stone wall with a sickening crack but recovers instantly, his yellow eyes blazing with murderous rage.

That’s when I notice we’re not alone. Other werewolves emerge from the shadows around the Bell Tower, at least six of them, all in wolf form and radiating the barely contained violence of their beast nature. Benz’s friends have come for revenge and a spot of aggression to light up their night.

Well, they picked the wrong fuckers to mess with.

CJ, William and Cass circle me, protecting me while they keep their eyes on the circling wolves.

“Pack tactics,” CJ growls, his markings flaring to life beneath his skin. “They want to overwhelm us with numbers. See, this is why I fucking hate wolves.”

“Let them try,” William says, his voice carrying the cold promise of violence. His hands glow with dark energy, the power of a century’s worth of suppressed rage finally given form.

Cassiel’s wings snap out to their full span, black feathers rustling with anticipation. I duck as one nearly whacks me in the head, and I growl.

He chuckles. “Sorry. Six wolves, four of us. I like those odds.”

Benz throws back his head and howls. The sound echoes across the courtyard, a challenge that makes my blood sing with answering fury. The other wolves take up the call, their voices weaving together in a symphony of threat and promise.

“Are they actually calling for more?”

“Yeah,” Cass replies. “This isn’t just revenge. It’s a declaration of war.”

“Then let’s give them one,” CJ snarls, and suddenly he moves. His vampire speed, combined with something I now know as draconic, makes him undeniably deadly as he slams into Benz with bone-crushing force.

“My money’s on Aquila!”

The cry of the students around us as they descend for the fight of the term, placing odds and cheering on their picks. Of course, no one bets on me. But I don’t give a shit.

I see Cordelia on the sidelines, and she purses her lips at me. Then she calls out, “Ten on Morvoren. I saw what she did to him last time!”

And that’s when chaos erupts.

All eyes swivel to me as the battle escalates around us. William’s magic tears through two wolves simultaneously, dark energy shredding fur and flesh. Cassiel launches himself into the air, launching black-tinged golden magic orbs at the wolves. They howl and move out of his range, circling me, boxing me in.

The wolves think they’ve got me trapped. How fucking wrong they are.

Silver light erupts from my hands. The wolves closest to me yelp and stumble backwards, their supernatural senses overwhelmed by the raw power arcing from my palms. But I’m not done. Not even close.

I reach out with my consciousness, extending it as William taught me, but this time I don’t target floating spheres of blood. I target the wolves’ blood.

“Mine,” I whisper, and suddenly I can feel their heartbeats, taste their blood on my tongue without ever touching them.

The nearest wolf, a grey beast with scars across his muzzle, takes a tentative step forward. His mistake. I lock onto his life force and squeeze.

He drops mid-stride, convulsing as I manipulate the blood in his veins.

“Holy shit,” someone in the crowd breathes. “She’s not even touching him.”

The other wolves whimper, suddenly uncertain. They can sense what I’m doing to their packmate, feel the wrongness of it in their bones. Benz, still grappling with CJ, lets out a frustrated howl.

“Isolde,” William calls, his voice tight with something between pride and concern. “Make it boil.”

“What?” I shout back.

He gives me that wicked smile as a wolf dives on him, and I focus on the wolf whose blood I’m connected to.

“Boil,” I murmur and then watch as the wolf screams.

My stomach clenches, and I end his life with a flick of my fingers. I’m not a torturer, but I won’t stand by and be killed or have my guys hurt by these creatures.

The bell tolls to inform us all to quit it as the dead wolf hits the ground with a wet thud, steam rising from its corpse. The remaining wolves back away, their bravado evaporating as they see what they’re truly facing.

“Anyone else?” I ask, my voice carrying across the suddenly silent courtyard. Silver light still crackles around my hands. I can feel the blood of every creature within fifty yards calling to me.

Benz shifts back to human form, bloodied from his fight with CJ. His eyes burn with hatred. “This isn’t over, Morvoren,” he snarls, backing toward the shadows with his surviving friends. “You can’t kill us all.”

“Watch me,” I reply, taking a step forward.

The wolves flee.

The crowd of students who’d gathered to watch erupts in a mixture of cheers and nervous laughter. I hear someone collecting on bets, Cordelia’s voice rising above the rest as she claims her winnings.

“Show’s over,” CJ announces, examining a vicious claw mark that has ripped his shirt and chest open. His flesh is healing, but he’s furious about his clothes. “Everyone back to whatever the fuck you were doing, and if any one of you rips my fucking clothes again, you are deader than dead.”

The students disperse reluctantly, casting glances over their shoulders as they go. Within minutes, the courtyard is empty except for the four of us and one very dead werewolf.

“Well,” William says, his eyes alight, “that was invigorating.”

“I might’ve known it would be you four,” Blackridge’s voice echoes around the courtyard.

“Like you didn’t already know,” William points out.

They exchange a loaded stare before Blackridge turns his stare to me. “Miss Morvoren.”

“Sir,” I say, lifting my chin a fraction higher.

“He is dead.”

“I’m aware.”

“I mean, he is dead-dead. He won’t resurrect.”

I glance quickly down at the wolf before I stare into Blackridge’s abyss gaze. “He won’t?”

He shakes his head. “You picked one of the creatures who has no backup plan.”

“Well, that was dumb,” William mutters.

“Not everyone is as skilled at avoiding death, Mr Harrington, as I’m sure you are aware.”

William hisses, his fangs extending.

“Enough of that, Mr Harrington, unless you want to start a fight you can’t and won’t win,” Blackridge states, his voice carrying an authority that even William seems to acknowledge, albeit reluctantly. “Back to your rooms. Curfew is in place for you four, seeing as you can’t seem to keep yourselves out of trouble.”

“What?” CJ snaps. “She needs to feed.”

“Perhaps you should’ve thought of that before you took on a pack of wolves.”

“They started it!” William snarls.

“I’m fairly certain that I spoke English, a language you all understand, so please move. Now. Before you force me to move you myself.”

I don’t give him a chance. I’m gone before the guys catch up with me. He is seriously pissed, although by his outward attitude you wouldn’t know it. But I felt his power rippling under the surface. Malevolent, oily, sickeningly powerful. I won’t give him an excuse to lay his hands on me again. Not ever.

“Your own rooms,” Blackridge calls after us, his voice resonating off the buildings.

“My room is your room,” William says with a wink.

“Unless he moves you,” I mutter.

“Let him try,” he mutters back.

We reach my room without further incident, though the corridors are filled with whispering students who melt away as we approach. The news of the wolf pack’s defeat has spread like wildfire, and apparently, so has Blackridge’s pronouncement.

“So,” I say, once the door is shut behind us. “My room is your room?” I look directly at William.

He gives me a roguish grin. “Always, my queen.”

CJ scoffs. “Don’t encourage him. Blackridge is looking for any excuse to make your life difficult.”

“My life is already difficult,” I point out. “A pack of werewolves just tried to kill me, The Collectors want to turn me into a god or a display piece, and Damadere wants me dead. You two really should go to your own rooms.”

“And give him the chance to have you all to himself?” CJ says with a glare at William. “I don’t think so.”

Cassiel, who has been unusually quiet, finally speaks. “It can always get worse. Blackridge’s curfew is more than just punishment. It’s a message.”

“A message?” I ask.

“He’s reasserting control,” William explains. “Showing us, and anyone else watching, that he’s still the one in charge here at SilverGate.”

“And that we’re his pieces to move on the board,” CJ adds darkly.

The weight of it settles on me. We’re powerful, yes, but still constrained by forces beyond our immediate control. The fight with the wolves was a skirmish, not the war.

“So, we obey the curfew?” I ask, already chafing at the restriction.

“For now,” Cassiel says. “We pick our battles. And tonight, the battle is to do as he says.”

“And feed.” William offers his wrist, his eyes burning with an intensity that has nothing to do with anger.

I take it without hesitation, sinking my fangs into his flesh. His blood floods my senses, strong and vital, infused with the echoes of his resurrected life and the dark power of the runes now thrumming beneath his skin. It’s a potent cocktail, and I drink deeply, feeling my strength returning.

CJ and Cassiel watch, a silent understanding passing between them. The dynamics of our court are shifting, solidifying. Blackridge may be able to control us as students, but he underestimates the bonds we’re forging.

The bonds of blood, desire, and defiance.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
CJ


I wake with Isolde’s head on my chest, her raven hair spilling across my skin like liquid darkness. We’re tangled together in her bed, William sprawled on her other side, one arm possessively draped across her waist. Cassiel sits in the window seat, wings half-spread, keeping silent vigil as what passes for dawn breaks over SilverGate.

After Blackridge’s curfew pronouncement, we all ignored his separate rooms bullshit. No way was I leaving Isolde alone after that werewolf attack. William clearly felt the same, despite this also being his room, and Cassiel... well, the fallen one goes where he pleases.

“You’re thinking too loudly,” Isolde murmurs against my skin, her lips brushing my chest.

“Sorry,” I whisper, stroking her hair. “Go back to sleep.”

“Can’t.” She raises her head. “Too hungry.”

There’s something different about the way she says it, something ravenous that wasn’t there before. I feel William stir beside her, instantly alert despite appearing deeply asleep moments ago.

“Feed from me,” I offer, already tilting my head to expose my neck.

She moves with startling speed, fangs sinking into my flesh before I can draw another breath. The connection between us flares hot and bright. My dragon markings burn beneath my skin as she draws my blood into her mouth. But there’s something different this time. She’s taking more, drinking deeper, with an intensity that borders on desperation.

“Isolde,” I murmur, my cock raging as her hand drops down to grip it tightly.

She’s lost in the feeding frenzy, increasing the pressure on my cock with each pull until she is tugging roughly on me.

“Fuck,” I groan and come all over her hand.

She pulls back with visible effort, my blood staining her lips and chin.

William is behind her instantly, driving his cock into her with a feral pace that has her gasping and then moaning as he hits the right spot.

“Fuck,” she cries. “More.” She smears my cum over my chest as her hand reaches for me. I pull her away from William, ignoring his protests.

“Lie down,” I say to him and sit up, positioning Issy over the top of him. She impales herself on his cock, riding him, her tits bouncing as I wipe up a good portion of my cum and then shove her forward. My fingers flitter over her rear hole, and she stiffens, freezing for a moment.

“Relax, my sweet. I told you I want to claim every single hole you have.”

“Yes,” she pants and relaxes a fraction when I slide my fingers over her asshole.

She pushes back against me, urging me on. I take my time, circling her tight hole with cum-soaked fingers, feeling her relax and open for me.

“That’s it, my sweet,” I murmur, sliding one finger into her slowly. She moans, pressing back against me, taking my finger deeper. I work her gently, feeling her body accommodate the intrusion. When she’s ready, I add a second finger, scissoring them to stretch her further.

Isolde’s breath hitches, her body tensing for a moment before she relaxes again, pushing back against my hand. Her moans grow louder, more insistent. William thrusts up into her, matching the rhythm of my fingers in her ass.

“More,” she gasps. “CJ, please.”

I withdraw my fingers and press the head of my cock against her asshole. She pushes back eagerly, but I hold her hips firmly, controlling the pace.

“Slowly,” I murmur, inching forward carefully. She’s tight, so fucking tight, but she takes me inch by inch, her body opening as I thrust into her. After what feels like a blissful eternity of intense pressure and searing heat, I sink deep into her ass. Isolde lets out a low, guttural moan, her body trembling with the intensity of the sensation. I hold still, allowing her to adjust to the fullness, to the invasion.

William’s eyes are wild with lust and something more primal. He holds her waist tightly, his fingers digging into her soft flesh as he thrusts up into her roughly. I match his rhythm, my hips pulling back and then pushing forward, sinking deeper into her with each measured stroke.

Isolde’s moans turn into cries of pleasure, her body writhing between us as she takes everything we give her. Her hands clutch at William’s chest, her nails digging into his skin. The sight of her taking both our cocks like she was made for it, is almost too much to bear.

“Fuck, Isolde,” I growl. “You feel so fucking good.”

She turns her head to look at me, her eyes glowing with silver light, her lips parted in ecstasy. “Harder,” she demands, her voice laced with power and need. “Fuck me harder, CJ.”

I increase my pace, my hips slamming against her as I bury my cock deep in her ass with each thrust. William matches my rhythm, his thrusts becoming more forceful, more demanding. Isolde’s cries of pleasure fill the room, her body trembling with the intensity of our combined assault.

Cassiel watches from his perch, his eyes burning with a hunger that’s impossible to ignore. I can feel his gaze on us, intense and focused. He stands slowly, his wings disappearing as he approaches the bed, stripping off when he gets closer. He kneels on the bed beside Isolde, his hand tangling in her hair as he turns her face towards him. She opens her mouth eagerly, her eyes locked onto his as he guides his cock between her lips. The sight of her taking him in, her mouth stretching to take his size, sends a bolt of lust through me. My orgasm builds, the pressure mounting at the base of my spine.

“Fuck,” I groan, my body tensing as I fight to hold back the impending wave of release. Isolde moans around Cassiel’s cock, the vibration sending a shiver through him. His wings snap out suddenly, the black feathers rustling as he lets out a low growl of pleasure.

William’s hands tighten on Isolde’s waist, his body arching up into hers as his climax approaches. He grits his teeth, holding back until Isolde reaches her peak. Her body convulses between us as her orgasm rips through her. The sensation pushes both William and me over the edge. I come hard, my cock pulsing deep in her ass. William follows, his body trembling with the intensity of his climax, emptying himself into her pussy.

I pull out, panting raggedly, and offer her ass to Cass. “Take her here. Enjoy every part of her.”

Cass’s eyes widen, but he pulls out of her mouth and eagerly moves in behind her.

Isolde shivers as Cassiel replaces me, his powerful hands gripping her hips as he slowly enters her. He’s more gentle than I was, but the intensity in his eyes is unmistakable. Isolde pushes back against him, urging him deeper, her body already accustomed to the invasion.

William pulls Isolde down to him, claiming her mouth in a deep, passionate kiss. His hands roam over her body, cupping her breasts and pinching her nipples, before sliding down to where their bodies are joined. He circles her clit with his thumb, drawing out more pleasure from her already sensitive body.

Cassiel’s wings spread wide, casting a shadow over us all as he moves intently. His strokes are long and steady, drawing out moans from Isolde that William swallows greedily.

Isolde breaks away from William’s kiss, gasping for air. “More,” she begs, looking back at Cassiel with lust-drunk eyes. “Give me more.”

Cassiel complies, his hips snapping forward as he buries himself deep in her well-lubed back passage. His wings rustle with each thrust, the feathers shifting in a hypnotic dance. Isolde meets each of his strokes with eager enthusiasm, pushing back against him, taking him deeper.

Her body trembles from the intensity, but she doesn’t relent. Instead, she reaches out, her hand finding mine, fingers entwining as she pulls me closer. I can feel her power pulsing beneath her skin, a rhythm that matches the thrusts of Cassiel’s hips.

“Bite me.”

I move without thought. My lips crash against hers, tasting her first. Her hand finds my cock, already hard again despite the recent release. She strokes me in time with Cassiel’s movements, her grip tight and sure.

Breaking the kiss, I trail my lips down her neck, feeling her pulse quicken under my tongue. I reach her jugular and bite down gently, marking her. She moans, her body convulsing as another orgasm rips through her.

Cassiel growls, his wings snapping wide as he comes hard, filling her ass. He pulls out slowly, his breath ragged as he collapses and watches me feeding from her.

Her blood, sweet and heavy, gives me strength, and I grip her tightly as I deepen the bite until she screams my name. Pulling back with a smile, I murmur, “That’s it, my sweet. Scream my name.”

She smiles, panting fiercely. “I want so much more.” But then her face goes serious. “But I’m worried I’m becoming exactly what they want me to be.”

“No,” William says instantly. “You’re becoming what they fear. Something beyond their control.”

“The fact that your power is growing this quickly proves you’re not just another candidate for their ritual. You’re something else entirely,” I add.

“Something they didn’t anticipate,” Cassiel agrees.

Isolde looks unconvinced. “Or exactly what they’ve been breeding for generations. You saw the statue of my great-grandmother. This isn’t a coincidence.”

“Maybe not,” I concede. “But that doesn’t mean you have to follow the path they’ve laid out.”

She meets my gaze, searching. “And what about you? Now that William and Cassiel know what you are?”

I tense, my markings pulsing visibly beneath my skin at the reminder. My dragon heritage, the secret I’ve kept, is now exposed to our entire mismatched group. “What about it?” I ask defensively.

“Don’t play dumb,” she says, reaching out to trace one of the markings on my forearm. “It changes things.”

“Nothing has changed,” William says, surprising me with his support. “Except more pieces are falling into place.”

“Like why the Blood Crown ritual requires dragon blood,” Cassiel says. “The pieces fit together more clearly now.”

I shake my head, still uncomfortable with the exposure. “If that Hunter found me, more will come. We can’t let this get in the way of what is important. They are gnats, waiting to be squashed, only their arrogance doesn’t make them wary.”

“Yes, you killed that one rather efficiently,” William says. “I do love a bloody death.”

“There will be more,” I say grimly, ignoring him.

“How many?” Cassiel asks.

I shrug. “Hard to say. They’ve been rebuilding their numbers since my father wiped most of them out years ago. It could be five. Could be fifty.”

“Fuck,” Isolde mutters. “As if The Collectors weren’t enough.”

“The Hunters are my problem,” I insist. “I can handle them.”

“We need a strategy for dealing with the Hunters that doesn’t risk exposing your nature to SilverGate at large,” Cassiel states. “Your dragon heritage must remain a secret here for as long as possible. You are not supposed to exist here. It will cause you more problems than we can effectively deal with.”

“I know,” I grit out. “Hence why I didn’t tell anyone.”

Isolde squeezes my hand again, grounding me. “We know. But the four of us are the strategy. We face everything together. Even this.”

“A court,” William says. “Bound by blood and power.”

“But not yet formally bound,” Cassiel clarifies. “Such rituals require preparation, especially given our unique combination of natures.”

Isolde nods slowly. “A court without ceremony, then. For now.”

“For now,” I agree, something protective and possessive rising in me at the thought of being formally bound to her, to all of them, in a way that transcends ordinary relationships.

A sudden prickling sensation at the base of my skull interrupts my thoughts. The same feeling I had before the Hunter appeared. But stronger now, more insistent.

“CJ?” Isolde asks, noticing my sudden tension.

“We have company,” I say, already moving off the bed, reaching for my clothes. “More Hunters. At least three of them, testing the boundaries.”

William is on his feet instantly, fully dressed within seconds. “How do you know?”

I tap my temple. “I can sense them. Whacky magic. Useful for not getting killed.”

Cassiel’s wings snap open, his expression hardening. “Where exactly?”

“Eastern boundary,” I say, pulling on my boots. “Near the old groundskeeper’s cottage.”

“That’s the weakest point in SilverGate’s wards,” William confirms. “Where they’re oldest and least maintained.”

“Of course it is,” I mutter. “These bastards have a knack for finding vulnerabilities.”

Isolde rises. “I’m coming with you.”

“No,” I say immediately, at the same time William says, “Absolutely not.”

She glares at both of us. “I wasn’t asking for your permission.”

“Isolde,” Cassiel says, his voice gentler than ours but no less firm. “The Hunters are specifically targeting CJ. Your presence would complicate matters.”

“Complicate?” she repeats incredulously. “I’m a fucking Sanguimonarch. I can help.”

“You’re also the one person The Collectors are definitely watching,” I point out. “If they see you involved with Hunters from another realm, it could exacerbate this situation. We don’t need anyone to know that humans from a different realm are walking around trying to kill vampires and other supes here.”

She opens her mouth to argue further, but William cuts her off. “He’s right. As much as I hate to admit it.”

“So what, I just sit here and sew while you three run off to fight?” she demands.

I snort. “Gods, you sound just like my mother.”

She blinks and purses her lips. “I will take that as a compliment, seeing as she made you.”

“Oh, do. It’s a huge compliment.”

We share a smile, and I move closer to her, cupping her face in my hands. “We’ll handle the Hunters. You keep yourself safe. Please.”

Her eyes soften slightly. “Fine. But if you’re not back in an hour, I’m coming after you. All of you.”

“Fair enough,” I concede, pressing a quick, hard kiss to her lips. The taste of my blood still lingers there, copper and magic.

She nods, then turns to kiss William and Cassiel, a silent reaffirmation of our unusual bond. “Don’t die,” she orders us all. “Blackridge will throw a shit fit.”

I narrow my eyes at her words. “Blackridge. Surely he knows the Hunters are lurking on his academy’s border?”

Cassiel nods in agreement. “It’s likely. His awareness of the Hunters might be another test, another manipulation.”

William’s expression darkens. “Everything is a test with him. Fucking dick.”

I crack my knuckles, ready for the fight ahead. “Then let’s show these Hunters and Blackridge what happens when they cross the wrong vampires… and a fallen angel.”

Leaving Isolde, a part of me knows she won’t stay still for long. But I can’t think about that right now. We move swiftly through the dark hallways of SilverGate, sticking to the shadows to avoid unwanted attention. The eastern boundary is deserted, the old groundskeeper’s cottage looming in the distance like a spectre from a forgotten time.

The prickling at the base of my skull intensifies, confirming we’re heading in the right direction. “They’re close,” I murmur, my senses on high alert.

“What exactly are we facing?” Cassiel asks as we cross the misty grounds. “What are their capabilities?”

“Hunters use borrowed magic,” I explain. “They’re human, but they’ve developed weapons and techniques specifically designed to track and kill supernatural creatures. Up until recently, they couldn’t contain dragons, but they found a way and captured my mother. My dad annihilated them.”

“So, this is revenge?”

“Pretty much. They won’t stop until they either have me, or they are reduced to nothing again.”

“Borrowed magic from who, exactly?” William asks, his pace never faltering.

“Anyone and everyone. Used to be just witches, but now… they play dirty.”

“So, they are a bunch of twisted hypocrites?” William says. “There is nothing I loathe more than a hypocrite. Weaknesses?”

“They’re still human. Kill them, they stay dead.”

“Simple enough.”

We reach the edge of SilverGate’s grounds, where the carefully tended landscape gives way to wilder growth. The groundskeeper’s cottage stands abandoned, its windows dark and foreboding. Beyond it lies the eastern boundary, marked by nothing more than a change in the quality of the air, a shimmer visible only to supernatural eyes.

Three figures probe that boundary with glowing tools and whispered incantations.

“There,” I murmur, dropping into a crouch behind a gnarled oak. “Three Hunters, just as I sensed.”

Cassiel and William flank me, their instincts making them naturally stealthy despite their power. We watch as the Hunters work, their movements methodical and practised.

“They’re using some kind of resonance detector. It can identify weak points in magical barriers.”

The prickling at the base of my skull intensifies. “On my mark,” I whisper, feeling my fangs extend, my claws lengthen. “Three... two... one... now.”

We explode from cover with supernatural speed, crossing the distance to the Hunters before they can fully register our presence. William reaches his target first, hands extended, a pulse of dark energy freezing the Hunter mid-motion. Cassiel’s wings snap open as he launches himself at the right-most Hunter, black feathers gleaming in the early light.

I go straight for the leader, a tall woman with a face criss-crossed by ritual scars. She turns just in time to meet my attack, raising a glowing blade that hums with deadly energy.

I dodge her first strike and counter with a slash of my claws. They catch her arm, tearing through the protective fabric of her coat, drawing blood that sizzles against my skin.

She doesn’t flinch, doesn’t show pain. Typical Hunter stoicism. Her blade whips around again, faster than human reflexes should allow. I twist away, but not fast enough to avoid a shallow cut across my chest. The wound burns like acid, the blade clearly enchanted to cause maximum damage to supernatural flesh.

“Fuck,” I growl and launch another attack.

Across the clearing, William has his Hunter completely immobilised, blood trickling from the man’s nose, ears, and eyes as William’s power grips him from the inside. Cassiel’s opponent is on the defensive, backing away from the fallen angel’s relentless assault, wings of shadow and light.

The leader sees her comrades losing and changes tactics. She produces a small, glowing orb from her coat and smashes it against the ground. Golden light explodes outward, a shockwave of magic that disrupts the boundary wards and knocks us all back.

I recover quickly, lunging for her, but she’s already retreating, moving with enhanced speed toward the boundary. Using my vampire speed, I lunge after them, grabbing her and hauling her backwards, smacking her into a nearby tree.

Her back cracks unnaturally, and she slumps.

William’s captive Hunter convulses, foam spewing from his mouth as the dark energy consumes him. Cassiel’s target tries to flee, but a well-aimed orb of black-tinged golden light strikes him in the back, sending him crashing to the ground, writhing in agony before he goes still.

I slam the leader into the tree again, feeling bones crunch under my hands. She gasps, blood trickling from her mouth, but her eyes remain defiant. “You can’t kill us all, abomination,” she spits. “More will come. We won’t stop until your kind is wiped from existence.”

I lean in, baring my fangs. “Like you were once wiped out by Constantine Aquila?” With a brutal twist, I snap her neck. Her body goes limp, and I drop her to the ground, standing over her for a moment to ensure she won’t rise again, because you never fucking know with these assholes.

William joins us, his eyes scanning the boundary. “This was fun. Quite the bonding session.”

“At least we know they’re only after you,” Cassiel says. “My one wasn’t bothered about trying to kill me.”

“Same,” William says.

“Small mercies,” I mutter. “They’ll still tear SilverGate apart to get to me.”

“I think it’s high time these wards were strengthened,” he replies. “Unless Blackridge has them lowered for a reason.”

“You plan on asking him?”

“Nope.”

“So, what then?”

“I’ll come back later and erect a secondary reinforcement,” he says.

I nod as we head back, leaving the fallen Hunters. I have no doubt that SilverGate will get rid of them for us.

Isolde is pacing when we re-enter her room, the scent of her worry filling the air. She stops dead when she sees us, her eyes scanning each of us for injury.

“You’re alright?” she asks, her voice tight.

“Peachy,” I reply, pulling off my blood-stained jacket. “Three down. No major casualties on our side.”

She nods, a thoughtful expression replacing the anxiety. “So, Blackridge lets Hunters practically onto SilverGate’s grounds, targeting one of his students, and does nothing?”

“It would appear so,” William says. “Or he’s testing CJ’s capabilities. Or ours as a unit.”

“Or all of the above,” I mutter. “With Blackridge, it’s always layers of manipulation.”

“My dad is going to hit the roof when he hears that Blackridge has allowed the Hunters to get this far,” I mutter, but shake it off. I’m not going running to him to fix this. Fuck that. Blackridge will answer to me and me alone.

Isolde meets my eyes, a silent question passing between us. The Hunters are a threat, but they’re a known quantity to me. The Collectors, Damadere, Blackridge… they’re the storm gathering on the horizon.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
ISOLDE


“One assumes curfew is over?” I mutter as I look out of the window and see students heading to class.

Since the guys got back from playing hero, we’ve been sleeping, feeding, and fucking on repeat for the last few hours. Night has fallen, and classes are about to start. I don’t really want to miss any more.

“We’ve already broken it, so we might as well just carry on. If Blackridge wanted us grounded, he’d have said, and I doubt he wants us to miss lectures,” CJ points out.

I nod and gather my book bag to head out.

“Will you be okay?” Cassiel asks, his silver-blue eyes, a bit like mine now, focused intently on me.

“I can’t promise that trouble won’t find me, but I won’t go looking for it. That’s the best I can do.”

“Fair enough,” CJ murmurs, giving me a kiss on the top of my head.

“I’ll go and reinforce the wards,” William says, heading out with me.

“Shouldn’t you talk to Blackridge about attending lectures again?” I ask him as we walk towards the courtyard.

“Probably, but I want to slack off a bit longer. There are things that need my attention.”

I nod and let him go after he kisses my knuckles.

The blood whispers respond as soon as I’m alone, a chorus of voices that rise from the back of my mind.

More. Take more. Consume.

I squeeze my eyes shut, but the voices persist, louder than before. Not just disconnected words now, but coherent thoughts, urgent demands.

The power grows. The crown awaits.

“Shut up,” I growl, turning towards my first class. The students I pass give me a wide berth, eyes averted. The werewolf incident has solidified my reputation as a dangerous individual. If they only knew.

I slip into Advanced Blood Magic just before the bell, taking my usual seat near the back. The classroom is arranged in tiered rows. Perfect for observation.

Of me, apparently.

Blackridge is taking this class, and it makes me more nervous than I should be. His eyes track my every movement as I settle into my seat, removing my notebook and pen. When our gazes meet, he doesn’t look away but simply makes a note in the leather-bound journal on his desk.

The hunger spikes suddenly, a sharp pain that makes me dig my nails into my palms. The blood whispers surge in response.

He knows. They all know. They watch. They wait.

I force the voices down, focusing on Blackridge as he starts the lecture. Today’s topic: the manipulation of blood viscosity to create barriers and shields.

“Blood, when properly controlled, can be hardened to a consistency rivalling steel,” Blackridge explains, demonstrating with a small vial of dark liquid. He extends his hand, and the blood rises from the vial, forming a disc in midair. With a flick of his fingers, the disc hardens, becoming a solid red shield.

“The application requires precise control and significant power,” he continues. “Most Blood Magic practitioners spend years mastering this technique.”

My skin prickles as his gaze falls on me again. “Miss Morvoren, perhaps you’d like to attempt it?”

The class turns to stare at me. Twenty pairs of eyes, filled with curiosity and wariness.

“I’ve never tried it before,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel.

“Precisely why this is a learning opportunity,” Blackridge counters, gesturing me forward. “Come, demonstrate your current ability level so we can establish a baseline.”

A baseline. For what? For tracking my progress like a lab rat?

I rise reluctantly, moving to the front of the class. Blackridge presents me with a vial of blood.

“Human,” he explains. “Begin by connecting with it, then attempt to form a simple disc shape before hardening it.”

I take the vial, uncorking it. The scent hits me immediately, rich and tantalising. The hunger roars to life, and the voices crescendo.

Take it. Drink it. Make it yours.

I push back against the urge, focusing instead on William’s lessons. Connect without touching. Extend my consciousness into the blood. Feel it as an extension of myself.

The blood rises from the vial without me consciously commanding it, responding to my hunger rather than my will. It hovers before me, a perfect sphere rather than the disc Blackridge requested.

“Interesting choice of shape,” Blackridge murmurs, making another note. “Now, attempt to harden it.”

I concentrate, imagining the blood molecules compressing, bonding together. The sphere trembles, then it solidifies from the outside in. The surface takes on a glossy sheen, like polished garnet.

“Very good,” Blackridge says, but I barely hear him.

The connection to the blood has opened something inside me, a channel to more power than I’ve felt before. The blood sphere hardens completely, then changes shape, transforming into a complex geometric form with sharp edges and precise angles.

The class murmurs in surprise.

“Impressive,” Blackridge murmurs, but his voice sounds distant.

The blood construct spins faster, its edges becoming blades, points becoming needles. It’s beautiful and deadly, responding to something dark inside me that wants to cut, to hurt, to destroy.

“Miss Morvoren!” Blackridge’s voice breaks through my trance. “Control it!”

I blink, realising the blood construct has become a spiked ball of razor-sharp edges, hovering inches from Blackridge’s face. The entire class has backed away, some standing pressed against the far wall.

With effort, I pull the construct back, forcing it to collapse into a simple sphere again. My hands shake with the effort of controlling the power surging through me.

Blackridge’s expression is unreadable as he takes the sphere from my control, returning it to the vial. “Return to your seat, Miss Morvoren.”

I obey, aware of every eye in the room following me. As I sit, I notice Blackridge writing furiously in his journal, pausing occasionally to glance at me.

The voices in my head are relentless now, a constant barrage of whispers that make it impossible to concentrate. I catch fragments about blood and power, the crown and ancient rituals. None of it makes complete sense, but the urgency behind the whispers is unmistakable.

When the bell finally rings, I gather my things quickly, eager to escape. Blackridge’s voice stops me at the door.

“Miss Morvoren, a moment, please.”

I turn reluctantly. “Yes, Professor?”

He waits until the other students have filed out before speaking. “That was an impressive display of raw talent, if somewhat concerning in its lack of control.”

“It won’t happen again,” I promise hollowly.

“On the contrary,” he says, “I expect it will. Your abilities are developing rapidly, perhaps too rapidly for conventional instruction. We may need to complete an evaluation before allowing you around other students.”

“What?” I snap, a fierce frown descending. “Are you joking?”

“I never joke, Miss Morvoren. You are potentially a danger to the entire student body.”

We stare at each other. I have no words. He apparently has said all he has to say. A chill runs down my spine. The hunger gnaws at me, worse than before. Using magic in class has only intensified it. My hands tremble slightly, and I clench them into fists to hide the weakness.

“You will be late for your next class, Miss Morvoren.”

I blink but take that at face value. He said we may need to complete an evaluation, so until he drags me kicking and screaming, I’ll carry on as normal. Without a word, I back out of the lecture hall and hurry to my next class, Magical Theory with Professor Winters.

She’s a severe woman with ice-white hair and eyes like chips of blue glass. From the moment I enter her classroom, her gaze is fixed on me, calculating and cold.

“Today,” she announces, “we will discuss the theoretical limits of power transference between magical entities. When one magical being draws power from another, there are established limits to prevent fatal depletion,” Winters continues, pacing before the blackboard. “However, certain rare individuals can circumvent these natural barriers, drawing more power than should be theoretically possible.” Her gaze lands on me. “These individuals are often marked by specific signs, such as an increased appetite for power and accelerated development of abilities.”

I sink lower in my seat, trying to become invisible.

Winters approaches my desk, leaning down slightly. “Miss Morvoren, you’re looking rather pale. Are you feeling unwell?”

“I’m fine,” I lie.

“Hmm.” She pulls a small notebook from her pocket and makes a quick note before continuing her lecture.

Another one documenting me. Cataloguing my symptoms like I have a fascinating new disease.

The hunger intensifies throughout the class, a gnawing emptiness that makes it difficult to focus. By the time the bell rings, my hands are shaking visibly, and a cold sweat has broken out across my forehead.

The hallway spins slightly as I exit the classroom. I lean against the wall, trying to steady myself. The withdrawal is worse than I expected, a physical pain now as well as a psychological craving. My body demands the rush of power, the flood of energy that comes with using my abilities.

“Issy? You okay?”

I look up to find Isaac approaching me, concern etched across his familiar features. My twin, so normal compared to what I’ve become.

“I’m fine,” I say automatically. “Just tired.”

He frowns, not buying it. “You look like shit, honestly.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” I mutter, pushing off the wall with effort. “I’m just tired, I think.”

“Let me walk you back to your room then,” he offers, reaching for my arm.

I step back instinctively. The hunger is too strong, the silver light beneath my skin too visible. If he touches me now, he’ll know something is deeply wrong.

“No need,” I say, forcing a smile. “I’ve got one more class, then I’m free. I’ll rest afterwards.”

“You sure?” His eyes search mine, the brotherly concern almost breaking my composure.

“Positive,” I reply. “Besides, don’t you have a class now as well?”

Isaac grimaces. “True. But promise you’ll go straight to the infirmary if you feel worse.”

“Promise,” I lie easily.

Isaac hesitates, then nods before he gives me one last concerned look before heading off down the corridor. I watch him go, a familiar ache in my chest. We were inseparable as children, before he was sent here. Now secrets build walls between us higher than any physical barrier ever could. I trudge to my next class, counting the minutes until I get away from everyone’s probing gazes.

***

My final class of the night is Ancient Arcane Languages with Professor Moreau, a subject I would normally enjoy. Tonight, however, I can barely focus on the Enochian symbols we’re supposed to be translating. The blood whispers have become a constant stream of noise in my head, punctuated by sharp spikes of hunger that make me dig my nails into my palms until they bleed.

Moreau notices my distraction, of course. Unlike Blackridge and Winters, she doesn’t make notes or stare openly. Instead, she places a translation exercise on my desk that’s different from the ones my classmates receive.

“Something more suited to your advanced understanding,” she murmurs as she passes.

I look down at the parchment and freeze. The text isn’t standard Enochian. It’s the script I saw in the Sanctuary, the ancient celestial language Cassiel translated for us. The passage is about blood rituals and power transference.

This isn’t a coincidence. She knows about the Sanctuary. They all do.

The realisation sends a cold wave of fear through me. How deep does this go? How long have they been watching, waiting for me to discover what I am?

I force myself to translate the passage, though my hands shake so badly I can barely hold my pen. The content confirms my worst fears: it describes the early stages of the Blood Crown transformation, the hunger, the power surges, the silver light beneath the skin.

When the bell finally rings, I nearly sob with relief. I gather my things quickly, avoiding Moreau’s gaze as I hurry from the classroom.

The corridors are crowded with students, their voices and heartbeats a cacophony that engulfs me. Each pulse calls to the hunger inside me, promising relief if only I would reach out and take what I need.

I push through the throng, head down, focusing on getting back to my room before I lose control completely.

Finally reaching my hallway, I fumble with my key, hands shaking so badly I can barely fit it into the lock. Once inside, I slam the door shut and slide down against it, drawing my knees to my chest.

The hunger is unbearable now, a physical pain that radiates from my core outward. The silver light beneath my skin flickers erratically, like a flame about to be extinguished. My vision blurs, darkening at the edges.

Feed. Use. Take. Consume.

The voices are deafening, impossible to ignore. I crawl to the bathroom, dragging myself up to look in the mirror. My reflection is terrifying. Silver light courses beneath my skin in erratic patterns, my eyes glow with unnatural brightness, and my fangs have extended fully, responding to the desperate hunger.

“Not blood,” I whisper to my reflection. “Not just blood. Power. Magic.”

I need to use my abilities to channel the building pressure before it eats me alive.

A wave of nausea hits me. I barely make it to the toilet before vomiting, a vile mix of blood and bile. The hunger intensifies, a beast clawing at my insides.

I need something. Someone.

The hunger tears through me in waves, each one stronger than the last. The silver light beneath my skin is painful now, like electricity seeking an outlet.

The blood whispers rise to a crescendo.

Use it. Release it. Become what you were meant to be.

With the last of my strength, I drag myself back to the bedroom, collapsing onto the floor beside the bed before I make it the whole way. The hunger consumes every thought, reason, fear. Only the need remains, a bottomless void demanding to be filled.

I don’t know how long I lie there, lost in the agony of withdrawal, sweating and freezing, shaking and convulsing. Minutes or hours, time loses meaning.

When the door finally bursts open, I’m barely conscious. Through blurred vision, I see William kneel beside me, his face tight with concern.

“Isolde,” he says, his voice sounding far away. “What happened?”

“Hungry,” I whisper. “Blood. Power. Craving.”

“Hold onto me,” he instructs. “What I’m about to do will hurt, but it will help.”

Before I can question him, he presses his palm to my forehead. Pain explodes behind my eyes, white-hot and all-consuming. I try to scream, but no sound comes out. The silver light beneath my skin flares blindingly bright, then flows towards William’s hand, drawn out of me like poison from a wound.

The agony is beyond anything I’ve experienced; every cell in my body is rebelling against the extraction. Yet beneath the pain, there’s relief as the building pressure finally finds release.

William’s face contorts with effort, his veins darkening as he absorbs the excess power. The runes along his spine light up the dark room, processing and channelling the energy he’s taking from me.

After what feels like an eternity, he pulls his hand away. The pain recedes immediately, leaving me limp and gasping in his arms. The hunger remains, but it is dulled and manageable again.

“Are you okay?” I croak.

He snorts. “I’m fine. Are you?”

“But you took my power.”

“And now I feel like I could take on Blackridge.”

We lock gazes.

“Don’t,” I say, squeezing his hand. “I know you want to, but he has more power than this entire academy put together.”

I lean against him, suddenly exhausted. The withdrawal symptoms have faded after the power syphoning, but a bone-deep weariness has replaced them.

I look up at him, studying the sharp planes of his face, the intensity in his eyes. “Do you ever think you are the king and I’m the tag-along?” I ask quietly. It would make so much more sense. He is more powerful, more equipped to deal with this shit.

His smile is magnificent and utterly terrifying. “Sometimes. Do you want me to be?”

“Yes.”

“Liar,” he chides gently. “This is a gift, Isolde. A dangerous one, perhaps, but a gift nonetheless.”

“Some gift,” I mutter, but the fight is draining out of me. He’s right, in a way. The hunger, the power surges, the blood whispers, they’re all part of what I am now. Fighting it is like fighting myself.
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“Blackridge threatened to have me evaluated.”

William raises an eyebrow. “Oh? Why this time?”

“Because I’m potentially a danger to the other students.”

He rolls his eyes. “He is such a cunt.”

“You could say that again. Maybe I should go.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he says warily.

“Maybe I can get more answers?”

“Or maybe you can get more runes shoved in your spine.”

I shudder at the thought, remembering the agony. “Point taken.” I settle more comfortably against his chest, feeling the steady rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my cheek. “But I can’t keep having episodes like this in front of other students. Eventually, someone’s going to get hurt.”

He sighs. “Whatever you decide, we will go along with, but we will come with you if you do.”

“I don’t know,” I say, chewing my lip. “Part of me thinks it might be a good idea, the other part…”

“Runes?”

“Yeah.”

“The runes were designed for me, essentially. I have them now.”

“So, you don’t think he will try to get some more in me?”

“I can’t say for sure.”

“So, we are officially getting nowhere with this?”

“Nowhere with what?” Cass asks, entering the room and spotting us on the floor.

I look up as Cassiel approaches, his silver eyes immediately assessing the situation. “The power surges,” I explain. “They’re getting worse. Today in Blood Magic class, I nearly skewered Blackridge with a blood construct.”

“Nearly?” William asks with obvious disappointment.

Cassiel kneels beside us. “How bad was the episode?”

“Bad enough that William had to syphon excess power,” I admit. “I was convulsing on the floor when he found me.”

Cassiel’s expression darkens. “The transformation is accelerating. The Sanctuary may have triggered something we weren’t prepared for.”

“Blackridge wants to do an evaluation.”

“No,” he states, standing up. “Not after last time.”

“It might help,” I start, but he glares furiously at me.

“No. End of story. I forbid it.”

I blink, and William clears his throat.

“You forbid it?” I ask, shocked that he would be so domineering after everything. “Forbid it?” I rise swiftly, and William backs away, until his back hits the wall, staying well out of this. Good thing too. If he had piled on, I’d find myself with one guy instead of three. “You are walking a fine line, Cassiel.”

His wings snap out, black feathers ruffling with agitation. “I’ve seen what Blackridge’s evaluations entail. I won’t watch him carve you up in the name of research.”

“It’s not your decision to make,” I snap back, silver light beginning to flicker beneath my skin again. “I’m not some fragile thing that needs protecting.”

“You’re the most important person in this room,” he counters, stepping closer despite my obvious anger. “To all of us. If Blackridge gets his hands on you for an evaluation, there’s no guarantee you’ll come back whole.”

“And if I lose control and kill innocent students?” My voice rises, the power in it making the windows rattle. “What then? How is that protecting anyone?”

Cassiel’s expression softens slightly, but his stance remains firm. “We’ll find another way. William’s syphoning technique worked. We can manage the episodes without surrendering you to Blackridge’s barbaric methods.”

“Can we, though?” I gesture to the lingering traces of silver light dancing across my arms. “This is getting stronger. What happens when William can’t absorb it all? What if I hurt him? What happens when I’m in the middle of a lecture and I accidentally drain someone dry?”

The room falls silent. None of them has an answer for that, because they know I’m right. The hunger is growing, and the power surges are becoming more frequent and intense. It’s only a matter of time before someone gets hurt.

“You aren’t going, and that’s final,” Cassiel says, arms crossed.

“Really?” I drawl. “We’ll see about that.”

“Isolde, no!” William is on his feet in seconds and blocking my path as I storm towards the door. “Don’t be rash.”

“Get out of my way!”

“Cass is being a cunt. Ignore him. He isn’t forbidding you to do anything, he is just concerned. You don’t need to prove a point.”

“I’m not. I’m actually starting to think I have to go.”

“Why?”

“For my own sanity,”

William studies my face, searching for something. Whatever he finds there makes him step aside reluctantly. “Then we’re coming with you.”

“Going where?” CJ’s voice comes from the doorway. He enters, taking in the tension crackling through the room. “What did I miss?”

“Isolde wants to submit to Blackridge’s evaluation,” Cassiel says through gritted teeth.

CJ’s expression hardens instantly. “Like hell.”

“See?” I throw up my hands in exasperation. “This is exactly why I need to go alone. You three turn into overprotective arseholes the moment anyone suggests I might be in danger.”

“Because you are in danger!” CJ snaps, his markings flaring beneath his skin. “Blackridge isn’t some benevolent headmaster looking out for your wellbeing.”

“Which is precisely why I need answers,” I counter. “I’m tired of being a pawn in everyone else’s game. If he wants to evaluate me, fine. But I want something in return.”

“What could he possibly offer that’s worth the risk?” William asks.

“Information. About my parents’ deal. About what he really wants from me. About how to stop what’s happening to me before I become a monster.”

The blood whispers surge in response to my words, a chorus of denial and encouragement.

Not a monster. Queen. Embrace it. Become it.

I press my palms to my temples, trying to quiet the voices. “The whispers are getting stronger. They want me to embrace this transformation, to become whatever Damadere became. Maybe Blackridge has answers about how to resist it.”

“Or maybe he wants to accelerate it,” CJ argues, moving to stand beside Cassiel in a united front. “You can’t trust him, Isolde.”

“I don’t trust him,” I snap. “But I trust myself not to be fooled twice by him.”

William stares at me, conflict clear on his face. “If we’re doing this, we do it on our terms. We demand to be present for the entire evaluation.”

“He won’t agree to that,” Cassiel says flatly.

“Then we make him agree,” I reply. “I’m not going in blind and helpless. If Blackridge wants his evaluation, he gets it with witnesses.”

CJ’s jaw clenches, but I can see him wavering. “And if he refuses?”

“Then we know he has something to hide beyond what we already suspect.”

The room falls quiet again as they consider this. I can practically see the wheels turning in their heads, weighing risks against potential benefits.

“After you,” William says.

I knew he would be the first to capitulate. He wants answers as much as I do. I know CJ and Cassiel are only trying to protect me, but they don’t know what this is like. Marching past them, I don’t stop to wait for them to catch up, but I hear them following me at a distance, giving me space. The creepiness of the hallways seems more ominous now. Somehow more threatening. I lift my chin higher and make my way to Blackridge’s office, pausing to knock as the guys hover behind me.

“Miss Morvoren,” Blackridge says as the door swings open to let me in. “You brought company?”

“They are staying.”

“Staying for what exactly?” His black eyes bore into mine as I move further into the room.

“You know damn well why I’m here,” I spit out.

“Do I?” He sits back, assessing me with a gaze that feels like ice digging into my soul.

“The evaluation,” I say, holding his gaze steadily. “You said we may need to complete one. I’m here to volunteer.”

His eyebrows rise slightly, the first genuine expression of surprise I’ve ever seen cross his features. “How refreshing. A student who takes initiative.” He steeples his fingers, studying the four of us with calculating eyes.

“We are here as witnesses,” William states flatly, moving to flank me. “Non-negotiable.”

“Witnesses,” Blackridge repeats, his voice carrying dark amusement. “How delightfully dramatic. Very well. I suppose there’s no harm in an audience for what I have in mind.”

CJ and Cassiel exchange a look that screams danger, but neither moves to stop me as Blackridge rises from his desk.

“Follow me,” he says, moving behind us towards a door hidden behind a tapestry depicting… I blink and swallow the mouthful of saliva that floods into my mouth… a hunting scene, exactly like the one at home. How did I not notice it before? “The evaluation chamber is specially designed for intensive assessments.”

The door opens onto a spiral staircase that descends into darkness. I follow Blackridge down, the temperature drops noticeably, and the air grows thick with the scent of old magic and something else. Something that makes my skin crawl.

Cursing behind me makes me look over my shoulder. The three guys are standing in the doorway. “Are you coming?”

“We can’t,” William grits out. “Come back up, Isolde. He’s separating us.”

In the next instant, they vanish. “Hey!” I call out to Blackridge. “What is going on?”

“Only certain creatures can pass the wards. No one ever knows who or what will get through.”

“Are you joking?” I hiss.

“I never joke, Miss Morvoren.”

“So where are they?”

“The wards most likely removed them as a threat.”

“Removed them to where?”

“A safe place, I’m sure.”

“You don’t even know?” I shriek.

“I never concern myself with where threats are removed to,” Blackridge replies with infuriating calm, continuing down the stairs. “They are simply elsewhere. Safe, as I said.”

My blood runs cold. “Bring them back. Now.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible until the evaluation is complete.” He doesn’t even glance back at me. “The wards are quite thorough in their protective measures.”

Rage floods through me as I rush down the stairs after him. “I want them here!”

He reaches the bottom of the staircase. “Did you truly believe I would allow three volatile supernatural entities to witness what comes next?”

The chamber we enter is circular, carved from black stone that seems to absorb light. Symbols cover every surface. Something older, more primitive. Something that makes my teeth ache just looking at it.

In the centre sits a chair that’s clearly not meant for comfort. Metal restraints gleam in the dim light, and channels carved into the stone floor lead away from it like the spokes of a wheel.

“Sit,” Blackridge commands, his voice carrying a compulsion that makes my legs move without my permission.

“No!” I fight against the invisible force pushing me towards the chair, but my body betrays me, step by reluctant step. “I changed my mind! I want to leave!”

“Too late for that, Miss Morvoren. We are about to conduct a test. Sit.”

I sit without conscious thought. But the restraints don’t clamp down on me. Yet.

The compulsion lifts, and I glare at him. “What test?”

“Something I need to know.” He stands in front of me, and with a silver athame that he produces from thin air, he slices his wrist wide open.

I hiss as the scent of his blood hits my senses. My fangs extend, and my tongue flicks out like a serpent’s, tasting the blood in the air.

“Do you want to drink, Miss Morvoren?” he asks.

It’s unlike anything I’ve ever encountered before, rich and dark and impossibly powerful. It’s ancient and alien, carrying whispers of power that make my entire body tremble with need.

“Yes,” I breathe. The hunger that William temporarily sated roars back to life with vicious intensity. “Gods, yes.”

Blackridge steps closer, extending his bleeding wrist towards me. “Then drink.”

I lean forward eagerly, but he pulls back just out of reach. The motion makes me whimper, a sound of pure desperation that echoes off the stone walls.

“Not yet,” he murmurs. “First, tell me what you taste in the air.”

I close my eyes, letting the scent wash over me. “Power,” I gasp. “Ancient power. Older than anything I can imagine. It tastes like... like the beginning of things. The first breath. The first blood spilt.”

“Very good.” His voice carries approval that makes something dark inside me preen. “And what does that power call to?”

“Everything,” I whisper. “It calls to everything inside me. The hunger, the voices, the silver fire. It wants to merge, to become one.”

“Precisely.” He moves his wrist closer again. The blood wells from the cut, dark as molten obsidian. “I’ve seen the effects the others have on you. I want to see the effect I have on you.”

“Eww,” I moan, even though his blood is making my stomach clench painfully with hunger pangs.

“Not in that way,” he says, slightly grossed out himself, which reassures me. Sort of.

“What way, then?” I ask, though part of me doesn’t want to know the answer. His blood calls to something frightening inside me.

“I want to see if you can resist temptation when it truly matters,” he says, lowering his wrist until it’s mere inches from my lips. “Your three protectors aren’t here to anchor you. The hunger is overwhelming. Yet you haven’t lunged for my throat.”

“Because I’m not an animal,” I spit, though my fangs ache with the need to bite, to drink, to consume whatever he’s offering.

“Aren’t you?” His smile is cold, knowing.

I stare at the blood flowing from his wrist. He hasn’t healed yet, but I don’t think for one second that it’s because he doesn’t have instant healing. It’s because he is willing the wound to stay open. That is power beyond my wildest imagination. I lick my lips. I want to resist. To bite him would be a betrayal of sorts to my guys, but more than that. I don’t want to be beholden to whatever power runs through his veins.

But he smells so good, I’m not sure I’m capable of resisting.

I dig my fingernails into the arms of the chair, anchoring myself to something solid as the hunger threatens to overwhelm every rational thought.

“I won’t,” I grit out, though my voice shakes with the effort. “I won’t drink from you.”

“Why?” He tilts his head, studying me like a specimen under glass. “Your body is screaming for it. The hunger is tearing you apart from the inside. One taste would ease that suffering.”

“No.”

I try without success to snap my fangs back, but they won’t budge.

My stomach growls loudly, but I don’t care. I won’t touch him.

“You will descend into madness,” he murmurs.

“Who says I haven’t already?”

“I can wait, Miss Morvoren.”

“Then you’d better get a chair because we are going to be here for a while.”

He smirks and summons up a chair from the gods only knows where. He sits and stares at me in that unnerving way. His blood hisses and sizzles as it hits the ground at our feet. “I have all the time in the world.”

“So do I.”

“You don’t want to get back to your men?”

“Not if it means drinking from you is the only way out.”

I don’t know what his test is here, and I don’t really care. I will wait it out until the end of time if I have to.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
ISOLDE


The hunger is a beast with claws that tear at my insides.

Time stretches like elastic in Blackridge’s evaluation chamber, with seconds becoming minutes, and minutes becoming hours. Or perhaps it’s only been moments. I can’t tell anymore. The stone walls beat with the same rhythm as the blood dripping from Blackridge’s wrist, a hypnotic tempo designed to break me.

He hasn’t moved. Hasn’t spoken. Just sits opposite me in his conjured chair, watching with those bottomless eyes while his blood pools on the floor between us. The scent fills the chamber, rich and ancient and impossibly alluring.

I hate him for this. For separating me from the others. For testing me when I’m already so vulnerable. For knowing exactly what I need and dangling it before me like bait for a starving animal.

Which is exactly what I’m becoming.

My silver light has grown brighter in the time I’ve been here, illuminating the dark chamber that makes the symbols on the walls writhe and twist hauntingly.

My fangs have fully extended, so long that they press painfully against my bottom lip. Saliva floods my mouth, metallic and bitter. I swallow it back, again and again, my throat working convulsively.

The voices in my head have never been louder.

Take it. Drink it. Power beyond imagining. Knowledge beyond time. Drink and become.

I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block out the sight of Blackridge’s bleeding wrist, but it doesn’t help. I can still smell him, still feel the pull of his blood calling to me.

“No,” I whisper.

My body trembles with the effort of remaining seated, of not launching myself across the space between us and sinking my fangs into his flesh. Every muscle is tense to the point of pain. My claws have pierced the stone arms of the chair, cracking the ancient material.

Blackridge remains unmoved, patient as the mountains. The only sound in the chamber is the steady drip of his blood hitting the floor and my increasingly laboured breathing.

The hunger twists inside me, a living thing with needs and desires separate from mine. It whispers promises of relief, of power, of answers to questions I haven’t even thought to ask yet. All I have to do is surrender.

Just a taste. Just one small taste.

I dig my claws deeper into the stone, focusing on the ache that threatens to snap them off one by one, declawing me in the most painful way possible, instead of the gnawing emptiness inside me. It doesn’t work. Nothing works. The hunger only grows stronger, more insistent, more demanding.

My vision blurs until the chamber seems underwater, distorted and wavering. Blackridge’s form becomes a dark silhouette against the hazy background, but his blood remains vivid, impossibly bright against the grey.

A shudder runs through me, violent enough to rattle my teeth. The hunger has moved beyond mere craving now. It’s become physical pain, a tearing sensation that starts in my stomach and radiates outward. My throat burns as if I’ve swallowed acid. My veins feel like they’re filled with glass shards instead of blood.

But I don’t give in. Not a fucking chance.

I will not give him what he wants. I will not become his puppet, his experiment, his tool. Whatever is in his blood, whatever power or knowledge or poison, I don’t want it.

But gods, I need it.

Blackridge finally moves, leaning forward slightly. His eyes reflect the silver light, turning them from black holes to mirrors. For an instant, I see myself reflected in them, wild-eyed, feral, barely recognisable.

A sob tears from my throat, half rage, half despair. I don’t want to be this creature. This monster driven by hunger and need. But I can feel myself slipping further with each passing moment, control fraying like an old rope about to snap.

The blood whispers grow more insistent, no longer content to merely suggest. They command now, their voices merging into one terrible chorus.

Sweat drips off my forehead, joining his blood on the ground as I lean forward. My breath is a ragged pant.

With a wild roar, I launch out of the chair, blurring past him to climb the walls of the chamber, ripping my claws, bleeding out, but I need to get further away from him.

My tongue darts out, tasting the air where his blood scent is strongest.

He turns to watch me, literally climbing the walls as madness descends.

He says nothing. He just waits, infinitely patient, as I wage war against myself.

Another wave of pain crashes through me, this one so intense I cry out, and I fall from the top of the wall, hitting the ground with a painful thud. My body convulses, and I groan loudly, rolling into the foetal position.

Something warm trickles from my nose.

My blood, mixing with tears streaming from my eyes. The taste of it on my lips is nothing compared to the promise of Blackridge’s ancient power, but it momentarily clears my head.

This isn’t just about resistance anymore. It’s about survival. The hunger is literally tearing me apart from the inside. If I don’t feed soon, I might not leave this chamber alive.

Is that what he wants? To push me to the brink of destruction? To see how far I can go before I break?

The thought brings a fresh surge of anger, but it’s quickly subsumed by another wave of hunger so intense my vision whites out entirely. When it returns, I’m crawling towards him. Submissive, almost defeated, crossing half the distance between us without conscious thought.

Blackridge remains seated, his bleeding wrist extended slightly, offering without demanding. His eyes track my movements with scientific interest, noting each tremor, each gasp, each flare of silver light beneath my skin.

This is a test, pure and simple. Of my will, of my strength, of my limits. And I’m failing spectacularly.

The hunger claws higher, reaching my chest now, making each breath a struggle. I can feel something changing inside me, breaking down or building up, I can’t tell which. All I know is that it hurts more than the runes being embedded in my spine.

The stone floor is slick with Blackridge’s blood. I reach for it, placing my hands in the puddle. The contact sends electric shocks of need through my system, my body absorbing what it can even without my permission.

It’s not enough. Not nearly enough. The voices scream for more, for direct consumption, for the connection that comes only from vein to vein, blood to blood.

I press my forehead to the cold stone, trying to ground myself in the physical sensation. It doesn’t work. Nothing works. The hunger has consumed everything else, every thought, every feeling, every memory. There is only the need, vast and terrible and all-encompassing.

A sound escapes me, low and heinous. Not quite a growl, not quite a whimper.

It’s the sound of something breaking beyond repair.

The realisation comes too late. The hunger has won. With a snarl of pure insanity, I launch myself at Blackridge, grabbing his extended wrist with both hands and bringing it to my mouth.

The first taste explodes across my tongue like a supernova. Power, ancient and excruciating, floods my system. The blood is black, carrying memories and knowledge so vast I can’t begin to process them. Images flash through my mind too quickly to comprehend, of civilisations rising and falling, magic in its purest form, and creatures beyond description moving between realities.

I drink greedily, desperately, the hunger driving me to take more and more. The silver light beneath my skin changes, darkening where Blackridge’s blood touches me, creating intricate patterns that spread across my body like living tattoos.

Blackridge remains perfectly still, allowing me to feed without resistance. But then, he gently places his hand on the back of my head, steadying me.

“Get your filthy, perverted hands off her, you fucking cunt!”

CJ’s growl echoes around the chamber, and I gasp, choking on Blackridge’s blood.

“Mr Aquila,” he says in that calm way of his. “You are more powerful than I gave you credit for. Those wards were designed to stop you.”

“Nothing will stop me from getting to Isolde,” he snarls.

“Apparently. I’m impressed.”

“Get away from her.”

“She is feeding. A necessity after she denied herself the pleasure for far too long.”

My eyes flick up to meet CJ’s. His expression is one of fury and loathing, directed at Blackridge, and maybe a bit at me as well.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t stop me. Blackridge’s blood is easing all the pain, all the torment, all the voices are quiet. I feel invincible in the true sense. Immortal, true and absolute. Nothing could touch me now. Nothing could hurt me. Nothing could stop me.

“Isolde, get away from that sick fuck. Now.”

“I’m not hurting her,” Blackridge says. “Quite the opposite. You can stand down, Mr Aquila.”

“Never. She will never be yours.”

“I don’t want her,” he says, almost dismissively. “She is a child. A student. You misunderstand this interaction.”

“I misunderstand nothing! You are violating her.” He storms forward, but Blackridge throws up a barrier to stop him.

The barrier crackles with dark energy, holding CJ back as he pounds against it with his fists. His markings flare beneath his skin, dragon fire and vampire fury combining into something that makes the air itself burn. He is seconds away…

“Let him through,” I gasp, finally pulling back from Blackridge’s wrist. The blood coats my lips, black as midnight and twice as potent. “Let him through, or he is going to shift, and I’m betting you don’t want that. Not here. Not now.”

Blackridge’s face remains impassive as I stand on unsteady legs, power coursing through me in ways that I’m going to crave in sick and twisted ways. The hunger is gone, replaced by something far more dangerous. Absolute certainty in who and what I am.

“Drop the barrier,” I repeat.

Blackridge studies me for a moment, then waves his hand. The barrier dissolves, and CJ rushes forward, pulling me against his chest. His hands roam over me, checking for injuries, his touch grounding me in reality.

“Are you hurt?” he demands, his voice rough with concern.

“No,” I whisper. “I’m fine.”

He grunts, but I don’t try to appease his concern. I’m too busy staring at Blackridge, and he at me. Something has changed between us. It’s not sexual, thank fuck, but it’s profound. He knows it. I know it, and I know CJ knows it too.

He shoves me behind him. “If you even look at her again, I will rip your eyes out and shove them down your throat,” he hisses.

“Like father, like son. You are both very vivid with your threats.”

“It’s not a threat,” he snarls.

“No, I doubt very much that it is. I truly would like to see you off your leash, Mr Aquila. I feel it would be most inspiring.”

“Be careful what you wish for.”

But we both know it’s too late for that. Blackridge is going to ensure CJ shifts to his dragon form one way or another, and I have the awful feeling it’s going to be under violent and bloody circumstances.

“Miss Morvoren resisted longer than I anticipated. I’m impressed.”

Blackridge’s blood still burns in my veins, carrying whispers of knowledge I can’t yet decipher.

“You tortured her.”

“I did no such thing. She tortured herself by waiting so long. But tell me, Miss Morvoren. How do you feel now?”

The honest answer is that I feel spectacular. The hunger that’s been clawing at me for days has receded to a manageable whisper. The silver light beneath my skin has stabilised, no longer flickering erratically but flowing in steady, controlled patterns. Most importantly, the blood whispers have gone silent.

But I’m not about to give Blackridge the satisfaction of knowing how much his blood helped me.

“I feel fine.”

CJ snorts.

Blackridge purses his lips. “Very well, Miss Morvoren. Deny it if you will, but we both know the truth, and soon everyone else will.” He vanishes, leaving me and CJ in the chamber.

“How long was I down here?” I ask.

“About three hours.”

“I’m sorry. I should’ve listened to you.”

“No,” he says, shaking his head. “We should’ve listened to you. Trusted you. Whatever happened down here… I can see the effects it has had on you.”

“Oh?”

He nods slowly. “You are magnificent, Isolde.”

His words wrap around me like a caress, but beneath the praise, I can hear the worry. Whatever Blackridge’s blood has done to me, it’s visible to those who know me best.

“Where are William and Cassiel?” I ask, needing to change the subject before CJ starts asking questions, I’m not ready to answer.

“Trying to break through the wards upstairs. They’ve been going crazy since we got separated.” He cups my face, his thumb brushing across my bottom lip where traces of Blackridge’s blood still linger. “Are you sure you’re okay? He didn’t touch you?”

“He didn’t touch me.” But Blackridge’s blood didn’t just ease the hunger. It showed me things. Fragments of memories, glimpses of power, whispers of knowledge that feel like they’ve been carved into my bones.

He nods, accepting that. But then his gaze turns hungry. He shoves me up against the wall, his claws extending to rip through the skin of my arms as he kisses me savagely, his fangs slicing through my lips and tongue.

The coppery taste of my blood hits my tongue, and CJ’s eyes blaze with need as he shoves me back against the wall, rougher this time. His hand grips my throat as he bends down to lick the blood from my arms, with a low groan that makes my toes curl. His tongue is hot and hungry against my skin, lapping up every drop of blood as if it’s the most precious thing he’s ever tasted. He lets out a soft grunt of pleasure, his free hand gripping my hip tightly. The way he is manhandling me has everything inside me responding on an intrinsic level. His dragon is close to the surface, but he stays in control, just barely. He trails his tongue all the way up my arm before he sinks his fangs deeply into my neck, tugging on my vein roughly as he draws out more of my blood while at the same time pressing his cock into me. I get him free, tugging on him gently as he groans against my throat. My pussy is soaking, and I struggle with my jeans, pushing them down. He doesn’t wait for them to be around my ankles. He pushes his cock into me with my legs restrained by the denim. The low growl that escapes him is addictive.

He thrusts into me, hard and urgent, a claiming, a reassurance that I’m his, that I’m safe, that I’m still here with him. I wrap my arms around his neck, holding him close as he fucks me against the wall, his body pressing mine into the cold stone. His cock fills me completely, stretching me, owning me. His mouth moves from my neck to my lips, kissing me fiercely, his fangs cutting my lips again, drawing more blood that he licks away with a hungry growl.

He pulls back slightly, his eyes meeting mine. “You’re mine,” he whispers. The words are lightning through my soul, connecting and yet contradicting everything else within these walls.

His pace increases with each thrust of his hips, each movement driving him deeper into me until it feels like he’s consuming my very existence. I moan loudly as the pleasure rises and then explodes outward in a blissful rush of ecstasy that leaves me breathless and panting, my pussy clutching his cock possessively.

The room quakes slightly, responding to the sheer primal force of our connection, and again when he spills inside me with a deep groan. “We need to get out of here.”

I nod and feel the loss when he pulls his cock out of me and helps me with my jeans before he sorts himself out. “William and Cass will be livid.”

He grunts and wraps his arms around me, teleporting us out of the chamber and back into the courtyard, where the scene in front of me was not one I was expecting.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
CASSIEL


The air in the courtyard crackles with uncontrolled magic as I struggle to contain the pulsing energy that blasts out from William’s ritual circle. What began as a simple spell to reach Isolde has become a vortex of chaotic power, tearing through the carefully structured magic of SilverGate.

“William, we need to shut it down,” I shout over the howling wind that has manifested from nowhere, whipping my wings out defensively as another surge of energy lashes outward.

William kneels at the centre of the ruined circle, blood seeping from his nose as he frantically tries to rework the ritual components. His runes glow painfully bright under his skin, their pattern disrupted and broken.

“I can’t,” he growls through gritted teeth. “Something’s interfering with the sigils. They’re wrong.”

Around us, students who had gathered to watch the spectacle are paying a heavy price for their curiosity. Three lie unconscious, their bodies twitching as wild magic courses through them. Another stands frozen, her skin crystallising into diamond-like facets that spread with each passing second. Two more students hover several feet off the ground, their bodies contorting as gravity loses its hold on them.

“Help!” a young witch screams, her hands turning to living flame that spreads rapidly up her arms.

I move toward her, but another wave from the ritual circle knocks me backwards, my wings barely shielding me from the brunt of the blast. The magic feels wrong, corrupted somehow, as if the fabric of SilverGate’s arcane foundation is unravelling.

“Cassiel!”

I turn to see Isolde and CJ running across the courtyard. CJ immediately lunges toward one of the floating students, using his vampire speed and strength to pull the boy down and away from the worst of the energy field.

Isolde, however, stops at the edge of the chaos, her head tilting slightly as if listening to something only she can hear. Her eyes widen, then narrow with sudden understanding. Without hesitation, she steps forward, directly into the heart of the magical storm.

“Isolde, no!” I shout, but it’s too late.

The silver light beneath her skin flares to life, brighter than I’ve ever seen it. But there’s something different now, something darker interwoven with the familiar glow. Black lines trace patterns across her forearms and throat, ancient sigils that I recognise from the Sanctuary walls.

She walks calmly through the maelstrom, seemingly untouched by the energies that have incapacitated others. Her hands rise, fingers splayed, and I watch in astonishment as the wild magic flows toward her like water down a drain.

William stares up at her from his position in the ruined circle, his expression unreadable. “It’s working,” he says, though his voice carries a note of uncertainty. “She’s containing it.”

Isolde reaches the centre of the ritual circle and kneels opposite William. Without speaking, she takes his bloody hands in hers, completing a circuit that causes both their bodies to jerk as power sparks between them.

The air around them ripples as the magical backlash subsides. The floating students drop gently to the ground. The witch’s flaming hands extinguish, leaving her skin reddened but whole. The crystallising girl’s transformation halts, though her skin still gleams unnaturally in the fading magical light.

But it’s Isolde who has my focus. The black sigils on her skin are moving, shifting and rearranging themselves like living ink. Her eyes have gone completely silver, reflecting nothing, revealing nothing. When she speaks, her voice carries harmonics that weren’t there before.

“The spell was sabotaged,” she says. “Someone altered the foundation sigils to create a cascading failure.”

William nods grimly, wiping blood from his face. “I felt it the moment I activated the final sequence. Someone knew exactly what I was attempting.”

I spread my wings and move closer, my uncelestial senses detecting patterns in the magical residue that disturb me deeply. The chaos wasn’t random. It was directed, shaped to create maximum damage while appearing accidental.

“Who would have the knowledge to sabotage your work?” I ask William, though I already suspect the answer.

“Someone intimately familiar with Blood Magic and who wanted to keep me away from Isolde,” he replies, his eyes never leaving her as she absorbs the remaining chaotic energy.

“Blackridge, obviously,” CJ growls, joining us in the now-quieting vortex.

“Or someone working under his direction,” I suggest. “Surely he isn’t Headmaster here and working alone on his… whatever he is doing.”

Isolde’s head snaps up suddenly, her silver eyes focusing on something beyond the courtyard. “He’s coming.”

“How do you know that?” William asks.

“You do not want the answer to that,” CJ snarls and moves closer to her, practically pushing her out of the way he is standing that close.

Blackridge appears moments later, striding across the courtyard with that irritating calm that never seems to waver, regardless of the circumstances. Several professors flank him, moving quickly to tend to the injured students.

“Care to share what this was about this time?” Blackridge asks as he reaches us, his black eyes taking in the scene with clinical detachment.

William rises to his feet, his posture stiff with pain and barely suppressed fury. “The spell was sabotaged.”

“A serious accusation,” Blackridge replies mildly. “Do you have evidence to support it?”

“The power flow was deliberately redirected to create a feedback loop. Only someone with administrative access to SilverGate’s foundational magic could have accomplished it.”

Blackridge’s gaze shifts to Isolde, who remains kneeling in the ritual circle, still absorbing the last tendrils of chaotic energy. His expression changes subtly, a flicker of satisfaction crossing his features before it’s quickly masked.

“Miss Morvoren,” he says. “Do you have this under control?”

Isolde looks up at him, and something passes between them, an unspoken communication that makes my wings bristle with unease. The black sigils on her skin shimmer once, then fade from view, though I can still sense their presence beneath the surface.

“You can see that I do, and I wonder why.” Her tone is accusing, irritated.

He smirks. It’s self-satisfied, and my stomach clenches. What happened between the two of them?

CJ lets out a dangerous rumbling, his protective instincts obvious in every line of his body. “Stay away from her.”

“Always so suspicious, Mr Aquila,” Blackridge sighs. “Miss Morvoren’s natural affinity for such energies prevented any lasting damage.”

I narrow my eyes, catching the careful phrasing. “Natural affinity?”

“Of course,” Blackridge replies smoothly. “Sanguinarchs have always possessed unique relationships with magical energy. Though I must admit, Miss Morvoren’s capabilities are exceptional.”

His gaze lingers on Isolde again, and I don’t miss how his eyes light up.

“The injured students require medical attention,” Blackridge continues, turning to address the gathering crowd of onlookers. “Professors, please escort them to the infirmary. The rest of you, return to your schedules immediately.”

The courtyard gradually clears as students and staff disperse, many casting curious or fearful glances back at us. Blackridge remains; his attention now focused on the ruined spell circle.

“I expect a full report on this incident by tomorrow morning. Until then, consider yourselves restricted to your rooms.”

“Restricted?” CJ challenges. “We’re not the ones who caused this.”

“Nevertheless, Mr Aquila, until we determine exactly what happened, it would be prudent for the four of you to maintain a low profile.” Blackridge’s tone makes it clear this is not a suggestion. “After all, we wouldn’t want a repeat performance, would we?”

“So, we are grounded? Even from class?” I ask.

“Even from class, Mr Cassiel. For now.”

With that parting remark, he turns and walks away, leaving us standing in the aftermath of magical chaos.

“Fuck that guy,” CJ mutters once Blackridge is out of earshot.

“Something’s wrong,” Isolde says, her voice still carrying those strange harmonics. “The energy was searching.”

“Searching for what?” William asks, helping her to her feet.

“For me,” she whispers.

“That was kind of the idea,” William states with a frown.

“No, not in that way. It was searching for something inside me, and it backfired.”

“Backfired?” William spits out.

She nods.

“We need to get inside,” I say quietly. “This isn’t over.”

CJ nods, his arm slipping protectively around Isolde’s waist.

We move quickly across the courtyard, aware of eyes watching from windows and doorways. The students may have been cleared from the area, but SilverGate has eyes everywhere.

Isolde walks between CJ and William, her steps steady despite the enormous amount of magical energy she’s absorbed. I take the rear, my senses stretched to their limits, scanning for any hint of pursuit or surveillance.

As we near the entrance to the residence building, Isolde suddenly stumbles, her hand flying to her throat. The black sigils flash briefly into visibility again, with what I can only describe as hunger.

“Isolde?” CJ catches her, concern etched across his features. “What’s wrong?”

She shakes her head, unable to speak for a moment. When she does, her voice has dropped to a whisper. “Something’s changing inside me. I can feel it rearranging things.”

William frowns, his scholarly instincts engaged despite the urgency of our situation. “What do you mean, rearranging?”

“Let’s not do this in the hallway,” I suggest, noting several students slowing their pace to observe us. “We’re already attracting too much attention.”

We hurry the rest of the way to Isolde’s room, CJ practically carrying her as the sigils flare and fade beneath her skin. Once inside with the door locked, William immediately examines the mystical patterns appearing on Isolde’s arms.

“These aren’t random,” he says, tracing one particular symbol with his finger. “They’re ancient binding sigils, similar to the ones used in my own rituals, but far more complex.”

Isolde sinks onto the edge of the bed, exhaustion weighing her down. The silver light beneath her skin flickers erratically, struggling against the darker patterns of the black sigils.

“You might want to sit down,” she says finally, looking between William and me. “This isn’t going to be easy to hear.”

William crosses his arms, remaining standing. “I’m fine as I am.”

“Suit yourself.” She takes a deep breath, steeling herself.

“You are not going to like this,” CJ mutters.

“He tested me,” she says, her voice hardening. “He cut his wrist and wanted me to feed from him. I resisted him for hours.”

William’s expression darkens with understanding. “And then?”

“Eventually, I drank from him.”

The room falls completely silent. I watch as William processes this information, his possessive mind struggling to understand.

“You drank Blackridge’s blood.” William’s voice is unnaturally calm. “Blood that is clearly ancient beyond measure, from a being whose true nature remains unknown to us. An intimate act that now does what exactly? Are you fucking him?”

“What?” she says aghast, standing up, her expression turning murderous. “How dare you!”

“How dare you!” he retorts.

“It’s not like that,” CJ interjects. “After three hours of him tormenting her… you didn’t see what condition she was in or what he did to her.”

“What he did,” William repeats, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “was offer her exactly what he wanted her to take, and she took it.”

“That’s enough,” I say firmly. “What’s done is done. The question now is what Blackridge’s blood has done to her.”

Isolde looks at me gratefully. “It changed something fundamental inside me. Created pathways, connections that weren’t there before. Knowledge that isn’t mine keeps surfacing. And then in the courtyard, when I touched William’s spell energy...”

“The sigils manifested,” I finish for her. “Blackridge’s blood must have prepared you for this, making you receptive to specific magical frequencies.”

William seems to be keeping a lid on his temper, although it is still simmering under the surface. “His blood changed your fundamental resonance. You are now attuned to SilverGate.”

“And these sigils?” I gesture to the black marks that still occasionally glow beneath her skin. “What purpose do they serve?”

She shakes her head. “I’m not entirely sure yet. But they responded to William’s spell, almost like they were waiting for a trigger.”

William nods. “My spell. It was searching for you, specifically attuned to your magical signature. If Blackridge’s blood altered that signature...”

“That’s why it backfired. It wasn’t sabotage exactly, it was looking for the wrong thing.”

William’s temper erupts suddenly, and he crosses over to her, forcibly pushing her back to the wall with his presence looming over her alone. He slams his hands into the wall beside her head, making her jump. “Mine,” he growls, fangs extended, and he bites into her neck, savagely.

She gasps and arches against him, her hands fisting in his shirt as he draws deeply from her vein.

“William,” she cries out.

His feeding is rough, desperate, a claiming that goes beyond mere hunger. When he finally pulls back, his lips are stained crimson, and his eyes burn with fury and desire.

“You taste different,” he says, his voice raw. “His blood has changed you, marked you.”

“I’m still me,” Isolde insists, though her voice wavers slightly.

“Are you?” William’s grip on her shoulders tightens. “Because the woman I know wouldn’t have submitted to Blackridge’s manipulation so easily.”

CJ moves with vampire speed, grabbing William and slamming him against the opposite wall. “Back off. She’s been through enough.”

“Has she? Or has she given Blackridge exactly what he wanted?”

The tension in the room reaches a breaking point. My wings snap open instinctively, the air crackling with the potential for violence. These bonds we’ve been forging are being tested, stretched to their limits by jealousy and fear.

“She may have given him what he wanted, but it changes nothing. If he was tormenting her, who are we to judge her choices?” I ask steadily.

“We are the ones who are bound to her,” William snarls, his eyes blazing with possessive rage. “We are the ones who should have been there to protect her, not left her vulnerable to his sick, twisted games.”

“You’re right,” I say, my voice cutting through the charged atmosphere. “We failed her. All of us. We allowed ourselves to be separated when we knew Blackridge couldn’t be trusted.”

CJ releases William but doesn’t step back. “The question is what we do now. These sigils, whatever they are, they’re not going away.”

Isolde touches her throat where the black marks occasionally flutter into view. “They’re alive, somehow. I can feel them responding to magical currents throughout SilverGate.”

“A monitoring system like the runes, but more invasive than ever. You are connected to him, to SilverGate. Blackridge can track your magical usage, possibly even your location, through those sigils.”

“Or influence it,” William adds grimly. “If they respond to magical frequencies, they could be used to amplify or suppress your abilities.”

“So the runes times ten,” she mutters.

“Looks like,” I reply.

The room falls silent as that sinks in. Blackridge has created a direct connection to her, one that could be exploited at any moment.

“We need to find a way to sever the connection,” I say, though even as I speak, I doubt it’s possible. Magic this ancient, this complex, doesn’t unravel easily.

“Or use it against him,” CJ suggests, his tactical mind already working. “If the sigils connect Isolde to SilverGate’s magical foundation, perhaps we can reverse the flow. Instead of him monitoring her, she could access his systems.”

William’s expression shifts from anger to intrigue. “That’s... actually not a terrible idea, Aquila. Not just a pretty face, eh? If Isolde can tap into SilverGate’s foundational magic, she could potentially override his control. Turn his own surveillance system against him.”

“That sounds catastrophically dangerous,” I warn. “If Blackridge detects what you’re attempting, he could use the connection to cause serious harm.”

“Everything we do is dangerous now,” she replies, her face grim and more determined than I’ve ever seen it. It ages her in ways that I regret for her. “If Blackridge wants to connect us, then let’s see what happens when I start pulling instead of just receiving. But we can’t just sit here and wait for him to make his next move, along with The Collectors and Damadere looming. If these marks give me access to SilverGate’s magic, then I’m going to use them.”

I nod slowly. “What do you need from us?”

“Protection,” she says. “If I’m going to attempt accessing the foundational magic, I’ll be vulnerable. Completely open to whatever Blackridge might throw at me through the connection.”

William’s anger seems to ebb, replaced by his natural protectiveness. “We’ll shield you. Whatever it takes.”

“And if something goes wrong?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

“Then it’s better to burn out than fade away,” Isolde replies. “We’re bound to each other, remember? For better or worse.”

“Wow,” William mutters. “That’s dramatic.”

I snort. “Let it not be said that we didn’t go out in a blaze of glory.”

“Gods,” CJ snaps, rolling his eyes.

I chuckle but focus on Isolde again. The determination in her voice reminds me of why I fell for her in the first place. This woman who refuses to be cowed by ancient powers, who stares into the abyss and dares it to blink first.

Isolde looks out the window at the dark sky and hisses. She points, and we turn to see what has caused her distress.

A Crimson Moon hangs over SilverGate, casting everything into a warm, hazy glow.

“If they weren’t on their way already, they are now,” she murmurs.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
ISOLDE


The Crimson Moon bathes my room in an unnatural glow, transforming the familiar space into something alien and foreboding.

“Has anyone else had the thought that the Crimson Moon isn’t here because of Isolde but because of The Collectors?” CJ asks suddenly.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“It’s a warning signal, not a beacon to your location. You’ve been here for a while now, and no red moon until now.”

“Good point,” I say. “That actually makes more sense. But basically, it means we have run out of time. We need to figure this out ASAP.”

I sit cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by a circle of candles that William insisted would help focus my intention. The guys form a protective triangle around me, watchful as I prepare to explore the connection Blackridge’s blood has created.

“Remember,” William murmurs, “don’t push too far. Just try to feel the boundaries of the link. We don’t want to alert him to what you’re doing.”

“I’m pretty sure he will know,” I respond, dryly.

“Probably, but if it’s gentle, testing, he might not think much of it.”

I nod, closing my eyes as I turn my awareness inward. The black sigils that have been shimmering under my skin all night feel different now, more active, responding to the magical currents flowing through SilverGate. I focus on that sensation, that subtle pull, and let it draw me deeper.

The connection blooms suddenly, exploding behind my eyes in a network of glowing threads that extend throughout the academy. SilverGate’s magical foundation spreads before my inner vision like a vast, complex web, ancient and powerful. At its centre sits Blackridge’s office, a nexus point where countless strands converge.

“I can see it,” I whisper. “The entire magical structure of SilverGate. It’s incredible.”

“What does it look like?” CJ asks, his voice seeming to come from miles away.

“Like a living organism. Veins and arteries of pure magic flow through stone and earth. Blackridge’s office is the heart.”

“Makes sense,” William murmurs.

I follow one of the larger threads, curious where it leads. It takes me down, deep beneath the foundations of SilverGate, to a chamber I’ve never seen before. Dark and ancient, its walls covered in the same black sigils that now mark my skin.

Another thread leads to the Sanctuary, revealing hidden passages and chambers beyond the main room we’ve explored. One particular doorway vibrates with invitation, whispering promises of knowledge and power.

But something else catches my attention. Throughout the magical web, there are distortions. Places where the natural flow of energy is disrupted, twisted into unnatural configurations. I focus on one such anomaly, located in the residence building.

The vision shifts, and suddenly I’m looking at a girl I vaguely recognise from Advanced Blood Magic. Emma something. But there’s something wrong with her. Beneath her human appearance lurks something else, a shadow that moves independently of her body. As I watch, the shadow senses my observation, turning to look directly at me with eyes that burn like dying stars.

I gasp, jerking back into my body with enough force that the candles around me flicker wildly.

“What is it?” William demands, instantly alert.

“They’re here,” I pant, cold sweat breaking out across my forehead. “The Collectors. They have agents inside SilverGate already. Students, maybe even professors, wearing human forms like masks.”

“How many?” CJ asks.

I shake my head, still disoriented from the abrupt transition. “I don’t know. I only saw one clearly, but there were other distortions in the magical web, and one of them sensed me watching.”

“Great,” William mutters. “So much for the element of surprise.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Cassiel says, his wings rustling with agitation. “If The Collectors are already inside SilverGate, they’ve been watching Isolde all along.”

With each throb of the sigils, fragments of knowledge bubble up from depths I didn’t know existed inside me. Images, sensations, memories that aren’t mine. Blackridge’s blood has done more than just mark me with these sigils; it’s planted pieces of himself inside me, fragments of ancient knowledge that surface at unpredictable moments.

“There’s something else,” I say slowly, trying to organise the flood of foreign memories. “Something about my bloodline. The Morvorens weren’t just any vampire family.”

“What do you mean?” CJ asks, moving closer to me. “How do you know this?”

I press my palms against my temples, trying to hold onto the fragments before they slip away again. “It’s in bits and pieces. Information floating around in my head. Damadere is my ancestor.”

“Okay, well, that makes a lot of sense,” William says.

“That’s why my parents hid me. They knew she would come looking for me.”

“And Blackridge knew,” CJ growls. “He’s been waiting for you all along.”

Before I can respond, a sharp pain lances through my head. The sigils flare to blinding brightness beneath my skin, and Blackridge’s voice echoes inside my mind, clear as if he were standing beside me.

Miss Morvoren. Are you trying to contact me?

His voice in my head is intimate, invasive, like cold fingers trailing across my brain. I try to slam mental barriers up, but the sigils beat with his power, overriding my defences.

“Get out,” I snarl aloud, knowing the others can’t hear his side of this unwanted conversation.

You’ve been exploring, haven’t you? Testing the boundaries of our new bond. How deliciously predictable.

“What do you want?” I force the words through gritted teeth.

I want you to stop testing me.

“Why? You are testing me, aren’t you?”

Cease this at once, Miss Morvoren, or there will be consequences.

His connection to me slams shut, and I shudder. I’m left gasping, the abrupt severance of the mental link leaving me with a splitting headache and the taste of copper in my mouth.

“Isolde!” William’s hands are on my shoulders, steadying me as I sway.

“Blackridge,” I manage, wiping blood from my nose. “He was in my head.”

“Figured, it was him.”

I shake my head, trying to clear the lingering echoes of Blackridge’s presence. “He threatened consequences if I keep testing the connection. But that’s exactly what we need to do.”

CJ’s skin shimmers with black scales for a second before they vanish, his dragon fury bleeding through his vampire control. “He’s playing with you. Using the connection to intimidate.”

“Let him try,” I say, standing despite the lingering dizziness. “I saw something else when I was connected to SilverGate’s foundation. There’s a chamber beneath his office, older than the academy itself. The walls are covered in the same sigils.”

William’s eyes sharpen with interest. “A ritual chamber?”

“More than that. It felt like a control room, a place where someone could manipulate the entire magical structure of SilverGate. If I can access that chamber physically, I might be able to override his control entirely.”

“Or he might be waiting for you to try exactly that,” Cassiel warns. “This could be another test, another manipulation.”

“Everything is a test with him,” I snap, frustration bleeding into my voice. “But I’m tired of being his test subject. The time to act is now. We are running out of it, and if The Collectors come and he can control me, the gods only know what he will do.”

“Then we go together,” CJ states firmly, his amber-flecked eyes blazing with determination. “No more separations. No more leaving you vulnerable to his games.”

“Agreed,” William says. “But accessing a chamber beneath Blackridge’s office won’t be simple. The magical defences around his domain are likely impenetrable.”

“Not impenetrable. Not to me. The blood bond works both ways. If he can reach into my mind, I can use the same pathway to bypass his defences.”

“That’s incredibly dangerous,” Cassiel warns, his wings twitching with agitation. “Using a connection he created, on his terms, in his territory. It’s like walking into a spider’s web.”

“Everything we do now is dangerous,” I counter, moving to the window to stare out at the Crimson Moon. “The Collectors are already here on the other side of the wards. Damadere is coming. Blackridge is manipulating us all like pieces on a chessboard. At some point, we have to make our own move.”

CJ joins me at the window, his presence warm and reassuring against my back. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking we stop reacting and start acting,” I say, turning to face the three of them. “Blackridge doesn’t want me to test the connection for a reason.”

William’s expression shifts from concern to intrigue. “What exactly are you proposing?”

“We use tonight. The Crimson Moon is amplifying magical energies. I can feel it in my blood. If I’m going to attempt accessing that chamber beneath his office, now is when I’ll have the most power.”

“And the most risk,” Cassiel adds grimly.

I nod, acknowledging the truth of that. “But also, the best chance of success. The moon won’t last forever, and once it’s gone, we’ll be back to playing defence.”

CJ’s hands settle on my shoulders, his touch grounding me. “What do you need us to do?”

“Create a distraction. Something big enough to draw Blackridge’s attention away from his office and the magical monitoring systems. While he’s dealing with that, I’ll slip into the chamber through the sigil connection.”

“What kind of distraction?” William asks, though I can already see the wheels turning in his mind.

“The kind that makes him think we’ve finally lost our minds,” I say with a grim smile.

“Dragon time?” William asks, giving CJ a rapid once-over.

“Dragon time. You up for it?” I ask CJ.

He clenches his jaw. “I don’t know if I can⁠—”

“You’ve been on the brink for days. Just think of something that makes you so enraged that it forces the shift.”

“Like seeing you drinking from Blackridge?” he growls, his eyes flashing red.

“Apparently, that will do it,” I murmur as CJ’s entire body tenses with barely contained fury.

“That’s a dangerous game to play,” Cassiel warns, but his silver eyes are calculating. “A dragon in the courtyard will certainly draw attention.”

“More than attention,” William adds grimly. “It’ll cause complete chaos. Students will panic, professors will mobilise, and Blackridge will have no choice but to respond personally.”

“He said he wanted you off your leash. Let’s do this under controlled settings.”

CJ’s jaw works as he struggles with the decision. I can see the war raging inside him. The need to protect his secret warring against the necessity of our situation. “There has to be another way,” he says finally, though his voice lacks conviction.

“There isn’t,” I reply, placing my hand on his chest where his heart pounds rapidly. “You know there isn’t. The Collectors are here, Damadere is coming, and Blackridge is pulling all the strings. We need to cut through the manipulation and take control.”

“And if I can’t do it?”

“You will.”

“And if the chaos is the reason The Collectors make their move?”

“That’s what I’m banking on. I’m tired of waiting.”

“So, this secret is coming out?”

“Yep.”

“My dad is going to kill me. My mother will resurrect me so she can do it again.”

I give him a sympathetic look. “I know. But I wouldn’t be asking you to do this if we had another way. You are the nuclear option.”

CJ stares at me for a long moment, his internal struggle written across his features. Then something in his expression hardens, resolve replaces uncertainty.

“Fine,” he says eventually. “But when this goes to hell, and it will go to hell, I want it on record that I tried to talk you out of it.”

“Noted,” I reply, relief flooding through me despite the gravity of what we’re about to attempt.

William moves to the window, studying the courtyard below. “The main courtyard will give you the most space and visibility. Maximum impact.”

“How long do you need?” CJ asks.

“I’m not sure. As long as possible.”

“I’ll aim for twenty minutes,” he says grimly. “After that, Blackridge will have me contained or expelled, or worse, and our window closes.”

Cassiel spreads his wings, black feathers catching the crimson moonlight. “I’ll provide aerial support, keep the professors from getting too close until Blackridge arrives.”

“And I,” William says with an evil glint in his eye that scares me but also turns me on, “will slice anything that looks like a Collector.”

“What exactly do you intend to do once you are inside the control room?” Cassiel asks.

I take a deep breath, feeling the weight of their expectant gazes. “I’m going to sever the connection between Blackridge and SilverGate’s foundational magic. If I can override his control, even temporarily, it might give us the advantage we need when The Collectors make their move.”

“You’re talking about breaking the wards,” Cassiel says, his face a fierce frown.

“I know.”

“And if you can’t?” William asks, though his tone suggests he already knows the answer won’t be reassuring.

“Then I improvise,” I say with more confidence than I feel. “There has to be a way to turn this connection into a weapon.”

CJ’s expression darkens further, his markings beginning to pulse beneath his skin. “This plan is insane.”

“All the best plans are, right?” I reply, moving closer to him. “Are you ready?”

He nods. “Let’s get this over with.”

As one, we head out of the room and make our way down the creepy corridors, our purpose, our roles locked into place. I have absolutely no idea if I’m capable of doing what I need to in order to override Blackridge’s control over SilverGate, but I know I have to try. If I don’t, we might as well just sit around and wait to die.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
CJ


I’ve spent my entire life wondering if this moment will ever arrive. It’s never been closer, but I’m still unsure it will work.

The courtyard isn’t exactly bustling with activity beneath the baleful glow of the Crimson Moon—its light painting everything in shades of blood and shadow—but it’s not empty either. From our vantage point in the shadows to the west, I can see the entire area. The stone benches where students normally gather, the ornamental fountain gurgling and bubbling, and the ancient, scorched tree that has seen centuries of magical education.

All of it soon to witness something SilverGate has never seen before.

Or has it? We’ve seen evidence of dragons existing here before. Perhaps not for centuries, but I’m betting at least one fucker on these grounds has seen something like me before, and his name starts with B and ends with cuntface.

“Are you sure about this?” I ask Isolde one last time, my voice tight with tension.

She squeezes my hand, her silver eyes reflecting the crimson light. “No. But this is one way to force everyone out into the open.”

William stands to my right. I can see why they called him the Butcher. He has a blade in his hand that looks like it could cleave a centaur in half with one fell swoop. “Once you shift, there’s no going back. Your secret will be out, and every Hunter in existence will know exactly where to find you.”

“I’m aware,” I mutter. “My parents are going to absolutely lose their shit.”

“Focus on the now and why,” Cassiel advises, his wings half-spread in preparation. “We each have our roles. Yours is to create enough chaos that Blackridge can’t ignore it.”

Isolde moves in front of me, placing her hands on my chest. “Twenty minutes. Then I’m guessing we will be surrounded by Collectors, possibly Damadere, a furious Blackridge and various other distractions that will make your parents pale in comparison.”

“You clearly don’t know my parents,” I say with a half-smile.

“Not yet.”

I nod, leaning down to kiss her fiercely. She tastes of magic and midnight, and I try not to think that this might be the last time I kiss her as the man I’ve always been. What if I can’t shift back? What if I stay a dragon forever, and I will have to go and live in my half-sister’s Empire in the Dragon Realms?

“Be careful,” I murmur against her lips.

“You too. But I’ll be okay,” she promises, though we both know it’s a lie. Blackridge seems to know everything before it happens. “He’ll be too busy dealing with a dragon in his courtyard.”

She kisses William and Cassiel quickly, then she slips away, vanishing into the shadows of the main building, heading towards Blackridge’s office while he’s still unaware of our plan.

“We are doing the one thing we said we wouldn’t do,” Cassiel says sternly.

“Leave her alone?” I ask, although I already know the answer.

“Yes.”

“We have to trust she needs us here,” I say slowly, trying to convince myself. “We have to trust ourselves to make enough chaos that Blackridge will be here and not with her.”

“And if we don’t?”

“Then we let Butcher Billy off his leash until Blackridge determines he is a threat worth leaving her for.”

“Oh, don’t,” William says with a smile full of malice. “You’re turning me on, Aquila.”

“Yeah, well keep your dick in your pants until after Isolde is safe from everyone, then you are free to ravage her.”

“I look forward to it. Ready?” William asks, his runes beginning to glow faintly beneath his skin.

“No,” I admit. “But it’s now or never.”

I step out into the courtyard, the Crimson Moon’s light washing over me like warm blood.

Cassiel calls softly from behind me, “Don’t fight the transformation. Let it come naturally.”

Easy for him to say. He’s not about to rip himself apart and rebuild into something a hundred times his size. At least, I hope that’s it. Who the fuck knows what I will shift into at this point?

I move to the middle of the courtyard. Closing my eyes, I focus inward, seeking the part of myself I’ve never met before. The dragon blood that flows alongside my vampire nature, two predators coexisting, with the vampire part dominating me for my whole life.

Until now.

“Come on,” I whisper to myself, feeling the first stirrings of the change. Heat floods my veins, bringing with it a deep, primal hunger for something beyond blood. For freedom. For flight. For fire.

Nothing happens.

A feeling of anxiety that I’ve never experienced before rises up as I stand exposed in the courtyard, trying and failing to trigger this transformation. What if I can’t do it? What if the vampire side has become too dominant?

“Focus on something that makes you angry,” William suggests, sensing my struggle. “Really angry.”

I search for that anger, digging past surface irritations to find the molten core of rage I keep buried. Images flash through my mind—Hunters pursuing my family, my mother’s capture years ago, my father’s grief and fury.

But it’s not enough. The transformation remains locked away.

“Blackridge,” Cassiel murmurs. “Think about Isolde feeding from him. Think about his wicked thoughts as she drank his blood.”

“Oh, fuck no,” I growl. That strikes closer to the bone. I picture Blackridge’s eyes closed in ecstasy as Isolde swallows his blood, knowing the pleasure that brings to me.

“He’s going to win,” William says, his voice cold and deliberate. “While you stand here failing, he’s going to corner her and force his dick in her, ruining her, destroying her, breaking her… And we’ll all be discarded once he’s done with her.”

“Erm,” Cassiel says. “I think you went a bit too far.”

“Did I?” William asks.

No. He went just far enough. The rage rises higher, as my vision tints red. The markings beneath my skin burn like molten metal, and I feel something shift inside me. Gleaming, black crystal scales form on the surface of my skin.

“He touched her,” William continues mercilessly. “His blood flows in her veins now. Part of him lives inside her, whispering, guiding, controlling, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

My bones snap. The pain is exquisite, a burning agony that steals my breath.

I fall to my knees, a grunt tearing from my throat that shifts midway into a bestial roar. My bones shatter and reform, my jaw extending, teeth multiplying and growing into razor-sharp fangs. My skull reshapes itself, horns erupting from my temples, curving back over my elongating neck.

The world grows smaller as I expand, muscle and bone and scale stretching me beyond human-like proportions. My hands and feet crack and reform into massive claws, each talon a black crystal dagger capable of shredding stone.

Wings burst from my back in a spray of blood that evaporates instantly in the heat of my transformation. They unfurl, vast membranes supported by crystal-scaled spines, spreading wide enough to cast the entire courtyard in shadow from the Crimson Moon above.

The pain recedes as the transformation completes, replaced by a rush of sensations so intense I nearly lose myself in them. Scents I never knew existed flood my nostrils. Sounds beyond vampire hearing reach my ears. My vision sharpens, colours taking on dimensions I lack words to describe.

And the power. Gods, the power.

Magic flows through my draconic form like electricity until I feel I could tear SilverGate apart with a thought.

I rise to my full height, towering over the courtyard, at least fifty feet tall. Black crystal scales cover every inch of my massive body, catching the crimson light and reflecting it in facets of deep purple and midnight blue. Steam rises from my nostrils as I exhale, the air around me warping with heat.

William and Cassiel stare up at me, momentarily stunned despite knowing what was coming. From this height, they look so fragile, so small. The dragon instincts that flood my mind suggest how easily I could crush this Academy to dust.

A scream echoes around the courtyard. Then another. And another. Within moments, the entire academy erupts with shouts of terror and alarm. Lights flare to life in windows across SilverGate as students and staff are roused by the commotion.

William steps forward, shoving the blade in the back of his pants for now, his runes blazing beneath his skin as he raises his hands. Dark energy crackles between his fingers, and with a sharp gesture, he sends a bolt of destructive magic slamming into the fountain. Stone explodes, water spraying in all directions as the ancient sculpture shatters.

“What the hell?” he shouts, his voice carrying across the courtyard with magical enhancement. “SilverGate is under attack!”

Cassiel takes to the air, his black wings carrying him in sweeping arcs around the courtyard. He releases his power, bolts of uncelestial light striking the ground in random patterns.

The chaos we wanted has definitely kicked off.

Students gather around, some running away, the ones looking for a fight run towards us, all wide-eyed as they spot the massive dragon dominating their courtyard. Professors emerge moments later, magic already gathering around their hands as they assess the threat.

My thoughts are coherent in this form, as I expected them to be. Slightly more bloodthirsty, which is a surprise because I didn’t think I could get any more violent. But I guess there is always room.

I roar, the sound shaking the foundations of SilverGate. Windows rattle in their frames, stone cracks, and several students collapse to their knees, hands clapped over their ears. The raw power in that sound vibrates through my massive chest and echoes across the academy grounds.

Professor Winters is the first to attack, launching a barrage of ice spears toward my flank. I swipe them from the air with one massive, clawed hand, the ice shattering against my crystal scales without leaving so much as a scratch.

William intercepts the next attack, a fire spell from Professor Moreau that he absorbs into his magical shields before redirecting it toward an empty section of the courtyard. In all the chaos, no one can see that they are defending me.

“Stand down!” Professor Vane shouts to the gathering staff, though she has a binding spell crackling between her palms. “Wait for the Headmaster!”

That’s exactly what we want, of course. But I can’t appear to be waiting. I swing my tail in a low arc, careful to avoid any actual students but close enough to send them scrambling back in terror. The stone bench it connects with crumbles to dust, with chunks flying out at all angles.

Cassiel dives and weaves between spells as more professors join the fight, his power deflecting attacks while never directly engaging the staff. It’s a delicate balance to create chaos without causing genuine harm, to appear threatening without killing anyone.

Students are engaging in aggression as expected, causing even more confusion and havoc. Spells fly, most intercepted by William or Cassiel, the few that reach me bouncing harmlessly off my crystal scales.

Where the fuck is Blackridge?

He should have appeared by now, drawn by the unprecedented chaos in his domain. I scan the growing crowd, searching for his distinctive figure, but see no sign of him.

Something else catches my attention instead. Among the terrified faces, certain students stand apart—calmer, more calculating, observing rather than fleeing. Their shadows move just slightly out of sync with their bodies, darkness rippling beneath human form disguises.

The Collectors. Just as Isolde said, they’re already here, infiltrated into the student body, and the chaos we’ve created has given them the perfect opportunity to move.

One such figure separates from the crowd, slipping toward the main building where Isolde has gone. Then another, heading toward the eastern boundary. A third approaches the library, movements casual but purpose unmistakable.

They’re making their move.

I need to warn William and Cassiel, but in this form, I have no voice for human speech. A draconic roar of fire is my only option, directed toward the infiltrators rather than the sky. William’s head snaps up, following my gaze to the Collector agents now moving into position.

Understanding dawns in his eyes. With a sharp gesture to Cassiel, he abandons his position near my flank and launches himself toward the nearest infiltrator, darkness gathering around his hands.

Cassiel banks sharply, wings folding as he dives toward another of the shadow figures. Cassiel strikes, a blade of black light materialising in his hand and plunging into the creature’s chest.

The courtyard erupts into new chaos as the professors realise they’re facing multiple threats. Defensive and offensive spells zing in all directions, causing the students to respond more violently to stay alive.

I spot more infiltrators moving through the confusion. They’re everywhere as they advance on the main building, the library, and the eastern boundary where SilverGate’s wards are weakest.

I fly forward, intending to intercept a group of infiltrators heading for the main building and Isolde’s location. Before I can reach them, a surge of power washes across the courtyard, a pressure wave of ancient magic that momentarily freezes everyone in place.

Blackridge has finally fucking arrived.

He stands at the entrance to the main building, a small, unassuming figure compared to me now, that dominates the chaos around him. His black eyes survey the scene with clinical detachment, taking in the dragon, the battling Collectors, the fighting students and professors.

And he smiles.

Not the tight, controlled expression he usually offers, but a genuine smile of satisfaction. As if everything he sees is unfolding exactly as planned. His gaze meets mine, black eyes locking with my draconic ones.

“Mr Aquila. What was the final straw, I wonder?”

The bolt of pure rage that lashes through me is enough to nearly wipe out half the student body. But the thing is, I can’t attack him. If he chooses to defend himself, which I have no doubt he will, that will leave me… who knows? Probably not dead but incapacitated, and we aren’t done with this shitshow yet. Isolde needs more time, especially with Blackridge now here.

He steps forward, his power visible like a heat wave around him. But he doesn’t stop the fight.

William and Cassiel are separated from me by the flood of the fight, forced to deal with Collectors in their respective areas. Cassiel takes to the air again, his wings carrying him towards a group attempting to reach the eastern boundary. William vanishes into the crowd, reappearing moments later near the library, where three infiltrators are engaged in some kind of ritual.

I remain in the courtyard, facing Blackridge across the emptying space, wings flapping as I hover feet off the ground. He has to know what we’re doing. He can’t not at this point. He approaches without fear, seemingly unconcerned by my massive form or the sheer power that is bouncing off me.

“A deliberate attempt to distract, which means Miss Morvoren is probably doing something she isn’t equipped to deal with.”

A low growl builds in my chest, steam billowing from my nostrils as my temperature rises with my anger. Blackridge’s smile widens fractionally.

“Where is she?” he asks suddenly, though his tone suggests he already knows the answer.

My roar of fury shakes the courtyard, stone cracking beneath my claws as I land, towering over him. I duck my head and exhale a stream of smoke pluming out of my nose into his face. Blackridge doesn’t flinch, doesn’t retreat, simply raises one hand. The power that hits me is ancient, cold and utterly implacable. It doesn’t stop my advance, but it slows me down.

“I admire the strategy,” Blackridge says, still casual despite the enormous effort he must be exerting to hold me back. “Use the dragon as a distraction while the Sanguinarch attempts to usurp control of my academy. Unfortunately, it’s a plan I’ve seen executed before, with similarly disappointing results. She won’t succeed. The control chamber responds only to me.”

To you and to her now that you’ve bound yourselves so fucking tightly.

He smiles as he realises my thoughts. Or maybe he can hear them. I roar loudly again and lumber forward, fire bursting from my mouth.

Blackridge vanishes an instant before it would have reached him, reappearing several metres away, his expression unchanged despite the near miss.

“I knew you would be inspiring, Mr Aquila.” He glances toward the main building, then back to me. “I should attend to Miss Morvoren before she damages something irreplaceable. The Collectors will keep you and your companions occupied, I think.”

As if he knew something we didn’t, a new wave of infiltrators pours into the courtyard, breaking through the wards and surrounding me before I can take flight again.

Blackridge turns toward the main building, apparently unconcerned. “Do try to survive, Mr Aquila. You still have a role to play in what’s to come.”

I rise from the ground, leaving The Collectors and the fight behind.

I need to reach Isolde. Now. Before it’s too late.

With a roar that shatters windows across the courtyard, my wings spread to catch the crimson-tinged air. Several Collectors get caught in the crossfire, burning from the inside out, their screams echoing around the academy like death knells of warning.

Do not come near me.

From this height, I can see the full extent of the chaos below. SilverGate has become a battlefield, professors and students fighting alongside William and Cassiel against a Collector force that seems to grow by the minute. The wards have failed under sustained assault.

A searing pain tears through my left wing, a Collector’s spell finding its mark where my scales are thinnest. I falter, nearly falling before regaining balance. The wound burns with unnatural cold, ice spreads along the membrane. Another spell hits my flank, then my tail. The Collectors are targeting me from below, coordinating their attacks, seemingly unsurprised to find a dragon in their midst.

The instinct to rain destruction down on my attackers overwhelms me, and I let loose, trying not to hit William and Cassiel. Isolde would never forgive me. Everyone else is fair game in this.

I need to reach her. Now. Before Blackridge. Before The Collectors overwhelm us completely. Before it’s too late for all of us.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
CASSIEL


The courtyard is a maelstrom of conflicting energies. My wings beat against the crimson-tinged air, carrying me above the worst of the ground-level chaos, but even from this vantage, the situation is dire. Collectors pour through the breached wards like ants swarming a fallen fruit, their shadowy forms coalescing into vaguely humanoid shapes as they engage with anyone in their path.

CJ, a magnificent, terrifying silhouette of black crystal against the blood-moon sky, is their primary target. Of course. He is the ultimate prize for them. A creature that shouldn’t exist in this realm and does. They will be determined to get to him one way or another. Spells of dark, chilling energy lance towards him from multiple directions. He roars, a sound that vibrates through my very bones, and unleashes a torrent of fire that momentarily clears a swathe of enemies, but more surge forward to replace them.

Below, William is a whirlwind of dark magic and flashing steel, his movements a brutal ballet as he carves through the Collector ranks. He’s fighting with a terrifying efficiency, each strike precise and fatal, but even he is being overwhelmed by sheer numbers. The runes on his skin pulse with a frantic light, visible even from here. He is having the time of his life, though, that is evident by the manic grin on his blood-splattered face.

My fight is a desperate attempt to thin the herd, to prevent the Collectors from completely overrunning us. Bolts of uncelestial light, tinged with the gold of my angelic heritage and the black of my fall, strike down infiltrators, but for every one that falls, two more seem to take its place. They are relentless, driven by a singular purpose that I can almost taste in the air – Isolde.

If Damadere arrives now, we are doomed. She will take advantage of this chaos to make her move on Isolde. To kill her, extinguish her as a threat to her Blood Crown.

I bank sharply, diving towards the main building, deflecting a volley of dark energy aimed at my descent. I need to reach her, to provide some measure of protection, but the path is choked with enemies. The battle for SilverGate has truly begun, but it’s not only Isolde who is in the spotlight.

Suddenly, I’m yanked out of the air by a force that feels like an invisible hand clamping around my wings, twisting them painfully. I hit the ground hard, the impact jarring through my entire body. Before I can recover, a Collector is on me, its shadowy form solidifying as it presses me into the stone.

“Fallen one,” it hisses, its voice like scraping bone. “You will make a nice grimoire of knowledge heretofore unknown to the academics.”

“Like hell,” I growl, bringing a bolt of lightning to my hands that will smite this creature from existence.

With a roar of defiance, I force my uncelestial grace outward in a concussive blast. The Collector recoils, its form flickering, and I seize the momentary advantage, driving my black-light blade into its core. It dissolves into shadow and dust, but others are already converging on my position.

I fight my way back to my feet. The courtyard is a charnel house, the scent of ozone and spilt blood thick in the air. CJ is still airborne, but he’s clearly struggling, ice encasing one wing, making his movements sluggish. William is a blur of motion, a dark avenger cutting down Collectors, but even his seemingly endless stamina is beginning to wane.

Students are dropping like flies. Benz has been mauled to near death by a creature associated with The Collectors that is half bear, half something I’ve never seen or heard of before.

“We will not lose!” I roar and blast out a circle of pure magic that knocks several creatures off their feet.

The energy I unleash buys us moments, nothing more. The Collectors surge back, their shadowy forms relentless, their hunger a palpable force in the blood-soaked air. From the corner of my eye, I see William go down, swarmed by at least five of the bastards. He roars in fury, dark magic exploding outwards, but it’s not enough to break free. CJ is being attacked from all sides, but their mission seems to be to capture, not kill.

Desperation, cold and sharp, cuts through the battle rage. We are losing.

With a bellow that sounds like it came from the depths of hell, I see William rise from the midst of his attackers.

What I see makes my blood run cold. He is truly terrifying. The vampire in him has morphed into something more, something that I can only imagine represents the Sanguinarch in him.

His skin is pulled taut over his bones, runes blazing with a wicked light that casts flickering shadows across his monstrous features. His eyes are pits of crimson flame, and his fangs are elongated, dripping with a black ichor that sizzles where it hits the stone. His muscles are knotted and corded, his hands ending in vicious claws that tear through the Collectors with horrifying ease.

This isn’t just vampire rage. This is something older, something darker. The Butcher of SilverGate, unleashed.

He moves with a speed and ferocity that eclipses even his usual deadly grace, tearing through the Collectors, ripping them apart with his bare hands, their shadowy forms dissolving into shrieking motes of darkness. He is a force of nature, a whirlwind of death and destruction, and the Collectors, for the first time, seem to hesitate.

CJ, seeing William’s transformation, lets out a guttural roar, a challenge and a call to arms. He dives, ignoring the spells striking his scales, and lands heavily in the courtyard, his impact shaking the very foundations of the academy. Fire erupts from his maw, a searing torrent that engulfs a dozen Collectors, their screams swallowed by the inferno.

The tide of the battle, for a moment, seems to turn, and it revives my determination.

Inspired by their raw power, I launch myself back into it, my wings beating a furious rhythm against the blood-moon sky. Uncelestial light, now burning with an intensity fuelled by desperation, streams from my outstretched hands, each bolt finding its mark, each strike a defiance against the encroaching darkness.

The courtyard is a symphony of destruction. CJ’s draconic roars mingle with William’s guttural snarls and the dying shrieks of Collectors. Fire and shadow dance across the ancient stones, the Crimson Moon bearing witness to our desperate stand.

But even with their transformed might, the sheer number of Collectors is overwhelming. They are a tide, an endless flood of shadowy figures. For every one we strike down, more appear, their forms coalescing from the air, drawn by the scent of power and blood.

I fight with a cold fury, my angelic heritage and fallen grace merging into a deadly combination. My black-light blade sings through the air, cleaving through shadowy limbs, dispelling dark energies. But the battle is taking its toll. My reserves are dwindling, my wings ache with every beat, and the metallic tang of my own blood is sharp on my tongue.

A chilling premonition washes over me, colder than any Collector’s touch. This isn’t just a battle for SilverGate. It’s the opening salvo of a war that will determine the fate of far more than just Isolde.

My muscles are heavy as I spin, my blade raised to defend against the creature that has appeared behind me. But something in her eyes makes me pause. She smiles, it’s serene, as if there weren’t a bloody battle raging all around us. She sidesteps around me and practically glides across the courtyard, while I’m still frozen in place. My eyes track her, and then I’m blown backwards, hitting the blood-soaked ground and breaking my wings in various places. With a cry of agony, I struggle to catch my breath as a shadow passes over me, once again, freezing me, unable to move except to breathe.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
ISOLDE


The corridors of SilverGate are in chaos as I make my way toward Blackridge’s office. The sigils heat up under my skin. They know where I’m going, probably what I was doing. Everyone is drawn to the courtyard spectacle, the fight and the mythical creature flapping about all of a sudden. The ancient stones beneath my feet hum with anticipation. I know now that the entire academy is alive, waiting, watching.

Blackridge’s office sits at the end of the administrative wing, a space I’ve visited too many times already. The heavy oak door is locked, of course, but my blood sings at my approach. After drinking his blood, I have a connection to him, to his magic, and to his domain.

He has to know. He has to have accounted for this. So, yes, this screams ‘trap’, but it is also the only way I have to tap into SilverGate and make it work for me and my guys.

I press my palm against the wood, feeling the wards ripple in recognition. They’re complex protections, layered over centuries, but now they recognise something of Blackridge in me.

The lock clicks open.

I slip inside, closing the door silently behind me. Blackridge’s office looks unchanged. The massive desk, the bookshelves lined with ancient texts, and the peculiar absence of personal items create a space meant to intimidate, not reveal.

But now, with his blood in my veins and these sigils on my skin, I see it differently. The entire room is a disguise, a façade covering something far older and more powerful. The magic here runs deep, beating beneath the mundane appearance.

I’m drawn towards a particular section of the wall behind his desk, one that appears no different from the others at first glance. As I get closer, I see differences. The stonework is older; the mortar between the blocks is darker with age, almost invisible unless you know to look for them. There are tiny markings that match the sigils etched into my flesh.

I place my palm against the central stone, and my marks flare with silver light. The wall responds, ancient stone grinding against stone, as a hidden doorway slides open, revealing a narrow staircase that descends into darkness.

Cold air rushes up from below, carrying the scent of blood and ancient magic.

For a moment, I hesitate.

Whatever lies down there is the heart of Blackridge’s power in SilverGate. I’m walking directly into the lion’s den, alone.

A distant roar shakes the building. CJ’s dragon sounds furious. Part of me wishes I were there to see it, but I have to do this. They’re risking everything to give me this chance. I can’t waste it.

I step onto the staircase, and the hidden door slides closed behind me. Silver light illuminates the stone steps worn smooth by centuries of use. The descent is steep, the air growing colder with each step. How deep beneath SilverGate does this go?

The staircase spirals downward far longer than I expect. I must be well below the foundations now, perhaps even beneath the bedrock itself. The walls around me change as I descend, becoming older. Stonework gives way to ancient megaliths carved with symbols that I have no clue about.

Yet the sigils on my skin know them. With each step deeper, more knowledge rises to my mind. Fragments of Blackridge’s blood memories surface in response to these ancient markings. This place wasn’t built by humans, vampires, or any other supernatural creature that I know. It existed long before SilverGate, before the magical communities as we know them.

Finally, the staircase ends at a massive doorway of some black stone. It stands twice my height, covered in intricate carvings that shine with barely contained power. In the middle is a depression shaped like a hand, surrounded by the same sigils.

This is it. Whatever lies beyond this door is what Blackridge has been protecting, or containing, all these years.

I press my hand into the depression, and the markings ignite with silver fire. The pain is immediate and intense, burning through my veins as the door draws power from me. I grit my teeth, refusing to cry out as the massive portal slowly swings inward.

The chamber beyond is vast, far larger than should be possible given its location, as if the space itself has been expanded through magical means. The ceiling soars overhead, lost in shadow despite the silver-blue light that permeates the room. The walls curve in a perfect circle, their surface covered in the same markings, though on a massive scale.

But the middle of the chamber draws my attention. A circular platform of black stone rises from the floor, surrounded by channels carved into intricate patterns that spiral outward to the walls. Within these channels flows a liquid that looks like quicksilver but moves with deliberate purpose, alive and aware.

Above the platform hovers a sphere of pure magical energy, neither quite solid nor quite gaseous, its surface rippling with colours I have no names for, in time with the markings.

“The nexus?” I whisper. “William said SilverGate was built over a magical nexus point. Is this it?”

The platform has five indentations arranged in a perfect pentagon around its edge. Each bears a small rune. Without conscious thought, I move towards one of these positions, drawn by a compulsion I can neither name nor resist.

As I step onto the platform, the liquid silver in the channels flows faster. The sphere’s colours change to a deep crimson that matches the moon above.

This must be how Blackridge controls SilverGate’s defences, its wards, and its connection to the magical world. If I can access this system and override his control, even temporarily, I can break whatever hold he has on me.

I place my hands on two of the indentations. They’re warm beneath my touch. Power flows between us in a circuit that grows stronger with each second.

The knowledge is overwhelming, centuries of magical architecture compressed into moments of pure understanding. I see how the wards are failing under The Collectors’ assault, how the eastern boundary has already been breached. I feel the chaos in the courtyard, the aggression from the students, the underlying fear of CJ in dragon form, and the determination of professors fighting to protect SilverGate.

I see CJ, magnificent in his draconic form, battling against forces that seem to multiply with each passing minute.

Suddenly, it burns with painful intensity; the flow of power reverses direction, and they’re drawing it into me.

Or rather, through me. I’m becoming a conduit, a channel for power that flows from the nexus into somewhere else. The pain increases as more energy courses through my body, and I cry out softly, gritting my teeth against the pain.

I try to pull my hands away from the indentations, but they’re locked in place by a power I can’t resist.

“It’s responding to you.”

Blackridge stands at the entrance, looking entirely unsurprised to find me accessing the heart of his academy. He steps forward unhurriedly, as if we have all the time in the world, as if a dragon isn’t tearing SilverGate apart above us.

“What is this place?” I demand, still struggling to free my hands. “What are you doing to me?”

“This,” he says, gesturing to the chamber around us, “is the true heart of SilverGate. A nexus point where multiple ley lines converge, creating a wellspring of raw magical energy unmatched in this realm.”

He approaches the platform, his black eyes reflecting the crimson light from the sphere above. “As for what I’m doing to you… nothing you haven’t invited with your own curiosity. The sigils recognised you when you entered. They’ve been waiting for someone like you for a very long time.”

“Someone like me,” I repeat, cold dread settling in my stomach. “A Sanguimonarch?”

“Not just any Sanguimonarch,” he corrects, stepping onto the platform opposite me. “You. The only creature in a very long and sordid history that can withstand my blood, better even. Thrive on it. Usually, it has the opposite effect.”

I gulp. What the fuck does that mean? He tested me to see if I would die?

He places his hands on two other indentations, completing the circuit. The liquid silver surges up the walls, the sigils burning with blinding intensity. “When you drank my blood, you became part of this system, to strengthen it.”

“Strengthen it?”

He nods.

“You want to bind me to this place. Make me part of the nexus.”

He frowns. “Not exactly. I need you to ease the burden slightly.”

“Burden?”

Despite myself, I’m wildly curious. He looks almost forlorn.

“I’m sure you can imagine an eternity of holding this up on my own is tiring.”

He locks gazes with me, but I don’t answer. I’m too busy processing what he’s saying.

“I’m not sure I understand,” I say after a while. “You are dying, or what?”

He snorts. “No, child. I cannot die. But I am growing tired of this existence. There are ripples in the other realms. This place, SilverGate, isn’t the only one of its kind. There are academies across multiple realms that sit in this exact spot, places of extreme power that draw the most talented and magical creatures to it.”

“You’re the guardian of this realm’s nexus. Have been for... how long?”

“Long enough to watch civilisations rise and fall. Long enough to see the same patterns repeat endlessly. The Collectors, Damadere, creatures like your dragon above, they’re drawn here because of what this place is. They can sense the power, even if they don’t understand its true purpose. I’ve not been the guardian, as you call it, but the defender.”

Above us, another roar shakes the chamber. CJ sounds like he’s in serious trouble.

“Shit,” I mutter. “You aren’t the bad guy?”

He chuckles, and it’s the first non-creepy sound I’ve heard him make. “Don’t fool yourself that I’m some hero, girl. I am your worst nightmare, and you will respect the title I hold and my position in this academy. Don’t presume to know anything about me because you are my other half.”

And just like that, he is back to being an arsehole. Glad to see some things never change.

“Your other half?” I can’t help the face I pull.

“Not in the way you are imagining, believe me, I wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot barge pole.”

“Hey!” I snap at the insult and then wonder what in the fuck I’m doing. I should be glad, not affronted.

“You, Miss Morvoren, are the prop I need to keep this defence, this stronghold, up and running in the best way possible. I need someone capable of sharing the burden. Someone who can withstand the power without being consumed by it.”

“Stronghold?” I croak. “The wards fell pretty swiftly, wouldn’t you say?”

“I dropped them.”

“Of course you did,” I grit out. “May I ask why?”

“Because, Miss Morvoren, the only way to end this endless cycle of defenders and attackers is to face them all at once. The Collectors, Damadere, your dragon’s Hunters, who shouldn’t even be in this realm, will keep coming, one threat after another, for centuries. I’m tired of playing defence, but I can’t leave here, and you… oh, you, Isolde, are a creature I’ve been waiting a very long time for. Eternity, in fact.”

“What are you?”

“Nothing you need to concern yourself with. Just know that I’m right, and you are going to help me rid this world of those vermin once and for all.”

The power flowing through me intensifies, and I gasp as more knowledge floods my mind. Images of other academies, other guardians, and other nexus points across multiple realms. There is one shrouded in mist, one that is even darker than this place, one underwater, one in the stars… it’s endless.

“You’re going to let them fight it out here, on your terms.”

“Our terms,” he corrects. “With your power added to mine, we can contain the battlefield and ensure the destruction doesn’t spread beyond SilverGate’s grounds. Think of it as a controlled demolition.”

Another roar from above, followed by what sounds like stone cracking. CJ’s battle is escalating.

“And my guys?” I demand. “William, Cassiel, CJ? What happens to them in your controlled demolition?”

Blackridge’s expression doesn’t change. “Survivors adapt. The weak perish. It’s the natural order.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I can give. Their survival depends on their own strength and cunning. Although I have every reason to believe that you didn’t surround yourself with the weak, Isolde. Your power wouldn’t allow it.”

The way he keeps saying my name now, instead of the more formal Miss Morvoren, is creeping me out. It’s like we have advanced past Headmaster-student into dodgy territory.

“If they don’t survive this, you and I are going to have a reckoning,” I growl.

He smiles malevolently. “And that is why I know your court will survive, Isolde. They are like you. Fierce warriors know how to throw around a threat and make sure it’s a promise.”

“You have no idea how much of a promise that is. If there is even a scratch on them⁠—”

“Yes, yes, you will rip my head off, shove it somewhere unpleasant, etcetera, etcetera. I’ve heard it all before, and I’m still standing.”

“Probably because no one can kill you.”

His eyes flash dangerously. “Now you’re getting it, Isolde. And neither can you.”

“Huh?”

“A true and blessed immortal. It’s been a long time coming. Take my hand.” He pulls his from the liquid silver, and I stare at it.

Every instinct I have is screaming at me not to trust him.

“You think I’ll just accept this fate? Allow myself to be bound here or consumed trying?”

“I think that you already feel it. The pull of the nexus, the rightness of the connection.”

I wish he weren’t, but he is right. Beneath the fear and anger, there’s a part of me that responds to this place, that feels an affinity for its ancient power. The sigils aren’t forcing their way into me; they’re awakening something that was already there, dormant until now.

“I need you to take my hand, Isolde. Together, we can end this. Apart, we are simply postponing the inevitable.”

“What if I say no?” I challenge, though my voice lacks the conviction I wish it had.

“Then the cycle continues,” he replies. “The Collectors will likely overwhelm SilverGate and grab anything that catches their eye, probably your brother as their starter prize. Damadere will arrive and kill you, so you cannot replace her. Your dragon will be hunted, your fallen angel will be dragged into the infernal pit, and your resurrected butcher will be returned to dust. And you, Isolde, will either be destroyed or enslaved.”

His words paint a bleak picture, one that chills me to the bone despite the power coursing through my veins.

“You’re offering me a choice between two prisons,” I say bitterly.

“I’m offering you a chance to change the rules of the game,” he counters. “To stop being a pawn and become a queen. But the choice, as always, is yours.”

The chamber trembles as another impact from above shakes the foundations. CJ’s roars are furious, and the battle is escalating. Time is running out.

I look at Blackridge’s outstretched hand, then at the pulsating sphere of crimson energy above the platform. If I take his hand, I bind myself to this place, to him, for an eternity I can’t begin to comprehend. If I refuse, I condemn my friends, my protectors, my everything, to a fate worse than death.

The blood whispers, silent since I drank Blackridge’s blood, now stirs with a new urgency. Not demanding, but guiding.

This is the way. The only way.

“Damn you,” I whisper, and place my hand in his.
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