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CHAPTER ONE
CJ


The pain in my wing is a constant, agonising throb. Ice spreads along the delicate membrane, making each beat a struggle. Below, the courtyard is a slaughterhouse. Collectors swarm over everything, their numbers seemingly endless. William is a blur of motion, his transformed state a spectacle of carnage, but even he’s being pushed back. Cassiel fights with the same attitude he applies to everything, but he is like a falling star against a blood-red sky. He’s outnumbered.

Fire erupts from my mouth, incinerating a fresh wave of Collectors attempting to drag me from the sky with dark tendrils of energy.

Another blast of chilling energy slams into my injured wing. I pivot in mid-air, unleashing a torrent of black-purple fire directly at the source.

And that’s when I see her.

If a dragon could roll their eyes, mine would be like lotto balls bouncing around in that clear plastic bubble.

Mom! I hiss telepathically at the gigantic black dragon swooping overhead. What the fuck are you doing here?

She hisses back. Saving your arse by the looks of it.

She doesn’t pull any punches. She lets out a stream of fire that incinerates everything within a fifty-foot radius. Collectors. Students, Professors… William.

He is livid, but he’s fine. Those runes apparently give him immunity from death. The irony does not fail to get past me.

You do realise that I was trying not to cause total mayhem?

Tough titties. Get it done in the most efficient way.

So, kill everyone, even the students?

Dragons also can’t shrug, but if they could, yeah… you get the point.

Blackridge is going to be seriously pissed and probably kick my arse for this.

And then your father will kick his.

She is infuriating. But I can’t deny the effect she is having on the chaos down below.

I roar in frustration, a sound that gets lost in the cacophony of my mother’s destructive entrance. Efficient, she calls it. I call it overkill with a side of parental overreach.

You’re going to get William killed. Again. I project, annoyance lacing my thoughts.

He seems remarkably resilient for a corpse. Her mental voice is dry, unimpressed. And you’re one to talk about collateral damage, CJ. This entire courtyard looks like you threw a tantrum.

I ignore the jibe, too busy dodging a fresh volley of Collector spells while trying to direct my own fire away from the few remaining non-combatants cowering near the edges of the courtyard. My mother, on the other hand, seems to be actively aiming for maximum destruction. Another wave of her fire scours the flagstones, and I see Professor Winters barely dive out of the way, her ice-white hair singed at the tips.

By the way, the dragon looks good on you.

I can hear the pride in her tone. She has a very strange relationship with her dragon and the dragons at large, but that sentence proves to me that she is mostly all talk when she talks about hating them. She is their Queen in name only, a long and sordid tale, and shuns them as much as she possibly can. Which is difficult when her daughter is their Empress. But whatever.

Oh, look! The glee in her tone is unmistakable. They’re running!

Are you surprised? You’re annihilating them.

No, we are annihilating them. One dragon is meh, two is ‘Fuck this shit, I’m out of here’.

Meh? You think I’m meh?

Not you, per se, simply one dragon in an area full of hideous monsters.

Hmm. Well, you can go. Bye now.

What, and miss all the fun?

She swoops down and lands gracefully, shifting back to her tiny blonde human form as I land next to her, seeing the Collectors scatter like pigeons with a cat amongst them. I shift with less ease. Trying to snap my body back into a human form is easier said than done. With a cry of agony, I manage it, sweating, panting and bleeding from my eyes, but my mom is there to catch me as I stumble.

Cassiel lands next to us, his broken wings seemingly healed, and William storms across in a blaze of utter fury but stops dead when my mother’s gaze lands on him.

She has that way. Creatures, it doesn’t matter who the fuck you are, stop when she commands it, even without words.

“We need to find Isolde,” I croak.

“Ah, yes, the special vampire. Where is she?” Mom looks around. “I didn’t kill her, did I?”

William hisses, but Mom gives him a serene smile that stops him in his tracks.

“No,” I snap, exasperated. “She is trying to override the SilverGate magic system to sever her tie with Blackridge.”

Mom purses her lips. “I don’t think I want to know.”

“You don’t. So go now.”

“Don’t you want to know why I’m here?”

“To cause chaos?” William snaps.

“Well, no. That wasn’t the plan. I was here to meet the infamous Isolde.”

“Yeah, well, now isn’t a good time,” I mutter.

“Clearly. Fine, I will leave you to your, whatever this is… but I want a check-in in three hours. If not, I’m coming back, and Blackridge will wonder why he was ever scared of your dad when he meets me.”

“That’s it? You’re leaving?” I ask suspiciously.

“You are an adult, and you can fix your own messes.”

“Then why didn’t you just turn around and leave when you saw the carnage?”

“You were hurt. No one, and I mean no fucker in any realm, touches my children and lives to tell about it.” She uses her mode of transportation to swirl out of the realm on that note, leaving William and Cassiel staring after her.

“That’s your mother?” William asks after a beat.

“Yes,” I clip out. “Got a problem with that?”

He shakes his head, a look of awe on his face. “No, she is…”

“Choose your next words very, very carefully,” I growl.

“Spectacular,” Cassiel finishes. “I see where you get your forceful nature from.”

“Isolde,” I grit out and stagger towards the main administrative building.

William and Cassiel fall into step beside me as the earth rumbles under our feet.

“Oh, shit!” I yell and duck for cover as a visible wave of power crashes through the academy, taking everything in its wake. Uprooting trees, smashing windows, and throwing creatures left and right.

I duck into a roll with the other guys right behind me as the magic rips through SilverGate like a hurricane. I can taste Isolde’s magic in the air.

The courtyard empties as everyone dives for cover. The few remaining Collectors who were too stupid to leave are skinned alive in agonised screams as the power tears through them.

The ground bucks like a wild stallion, throwing me face-first into the blood-soaked flagstones. Dust and debris rain down as the shockwave rips through SilverGate, a raw, untamed torrent of magic that tastes of Isolde, Blackridge, and something ancient that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

“Fuck me,” William coughs, spitting out a mouthful of dirt as he pushes himself up beside me. His transformed state has receded, leaving him looking more human, but the Butcher’s savagery still burns in his eyes. “What in the seven hells was that?”

“Isolde,” I manage, my voice hoarse. “And Blackridge. Together.”

Cassiel lands heavily, his wings looking battered but functional. “The entire magical signature of the academy just shifted. It’s symbiotic now. Two powers intertwined, amplifying each other.”

The courtyard, a moment ago a chaotic battlefield, is now chillingly silent, save for the groans of the injured and the distant rumble of collapsing stonework that is repairing itself at the same time.

“We need to get to her,” I growl, pushing myself to my feet. Every instinct screams that whatever just happened in that control chamber, it’s changed everything.

The main administrative building looms before us, surprisingly intact despite the wave of power that just ripped through.

“Do you think she’s okay?” William asks, his voice tight with concern.

“She’s Isolde,” I say, as if that explains everything. And in a way, it does. She’s stronger than any of us give her credit for, resilient and resourceful. But Blackridge… he’s an unknown quantity, ancient, creepy and powerful beyond reckoning.

We move cautiously towards the entrance, Cassiel taking the lead, his senses scanning for threats. The air still hums with residual magic, the aftershocks of whatever Isolde and Blackridge unleashed.

Blackridge’s office door hangs crookedly on one hinge, splintered and broken. Beyond it, a hidden doorway to the descending staircase stands open, a dark maw leading into the depths of SilverGate.

“After you,” Cassiel murmurs, gesturing me forward.

I don’t hesitate, plunging into the darkness, William and Cassiel close behind. The air grows colder, heavier, charged with a power that makes my skin prickle.

Finally, we reach a massive black stone door, now ajar. The control chamber is bathed in a soft, crimson glow, the source of which is the sphere of energy above the central platform. Isolde stands on that platform, hand in hand with Blackridge. The sigils on her skin are no longer black but a deep, vibrant crimson. They both turn as we enter, their expressions unreadable.

“Isolde.”

“CJ,” she replies with a soft smile. “You’re safe.”

“What happened?” William demands, his gaze fixed on Blackridge. “What did you do to her?”

Blackridge actually smiles, a genuine, almost paternal expression that’s more terrifying than any snarl.

“I did nothing that Miss Morvoren did not ultimately choose for herself. We merely accelerated an inevitable partnership.”

“Partnership?” I echo, my voice a low growl. The sight of Isolde’s hand in his sends a possessive rage through me. “What kind of partnership?”

“The kind that ends this, CJ. The Collectors, Damadere, students being hunted and killed, or worse. The nexus is stable. The stronghold is reinforced. SilverGate is ready.”

“Ready for what?” Cassiel asks, his silver eyes narrowed with suspicion.

A slow, chilling smile spreads across Isolde’s face, a mirror of Blackridge’s. “For war, Cassiel. For the final battle.”

Blackridge nods, a silent affirmation. “Those who trespass now will wish they had made better choices.”

There’s a coldness to Isolde, an unsettling certainty that echoes Blackridge’s own ancient, implacable nature. Whatever happened in this chamber, whatever bond they’ve forged, it’s changed her more profoundly than I could have imagined. And I’m not sure I like it.
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CHAPTER TWO
ISOLDE


“What happened up there?” I ask into the silence, mostly to break it. It’s uncomfortable, and it’s worrying me.

That’s when I realise I’m still holding Blackridge’s hand. I pull mine away, and he lets go, thankfully.

The silence stretches, thick and heavy, before CJ finally speaks, his voice a low rumble. “My mother arrived.”

My eyebrows shoot up. “Oh?”

“In all her terrifying, fire-breathing glory,” William confirms, his arms crossed, gaze still fixed on Blackridge with undisguised hostility. “Apparently, she felt the need to, shall we say, aggressively expedite the Collector’s retreat.”

“She incinerated a good portion of the courtyard,” Cassiel adds. “And quite a few Collectors with it. Along with some collateral damage.”

“She also made it clear she’ll be back if she doesn’t hear from me in three hours. She came to meet you and ended up being the cause of mass destruction,” he says, his eyes on Blackridge, almost as a warning as he effectively positions himself between me and Blackridge. His possessiveness is a tangible force, a shield and a warning.

Blackridge observes this with that infuriating calm of his. “How unfortunate I missed her visit, but your mother has impeccable timing, Mr Aquila. Her intervention was fortuitous.”

“Fortuitous?” William snarls. “She nearly killed me. Again.”

“But she didn’t,” Blackridge points out. “The runes protected you, and her arrival scattered the Collectors before they could establish a proper foothold.”

“Explain to me with crayons what exactly happened down here,” CJ says, losing his patience with this casual conversation.

“Isolde is now part of SilverGate’s foundation. Its defender, its strength. My other half.”

“Isolde?” William spits out, catching the informality instantly.

“Your other half?” CJ snaps, spinning to Blackridge. “You are a sick, perverted fuck. I knew you wanted her.”

Blackridge’s look of disgust makes me squirm in a way that I wish I could control. “No,” he states. “My interest in Isolde is magical and more paternal than anything you have conjured up in your demented mind.”

“I’ll give you demented,” he growls and lunges for Blackridge.

Blackridge holds his hand up and stops CJ mid-step, a warning look on his face. “Take it as a compliment, Mr Aquila.”

I place my hand on CJ’s chest, feeling the tension coiled in his muscles. He immediately relaxes under my touch, though his amber-flecked eyes never leave Blackridge’s face. “The bond isn’t what you think. It’s not romantic or sexual. It’s symbiotic. Like two halves of a whole magical system.”

“That doesn’t make it any less disturbing,” William mutters. “You’re bound to him now. Forever.”

“Not bound,” Blackridge corrects, lowering his hand. “Partnered. There’s a difference. Isolde retains her autonomy, her free will. She simply shares the burden of maintaining SilverGate’s defences.”

“And what exactly does that mean?” Cassiel asks.

I take a deep breath, trying to organise the flood of new knowledge in my mind. “It means I can feel every magical current in the academy. Every ward, every protection spell, every student’s power signature. It’s like having a constant awareness of everything that happens here.”

“That sounds exhausting,” CJ says, his voice softer now, concerned.

“I’m fine. But SilverGate was not without me. It has now been reinforced. So, I’ll ask again, what happened up there after your mother caused mass destruction?” I already know, but I want them to say it out loud, admit it, believe it.

CJ’s jaw tightens. “A power wave crashed over the academy grounds. The Collectors died screaming and skinned.”

I smile. I should be hiding in fear at what I’ve done, but I already knew death was coming and that it wouldn’t bother me. After I killed that wolf and felt nothing but a determination to protect myself and my guys, feeling guilty over this was never going to happen. “See? It is the beginning.”

“Of what?” William mutters.

“The end for them and Damadere. The Blood Crown ritual will no longer be; the Collectors’ grimoires and displays will be dismantled and returned to their natural states.”

“You mean you’re going to kill them all,” William says, and there’s an intimate approval in his voice that turns me on. “Every last one of them.”

“Yes.” I meet his gaze steadily. “This is our stronghold now. Our sanctuary. Anyone who threatens it, threatens us, dies.”

Cassiel’s wings rustle uneasily. “And if innocent students get caught in the crossfire?”

“No student here is innocent, Mr Cassiel, but there is no need to ruffle those feathers. There won’t be crossfire,” Blackridge says. “The defences are surgical now. They distinguish between threat and non-threat with perfect accuracy.”

“How reassuring,” CJ drawls, sarcasm dripping from every word. “And who exactly determines what constitutes a threat?”

“SilverGate does.”

None of them can really argue with that statement.

“So what happens when Damadere arrives?” William asks, a wicked smile playing on his lips.

“She will wish that she had stayed away,” I reply. “But she needs to come. She needs to be eliminated.”

“A large portion of The Collectors were wiped out today,” he says. “But more will come. How do we know when we’ve got them all?”

“Elise will be released from her prison.”

He nods. “Okay. So we keep slaughtering anything that steps foot on academy grounds that looks like it wants to make books and displays out of us.”

“So we aren’t reinstating the wards?” Cassiel asks with a frown.

Blackridge answers for me. “There will be basic wards. This is still a dangerous realm, Mr Cassiel. Creatures outside of these abominations will still try their luck in accessing this space. We will not annihilate everything that comes near us, however. We are picking our battles, and The Collectors and Damadere are the winners of this particular round of kill, not capture.”

“Sounds like a plan,” CJ says. “Isolde?” He holds his hand out for me, and I take it instantly. He pulls me closer, wrapping his arm around me, giving Blackridge a death stare. “She needs rest.”

“Of course. This has been an immense pull on her power. She will get used to it. In the meantime, take care of her, or I will have your heads.” He vanishes from sight, and I shudder. He is playing the overprotective father figure, and it is more unnerving than if he were trying to kill me.

“Did he just threaten us?” William asks, staring at the spot where Blackridge vanished.

“I think he did,” Cassiel replies, his wings folding against his back. “Though I’m not sure if it was paternal concern or territorial marking.”

“Both,” I mutter, suddenly feeling more invigorated than I ever have. The power surge that connected me to SilverGate’s foundation has left me feeling alive. “Can we please get out of this chamber and make some good use of the time we have before Damadere shows up?”

CJ nods, and without waiting for the others, he teleports us out of the chamber and straight into my bedroom. William and Cassiel join us as CJ lets me go.

They stalk me, their movements growing darker, more predatory. I don’t wait for them to undress me. I strip off, unbuttoning my shirt quickly and removing my boots and jeans until I’m standing in just my underwear.

William moves first, stepping behind me to sweep my hair aside and press his lips to the curve where my neck meets my shoulder. He inhales deeply, taking in my scent, his tongue flicking out to taste my skin. His fangs graze my skin, and he rakes his claws down my hips, shredding my knickers before he slices through the fabric of my bra. My breasts tumble free, causing CJ to move in closer and suck a nipple into his mouth with a low groan, his fangs nicking the aching peak, drawing blood that he suckles on.

CJ’s hands grip my waist, pulling me against him as he feeds from my breast, his cock hard against me. I reach for him, rubbing him through his pants, feeling him pulse with need.

Cassiel watches us, his silver eyes filled with lust and intensity. He moves closer, his hands reaching out to cup my other breast, pinching the nipple lightly and eliciting a gasp from me. Their touches send waves of pleasure coursing straight to my clit, and I tremble, already on the brink of a climax.

William bites into my neck, drawing my blood out deliciously slowly, and I moan, fisting my hand in CJ’s hair and the other in Cass’s when he drops to his knees. CJ moves slightly out of the way so that Cass can flick his tongue over my clit, sending me into a spiral of ecstasy. CJ’s fingers trail down my body and thrust deep inside me as Cass brings me to a mind-shattering orgasm. I scream out their names as William growls, his hold on me tightening as he holds me up when my knees buckle. With his other hand, he unzips his pants and frees his cock, guiding it into me alongside CJ’s fingers.

“Fuck,” I moan. “More.”

Cassiel stands and grips my chin, turning my face to his. His kiss is fierce, demanding, tasting of sex and desire. He pulls back, his eyes never leaving mine as he undresses slowly, revealing his muscular body inch by inch. When CJ steps out of the way, they lift me up, and I wrap my legs around him. William presses his body flush with mine at the back as Cassiel drives into me with a force that makes me cry out. They feel so good. Their thick lengths stretch me until it borders on pain. William plunges deeper into my pussy, bruising my hips with his intensity.

CJ’s mouth finds mine, his kiss hungry and desperate. His fingers tangle in my hair, pulling me closer as Cassiel and William fuck me with brutal strokes. William’s grip on my hips tightens, his fingers digging into my flesh as he matches Cassiel’s rhythm. White light bursts behind my closed eyelids as my orgasm thunders through me, my pussy clamping down on their cocks forcefully enough to break them.

William is the first to crack. With a low growl, he detonates inside me, which results in Cassiel unloading as well. My pussy is filled with cocks and cum and I have never felt more alive.
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CHAPTER THREE
WILLIAM


Isolde comes down from her orgasm, her body trembling with the aftershocks of pleasure. Cassiel and I pull out of her slowly, our cocks still semi-hard, coated with our cum. CJ is quick to take her from us, slamming her to the bed before he mounts her, impaling her on his cock as he drives relentlessly into her. She screams, encouraging him to fuck her harder. My cock is already hard again, aroused by the sight of her taking everything he gives her. Her breasts heave with each ragged breath, her nipples taut and begging for attention.

CJ’s hands grip her thighs tightly, holding her open for his relentless assault. His dragon markings shimmer beneath his skin with each powerful thrust. Isolde’s moans fill the air, a symphony of pleasure that makes my blood run hot.

Cassiel steps closer to the bed, his cock fully erect again, ready for more. He reaches out and cups one of Isolde’s breasts, rolling her nipple between his fingers until she cries out. I move to the other side of the bed and do the same to her other breast, feeling the press of her flesh against my palm as I tease and pinch her nipple, drawing a whimper from her. She’s writhing beneath CJ, her body taking the pounding with eager, desperate movements. I lean down, capturing her lips with mine, tasting the sweetness of her blood and the heat of her desire. Her tongue entwines with mine, full of passion and need.

CJ’s pace increases, his hips slamming against hers with a ferocity that speaks volumes about his own needs and fears. He’s claiming her, reminding himself and her that she’s still ours, despite whatever bond she now shares with Blackridge. Isolde’s moans grow louder, more insistent, and I can feel her body tensing beneath me, ready to explode again.

“Come all over his cock like a good girl,” I murmur to her, moving my hand to her throat.

She gasps when I tighten my grip, and she trembles, ready to give me what I want.

“That’s it, my queen. Soak his cock. Make him come inside you, flooding you in the way that only he can.”

“Gods!” she screams.

Isolde’s orgasm crashes over her, a tidal wave of pleasure that leaves her body convulsing and her screams echoing through the room. CJ’s grip on her thighs tightens as he drives into her with a final, brutal thrust, his climax ripping through him with a roar. He collapses onto her, his body shaking with the intensity of his release.

“You’re ours,” I whisper, leaning down to press a soft kiss to her lips. “Always. No one will ever have you this way except us.”

She nods. “All I want is you.”

I inhale sharply when a white-hot pain shoots down my spine, through the runes.

“What is it?” Isolde asks immediately, sitting up and reaching for me.

“Nothing,” I grit out.

“William, tell me.”

“The runes,” I grunt suddenly as the pain intensifies. It feels like they’re being ripped out in the slowest, most painful way possible. “Blackridge.”

“What?” she says, confused. “William, what’s happening?”

My vision blurs as the rune in the top of my head ignites, and I groan as it is torn from me in a vicious strike that rips the rest out like they are connected by a cord. “No!” I yell as the last rune is brutally extracted, and my corporeality flashes before my eyes. I collapse, my body convulsing with the agony of their removal. Isolde’s arms are around me instantly, but her touch is distant. Her voice is frantic in my ear, but I can’t focus on her words. The pain is overwhelming, a burning sensation that feels like it’s tearing me apart from the inside out.

CJ and Cassiel are by my side in an instant, their hands supporting me as I writhe in torment.

“What’s happening?” Isolde’s voice is desperate, her eyes wide with fear. “Who’s doing this?”

I have only one answer. Blackridge.

The pain is too intense, too all-consuming. It feels like every nerve in my body is on fire, like my very essence is being ripped apart and reassembled. The runes were keeping me whole, keeping me alive, and Blackridge has flipped the kill switch, making me a ghost again.

My vision flickers, the room shifting in and out of focus as waves of agony crash over me. Isolde’s grip on my shoulders tightens, her voice frantic and pleading. “William, stay with me! What can we do? How do we stop this?”

CJ’s growl echoes through the room, primal and furious. “Blackridge! I knew he couldn’t be trusted!”

Isolde’s silver eyes meet mine, her face a mask of desperation and fear. “William, don’t you dare leave me again!” Her voice cracks, raw with emotion. The runes on her skin flare to life, burning with power as she reacts to what is happening to me.

The pain reaches a crescendo, and I feel myself slipping away, my solid form wavers at the edges.

“No,” she snarls. “You don’t get to leave me.”

I reach for her face, cupping it, feeling like mist on a cold day. I smile sadly. “Too late.”

With a final beat of my corporeal heart, I become nothing but a wisp in the wind, drifting into nothingness.

Final death.

Is this what it feels like? No pain, no anger, no nothing.

Just a dark void where silence is king and nothing matters.

“William!”

Isolde’s shout sounds like it’s coming from miles away. I try to cling to it, to remember her voice, but in an instant, it’s gone.

The void consumes everything. No sensation, no awareness, just the endless black that swallows thought itself. This is what I feared most—not pain, but the absolute absence of everything that made me real.

But then, like a distant star piercing the darkness, I feel something. A pull. Silver threads of power weaving through the nothingness, searching, calling my name with desperate intensity.

William.

Isolde’s voice cuts through the void like a blade, and suddenly I can feel her magic wrapping around whatever remains of my essence. The silver threads burn with her fury, her refusal to let me go.

Come back to me.

The darkness fights against her pull, trying to drag me deeper into oblivion. But Isolde’s power is different now, amplified by her connection to SilverGate, strengthened by her bond with Blackridge’s ancient magic. She’s not just calling to me; she’s commanding reality itself to give me back.

I said no!

Her voice carries the weight of a queen’s decree, and the void trembles. Silver light explodes through the darkness, tearing holes in the fabric of nothingness. Through those tears, I see her sigils blazing like stars as she reaches into death itself to retrieve me.

The pull becomes irresistible. I feel myself being dragged back, but I’m not whole. I am a ghost again, floating next to her, unable to touch her, feel her, kiss her, or fuck her.

“William,” she sobs. “I’ll fix this. Just stay with me, please.”

I don’t know what to tell her. I don’t know if this is what I want. The taste of the ether, the abyss of death, was a welcome relief from this formless existence.

I float beside the bed, watching Isolde’s tears fall like liquid silver. The sight of her crying because of me, for me, tears at whatever remains of my soul. CJ and Cassiel flank her, their faces etched with fury and helplessness.

“I can see you,” she whispers, reaching towards my translucent form. Her hand passes through me, and we both flinch at the cold emptiness of the contact. “You’re still here.”

“Barely,” I manage, my voice an echo of what it was. Speaking takes enormous effort now, each word is dragged from the void. “Isolde, perhaps it’s better this way. I was never meant to⁠—”

“Don’t you fucking dare,” she snarls, silver fire erupting along her skin. “Don’t you dare suggest this is better. I won’t lose you again.”

“Blackridge did this deliberately. The moment he had you bound to him, he is removing the threats he can’t control,” CJ snarls. “We will be next.”

“It’s not him,” Isolde says, shaking her head.

“Don’t be so naïve,” CJ snaps. “Isolde, don’t you see what is happening here? He is taking you for himself.”

“No! This isn’t him. I swear, it’s not. I know his magic now. It’s the same as mine. He isn’t responsible for this.”

CJ’s fist slams into the wall, making a giant hole. “Don’t you dare defend him!”

His rage is like a living thing, but I pull my focus from him to dissect what Isolde is insisting.

If it’s not Blackridge, then who? Who even knew about the runes? I want to believe her, but I think whatever has happened to her recently is clouding her judgement. She is bound to him through SilverGate. As much as we try to deny this connection, that is what it is.

I tune out their arguing, feeling woeful and pitiful. This wasn’t supposed to happen, but I should’ve expected it. I drift into the wall at my back, Cassiel’s eyes following my path, needing to get away from the life I could’ve had, that I did have, and that was so painfully ripped away.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER FOUR
ISOLDE


William’s despair is like a cold wind against my soul. His form flickers in and out of visibility as he phases through the wall, and I want to scream at the injustice of it all. He was solid, warm, mine. And now he’s been reduced to this ethereal existence once again.

“Stop,” I command, my voice carrying the weight of SilverGate’s power. “All of you, just stop.”

The room falls silent. CJ’s fist is still embedded in the wall, Cassiel’s wings are spread defensively, and somewhere beyond the stone, William’s ghostly presence hovers like a wound in reality.

“I know you think I’m compromised,” I continue, meeting CJ’s furious gaze. “You think my connection to Blackridge has blinded me to his manipulations. But I’m telling you, this isn’t him.”

“Then who?” Cassiel asks, his voice strained, but still trying to be the voice of reason, the cool head. “Who else knew about the runes? Have access to them? Can remotely remove them?”

“I don’t know, okay? I don’t have the answers, but I know it wasn’t Blackridge. Maybe William’s body rejected them for some reason?” I add, shooting in the dark.

“That’s a fucking reach, and we all know it,” CJ growls.

I stare at the hole in the wall that repairs itself until there is no sign of CJ’s outburst.

“Why now, though?” Cassiel asks. “Why reject them when they were designed for him in the first place?”

“Maybe because my power disrupted whatever frequency they were running on.”

CJ scoffs. “Just admit it, Isolde. Your new shadow daddy did it.”

I glare at him and then turn to pull my clothes on, so we aren’t having this conversation naked and vulnerable. “Do not even start with me,” I say as calmly as I can.

“Start with what?” CJ snaps, advancing on me as I tug my shirt over my head. “The truth? That you’re so enamoured with this new power that you can’t see what’s right in front of you?”

“I can see perfectly fine,” I spit back, whirling to face him. “What I see is my love reduced to a ghost, and instead of focusing on how to help him, you’re too busy throwing accusations around like a petulant child.”

“Petulant child?” His voice drops to a dangerous whisper, dragon fire flickering behind his eyes. “I watched that bastard separate us, torture you, bind you to himself, and now William’s been stripped of everything that made him whole. But sure, let’s pretend it’s all a fucking coincidence.”

Cassiel steps between us. “This isn’t helping William.”

“Nothing’s going to help William!” CJ roars. “Don’t you get it? He’s gone! Again! And this time, there’s no convenient resurrection spell to bring him back!”

“Isn’t there?” I ask steadily, trying not to break down. William needs me to be strong so I can bring him back, not a quivering mess. “I need to talk to Blackridge.”

CJ’s hand snaps out and closes around my throat in a grip that is anything but gentle. “Don’t even think about it,” he says, his tone portraying that he means every word of it.

I meet his gaze steadily. “Or what?”

His hand clamps down tighter.

“Or I’ll lock you down until you come to your senses,” CJ snarls, his grip tightening fractionally. “I won’t watch you run to him every time something goes wrong.”

The silver light beneath my skin flares in response to the threat, not quite aggressive but definitely a warning. “Take your hand off me. Now.”

For a moment, we’re locked in a battle of wills. His amber-flecked eyes burn with possessive fury, while mine promise retribution if he doesn’t back down. Behind us, Cassiel tenses, ready to intervene.

“CJ,” Cassiel warns quietly. “You’re making this worse.”

Slowly, reluctantly, CJ releases my throat. His hand drops to his side, but the rage in his expression doesn’t diminish. “Fine. But I’m coming with you.”

“Not unless you can control yourself,” I grit out.

“Control myself,” he mutters. “You think I’m going to attack him? Are you worried for him or for me?”

“You, you fucking idiot. You are powerful, CJ. I know that. I’ve seen it. But he…” I press my fingers to my eyes as I shudder. “… he is beyond even you.”

CJ’s jaw clenches at my words, but he doesn’t deny them. He knows I’m right. Whatever Blackridge is, whatever ancient power flows through his veins, it dwarfs all of us put together.

“You aren’t facing him alone, Isolde. Not this time. Not again.”

Cassiel’s quiet calm resonates more than CJ’s rage, and after a beat, I nod. “Fine. But no one goes rabid. We need answers, not more of us dead. William, we will be back soon. Don’t get used to being a ghost again. I will have you back with me, where you belong, soon.”

I don’t wait for him to reply, I simply stalk out of the room, expecting the guys to dress and catch up if they are so determined to join me.

The corridors of SilverGate feel different now that I’m connected to its magical foundation. Every stone, every carved sigil, every whispered enchantment thrums with familiar energy. I can sense students huddled in their rooms, professors tending to the wounded, the magic repairing damage from the battle. The academy lives and breathes around me, and I feel its pain from being destroyed and its relief that it is being made whole again.

CJ and Cassiel catch up as I reach the administrative building, both fully dressed and unimpressed. CJ’s jaw is still clenched tight enough to crack his teeth. Cassiel is primed and ready for violence at a moment’s notice behind his calm façade.

The door to Blackridge’s office swings open when I approach, and I hesitate for only a fraction of a second before I enter.

Blackridge sits behind his desk as if nothing has happened, as if the academy wasn’t just torn apart by magical warfare. His black eyes lift from the papers he’s examining, and something flickers across his features when he sees my expression.

“Miss Morvoren. What can I do for you?”

CJ’s growl rumbles behind me, but I raise a hand to keep him back. “William’s runes have been forcibly removed. He’s a ghost again.”

“I see.” Blackridge sets down his papers with deliberate care. “And you believe I’m responsible.”

“I know you’re not,” I say, ignoring CJ’s scoff. “That’s why I’m here. I need to know who is.”

Blackridge’s eyebrows rise slightly. “Interesting. Your companions seem less convinced of my innocence.”

“Because they don’t have access to your magical signature like I do now,” I reply.

CJ can’t contain himself any longer. “Someone stripped William of the one thing that kept him corporeal, and you’re the only one apart from us who knew about it.”

Blackridge’s gaze shifts to CJ with that cold patience I’ve come to recognise. “Mr Aquila, I can assure you I don’t want William Harrington gone from this academy. He is more valuable to me alive than dead.”

“Valuable?” I ask with a frown.

“The Butcher of SilverGate,” Blackridge says, his tone matter of fact. “One of the most effective killers this academy has ever produced. Why would I eliminate such a useful asset when war is coming?”

CJ’s hands clench into fists. “Asset? He’s not your fucking weapon. None of us are.”

“Aren’t you?” Blackridge’s smile is razor thin. “We all have our roles to play, Mr Aquila. William’s happens to be exceptionally violent.”

I move closer before CJ decides to go for it, regardless of whether he will live or die. “If you didn’t remove the runes, then who did? And more importantly, can they be restored?”

Blackridge leans back in his chair, studying me with those bottomless eyes. “Do you have them?”

I blink and think back to what happened. I hadn’t even considered that.

“They vanished,” Cassiel says, thankfully having been calm enough to observe.

“Then they cannot be restored.”

“Make new ones,” CJ states coldly.

“I didn’t make those ones, so that isn’t really a way forward.”

“So, what is?” I snap impatiently.

“I can’t say I have the answer to that, Miss Morvoren. He became corporeal because of you and only you.”

“So, I’m the key to restoring him?” I had partly figured out that the binding ritual we are going to engage in would bring him back fully, but I thought we had time to make sure it was done right. This accelerates everything. And it also poses the question of how are we supposed to bond together when he is a ghost?

Blackridge nods slowly. “Your power awakened something in him that the runes merely maintained. Now you must find a way to recreate that connection without them.”

“The binding ritual,” Cassiel murmurs.

Blackridge’s eyes never leave mine. “Binding ritual?”

CJ hisses at Blackridge’s tone. It leaves me chilled, almost as if he is daring me to explain why I’m contemplating a binding ritual with my three guys. Maybe I have been naïve, too quick to defend him. Maybe he does have insidious motives that I’m ignoring or not seeing.

I lift my chin defiantly. “Yes, we are planning a binding ritual, one that makes the four of us one.”

Blackridge’s face remains impassive, but something dark flickers in the depths of his eyes. “A binding ritual of that magnitude would certainly anchor William to this plane again. But the consequences...” He trails off, studying me with a calculating gaze.

“What consequences?” I demand, my patience wearing thin.

“Such a binding would make the four of you inseparable on a fundamental level. Your magic, your essence, your very souls are intertwined. If one dies, the others will feel it like a physical wound. If one is corrupted, the corruption will spread. It’s not a decision to be made lightly, especially not in your current position as SilverGate’s defender, Miss Morvoren. Your first loyalty must be to the nexus now, not add unworthy creatures to its core.”

CJ is practically vibrating with the desire to unleash. “Her first loyalty is to herself and to us. Not to you, not to SilverGate, not to any-fucking-thing else.”

Blackridge’s smile is cold as winter. “How territorial you are, Mr Aquila. One might think you’re afraid of losing her.”

“I’m not afraid of you if that’s what you mean.”

“You should be,” he says. “I indulge your status here out of respect for your father. That can change.”

“What about my mother? She is expecting my call in about, oh, a few minutes, and if I don’t call her to tell her I’m alive and happy, she will be back here to make sure you wish you’d never been created.”

“Such threats are commonplace, Mr Aquila. I’m quite aware of who your mother is and what she is capable of. One meeting was all it took to assess the damage she could do if the whim took her.”

“Never mind that,” I grit out. “We have diverted so far off course, I can barely see it. William. The runes. Who took them?”

“The one creature I’d imagine wouldn’t want him alive to bolster your power, Miss Morvoren.”

Now we’re getting somewhere.

“Who?”

“His mother. Damadere.”

My mouth drops open in shock. “You are shitting me.”
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ISOLDE


Blackridge’s lips twist into a thin, humourless smile. “I shit you not.”

If this situation weren’t so serious, I would smirk at his language.

But reality is a cruel mistress. The woman who’s hunting me, who wants me dead so I can’t challenge her Blood Crown, is the mother of the man I love. It makes a bizarre kind of sense if you think about it. William is an all-powerful Sanguinarch, a king to my queen, or maybe it is the other way around. Why wouldn’t his mother be the ultimate of Sanguimonarchs? Part of me wonders if he knows, or suspects. He has certainly never even implied that this is the case, and I trust him to know that he wouldn’t lie or omit the truth if he knew.

“He doesn’t know, does he?” I ask quietly.

Blackridge shakes his head. “Probably not. He was orphaned when he arrived here, but his parents, as he knew them, were not his parents. At least not his mother. Perhaps his father. Who knows?”

“And you just knew this all along?”

“No, I didn’t know this all along. I knew it when those runes finally got embedded into his spine, and his magical signature matches hers.”

I gulp. “Fuck. How do you know hers?”

“I’ve been tracking that bitch for a very, very long time,” he says with a heavy sigh.

“So that’s why you wanted the runes inside William?”

“One reason of many. He is a powerful creature, Miss Morvoren. He will bounce back from this.”

“Bounce back? Bounce fucking back? He is a GHOST!” I roar at him. “Again! It took him a century to become corporeal to begin with.”

“Indeed, but then you arrived and made it all better,” he says dryly. “You will again. You fail to understand the power you hold, and I’m done waiting for you to accept it.”

“Oh, you’re done, are you?” CJ snarls. “What are you going to do about it?”

“Show Isolde that she is the queen on this board and the rest of us are merely the ones shuffling around trying to help her.”

I lock eyes with Blackridge, digesting his words. The cold certainty in his voice makes my skin prickle with unease.

“Queen,” I scoff, but it’s a fact. Sanguimonarch, and all that.

Blackridge rises and moves to the window, gazing out at the courtyard where evidence of the battle still mars some of the ancient stones despite SilverGate’s self-healing properties.

“Damadere didn’t just remove William’s runes on a whim,” he continues. “She’s making her opening move. Weakening your support structure before she arrives in person.”

“How?” Cassiel asks. “How could she reach him from a distance?”

“Blood calls to blood,” Blackridge says simply. “Damadere created William. That connection gives her certain privileges.”

“Why won’t she make her move?” I ask, suddenly raring to go so I can kill this creature and be done with her for good.

“A very good question, Isolde. She is waiting for something.”

“What?”

He turns to look at me and blinks. “If I knew the answer to that, I would’ve said.”

“Then answer me this because I know you can. How do I fix William?”

“You need to get him corporeal enough to give him your blood, which will temporarily restore him enough for you to do this binding ritual you are considering. It is the only way.”

“Is it?” CJ asks. “Where is his body?”

“What?” I ask, eyes wide.

“William’s body from when he died the first time. Where is it?”

“Why?” Blackridge asks suspiciously.

“Because there is another way, and you just aren’t saying it.”

They lock gazes, but CJ doesn’t back down.

“Where?”

“In the crypt,” Blackridge says eventually. “He was too powerful to bury anywhere else.”

“What are you talking about?” I ask.

“Are there any necromancers in the academy?” CJ asks, and I finally get it with a sickening gulp.

“No,” I say to CJ. “I can get William corporeal enough to take my blood. We’ve done it before. We can’t do that to him.”

“And if it doesn’t work? Or takes too long? We are on a timetable here.”

“Then I’d better get back to him,” I say and march out of the office without another word. I will not let them bring William back with necromancy. He wouldn’t want that.

But then the niggling thought enters my head that this is all a form of necromancy. He is dead. Bringing him back isn’t some miracle. It’s heavy, dark magic.

But I need to try it my way first.

My clothes hit the floor the second I enter my room, and I cross over to the shower where he seems to have the strongest connection to me.

The water is scalding hot as I step under the spray, willing William to come to me. The steam rises around me, ghostly tendrils that seem to take shape and then dissipate, much like William’s current form.

“Isolde.”

I turn to see William’s ghostly form, somehow back in the century-old suit, hovering in front of me.

“We don’t have much time. We need to get you back to the land of the living.”

“How?”

“I need you to come here, to touch me,” I say, cupping my breasts and pinching my nipples to get his attention.

It does.

He floats closer, a hungry look in his eyes.

I drop my hands to my pussy and slide my fingers over my clit, gasping as I give myself pleasure.

“What are you doing?” he croaks.

“Tempting you into making the transition,” I moan, throwing my head back. “Touch me, William.”

His ghostly hand reaches for me, hesitant, uncertain. The look in his eyes is agonising desire warring with the knowledge that he can’t truly feel me anymore.

“I can’t,” he whispers, his voice echoing strangely in the steam-filled bathroom. “I’ll just pass through you.”

“Try,” I insist, circling my clit, letting my moans echo off the tiles. “Remember how it feels to have your cock inside me, William. Remember how you fuck me with a savage passion that thrills me.”

His form flickers as he floats closer, drawn by my display, by the sight of water cascading down my naked body. I arch my back, offering myself to him, a living temptation.

“Focus on the desire,” I urge him. “On the need. On how much you want to touch me.”

William’s eyes darken with hunger, his jaw clenching with concentration. His hand reaches for my breast again, and this time I feel something. Not the solid warmth of flesh, but a cold tingling, like frost against my skin.

“I felt that,” I gasp.

He moves closer, his form now just inches from mine. The shower spray passes through him, creating strange distortions in his ghostly appearance.

I brace myself and push my breasts out as the water cascades over them. “I want you so badly,” I murmur. “I need to feel you inside me. Focus on that, William. Focus on fucking me, on making me scream your name.”

His hands cup my breasts. I can almost feel the pressure of his palms, the chill of his touch sending goosebumps over my skin. His eyes are intense, focused on my body with passionate hunger. I plunge my fingers into my wet pussy, knowing this is slowing down the process, but it’s too hard not to touch myself as he watches me and tries so hard to do what I’m asking of him. The sight is driving him wild enough that he forgets to think about how he can’t have me anymore.

“This isn’t working,” he growls, frustrated and angry at being denied the ability to touch what’s right in front of him.

“It is,” I insist, even as my frustration grows. “You’re starting to manifest physically. Keep trying.”

He growls, a sound that would be threatening if it weren’t laced with such desperate need. His hands move to my hips, and I feel the barest hint of pressure. It’s not enough, not nearly enough, but it’s progress.

“Come on, William,” I coax, my voice a low purr. “You can do this. You’ve touched me before when you thought you couldn’t. Do it again. For me. For us.”

His eyes flash with determination, and he leans in, his lips brushing against mine in a kiss that sends a shockwave of cold through my body. It’s painful and exhilarating, a sensation that steals my breath and makes my heart pound.

“More,” I demand against his mouth. “Give me more.”

He growls again, and suddenly, his hands are gripping my hips with real, tangible force. The sensation is so intense that I cry out in joy and triumph as the steam billows around us like ghostly fingers, as a harsh wind suddenly rattles through the room, as William’s presence taps into the weather outside. The rain is lashing at the windows, and I wonder briefly if it is made from blood.

Blood.

Of course.

I extend my claws and slice them across my jugular. My hot, red blood spurts out, and William’s eyes flash. His fangs drop, and within seconds he is guzzling from my neck, getting stronger by the second.

“We need—we need to… ahhhh!” I moan as he thrusts his cock inside me. I hadn’t even realised he’d gotten himself free.

He buries himself balls deep, a rough groan rumbling from his chest as he drinks from me with a brutal force that has me trembling in his arms. He slams me back against the tiles, and I come all over his cock, soaking him.

“Binding… ritual…” I pant. “We need to do it now while you’re whole.”

He releases me from his bite with a frustrated snarl. He stares deep into my eyes. He slashes his wrist and presses it to my mouth to drink. “I give you my dark vow, my queen, that I will possess you, protect you, and destroy anyone who tries to harm you. My life is yours, my blood is yours, and my soul is yours to command.”

His words are a heady cocktail of desire and dark pleasure. I can feel the power in his vow, the ancient magic that binds us together. His cock throbs inside me, hard and insistent, and I know he feels the same urgency I do.

He growls low in his throat, a primal sound of longing that sends a wave of heat through my body. He thrusts into me with a desperate urgency that matches my need.

“We need the others,” I gasp, even as my body responds to his every movement. “CJ and Cassiel... they need to be part of this.”

“We’re here,” CJ says, standing in the doorway. I have no idea how long he and Cass were there, but it doesn’t matter.

“Now,” I say, “before he loses everything.”

William’s relentless pace continues to drive me to the brink until I shatter around him, a mess of desire and want.

CJ steps fully clothed into the shower, and I gasp back a laugh. His amber-flecked eyes burn with possessive fire. “You have my vow, Isolde.” He slices his wrist with a claw, letting his blood flow before he presses it to my mouth. “My dragon will consume anyone who dares threaten you. My vampire heart beats for you alone. I promised to give you my last name, and I will make good on that vow, in my realm, where it means something. For now, you are my life, my eternity. My forever.”

I drink and then offer my wrist to him. He slices it open with his fang before he suckles gently, making my pussy clench around William’s cock as he continues to fuck me.

CJ lets me go and moves aside to let Cassiel in while William groans and detonates inside me in an orgasm that won’t quit.

“I vow to protect you, Isolde, now and always. My loyalty is yours until the stars fade from the sky.”

He doesn’t need to say anything else. He offers me his wrist, and I bite into it, taking his blood in this dark vow that will bind us together for all eternity.

When I let him go, William pulls out of me and drops me lightly to the shower floor. “And I vow to you, my kings, my knights, my court, that I will be your queen, your lover, and your partner for eternity and beyond,” I whisper, my voice hoarse with emotion. “I will stand by your side, fight your battles, and love you all until the end of time.” I offer my wrist to Cassiel after slicing open the closed wound, and he presses it to his mouth, drinking my blood for the first time. My blood coats his tongue, but he doesn’t give a fuck, and I’ve never loved him more for it than in that moment.
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The taste of Isolde’s blood is a revelation, a symphony of power and passion that ignites every nerve in my body. I can feel the binding taking hold, the ancient magic weaving us together in a vow of love and loyalty that can never be broken.

It’s dark, forbidden for angels to blood bind with any creature, but all that was lost when I fell and landed in Isolde’s life.

I release her wrist gently, feeling more powerful than I ever have.

“It’s done,” Isolde whispers, her voice filled with awe and wonder. “I can feel you all inside me. Your strength, your love, your power.”

William leans down, capturing her lips in a fierce kiss. “You are our queen,” he murmurs against her mouth. “Now and forever.”

CJ’s hand reaches out, cupping her cheek, turning her to face him. “Our eternity,” he echoes, his voice a low growl of promise.

The bond is complete, a circuit of love and power that connects us all. Isolde’s silver eyes meet mine, and she smiles, a soft curve of her lips that holds a world of promise.

But my focus is on William.

“Well?” I ask, getting down to the point.

He meets my gaze, searching it for something, but I’m not quite sure what.

“I’m back,” he says slowly. “But I’m not whole.”

“Because your body is in the crypt,” I state to his surprise.

Isolde hisses at me, but I give her a level stare. “He needs to know. He needs it back. We need to find a way to get this…” I wave my hand vaguely at him. “… back into his body.”

“The crypt?” William asks quietly. “You know this how?”

“Blackridge told us,” I inform him. “As we were discussing ways to bring you back.”

William’s gaze shoots to Isolde. “Did he do this to me?”

She shakes her head and looks to me for support. I give it to her. I have no qualms about making sure everyone is informed to the best of my ability. It’s part of the learning experience. “Damadere did it. Your mother.”

“Cass,” Issy groans. “Be more gentle with stuff like this.”

“My mother?” William exclaims, stumbling back and then realising we are all standing in the shower fully clothed and drenched, apart from Issy, who is naked. He strides past me, dripping water all over the floor, but no one mentions it.

“Yes,” I confirm, following him out of the bathroom. “Damadere is your biological mother. Blood calls to blood, apparently. That’s how she was able to strip the runes from you remotely.”

William stands dripping in the middle of the bedroom, his face a mask of shock and disbelief. Water pools at his feet as he processes this revelation with a blank expression.

“Remotely? So, she’s not here?”

I shake my head.

“It’s impossible,” he says. “I would have known. I would have felt something.”

“Not necessarily if you didn’t know,” Isolde says gently, wrapping a towel around herself as she emerges from the shower.

CJ joins us, water still streaming from his soaked clothes. “It explains a lot, though. Your power level, your natural affinity for blood magic, the way the runes responded to you in the first place.”

“The way you came back from the dead,” I add quietly. “Twice now. That’s not normal, even for a Sanguinarch.”

“Damadere is aeons old. How is this possible?”

“She’s ancient, not dead,” Issy remarks with a soft smirk. “Even bloodthirsty monsters have needs.”

“Fucking eww. Don’t ever say that again,” William says, turning from her. “Blackridge tell you this?”

“Yes,” I say.

“And you believe him?”

He is desperately searching for something that will make this untrue.

“We have no reason not to,” Issy says, going to him and placing her hand on his shoulder.

“No, you and he have this weird connection which makes you blind, Issy,” he snaps. “He is lying.”

“Why would he do that?”

“To further manipulate this situation.”

“What situation?” she asks lightly.

He turns to glare at her. “What situation?” he repeats, his voice full of scorn. “The situation where he binds you to himself and slowly eliminates everyone who might interfere with his plans!” William explodes, gesturing wildly. “First me, next will be CJ or Cassiel. He’s isolating you, making you dependent on him!”

“That’s not⁠—”

“Isn’t it?” William’s eyes blaze with fury and hurt. “You defend him at every turn now. You trust his word over ours. You’ve let him into your head, into your magic, into your very soul, and you can’t even see it!”

The accusation hangs in the air like a blade. Isolde recoils as if he’d slapped her, the towel clutched tightly around her body.

“How dare you?” she whispers. “How dare you suggest that I would choose him over any of you, especially now?”

“You already have,” William says coldly. “Every time you run to him for answers. Every time you make excuses for his manipulations. Every time you trust his version of events over what we can see with our own eyes.”

“That’s enough, William. She saved your ass. Again. Show some fucking gratitude.”

“Gratitude?” William laughs bitterly. “For what? Being bound to three people whilst she’s also bound to an ancient creature who could destroy us all with a thought? For being told my mother is an ancient monster who is hunting us, hunting you and learning it from him instead of discovering it myself? For having my existence dangled like a carrot every time you need to make a point?”

The room falls silent except for the steady drip of water from our soaked clothes. William’s words cut deep, and I can see the pain flickering across Isolde’s face.

“You think I’m using you?” she whispers.

“I think you’re being used,” William corrects, his tone softer but no less cutting. “And you’re so caught up in the power, in feeling like you finally have control after being locked away, that you can’t see it.”

CJ finally makes a move and pulls Isolde behind him. “Back off, William. You’re hurt and angry, but that doesn’t give you the right to tear her apart.”

“Doesn’t it?” William’s laugh is hollow. “We just bound ourselves to her for eternity, and she’s already chosen her side. What happens when Blackridge decides we’re more trouble than we’re worth? What happens when he convinces her that the binding was a mistake?”

“That will never happen,” Isolde says fiercely, moving out from behind CJ.

“Won’t it? You defended him when I was stripped of everything that made me whole. You ran to him for answers instead of trusting us to find another way. You⁠—”

“I what?” Isolde snaps, her silver eyes blazing with fury. “I saved your life from final death? I refused to let you fade into nothing. I bound myself to you for eternity despite the risk.”

William’s jaw clenches. “You saved me by running straight to him.”

“I didn’t hear you complaining at the time! Besides, he has answers!” she shouts, the towel slipping as her hands gesture wildly. “Because he’s lived for millennia and actually knows what we’re dealing with! I refuse to lose you to my own ignorance!”

“At what cost?” William demands. “Your independence? Your judgement? Your soul?”

The air crackles with tension, silver light flickering beneath Isolde’s skin as her temper rises. I can feel the binding between us all, taut as a bowstring, vibrating with the discord.

“Stop,” I say firmly, moving between them. “This is exactly what she wants.”

“She?” CJ asks.

“Damadere. She strips William of his corporeal form, knowing it will create chaos, mistrust, desperation. She’s counting on us turning on each other.”

William’s expression shifts slightly, doubt creeping in. “You think this is orchestrated?”

“She’s been playing the long game,” I reply. “We are newcomers to this. She has waited, watched, hoped. When Isolde arrived and everything changed, she knew…”

“Knew what?” Isolde asks, naked again, with the towel at her feet.

“She knew you were the one who would bring her son back.”

“So why remove the runes then?”

“Control? A way to make us fight? To force us to get his actual body back? Pick a fucking number,” I growl. Why am I the only one who can see this? Everyone else is too hot-headed, losing their tempers when we have to stick together now more than ever.

“Gods,” Issy says, shoving her hand into her wet hair. “She is playing us like fucking fools.”

“And we’re letting her,” CJ states coldly. “Cass is right. Damadere has been doing this for millennia, and we have just entered the game.”

“But Blackridge—” William starts, but Issy’s growl cuts him off.

“No,” I say, interrupting them before we circle back to the never-ending blame game. “We aren’t doing this. Blackridge is neither here nor there. He isn’t part of this.”

“He is the one who killed me!” William roars. “Don’t you see how her running to him, being bound to him, disgusts me?”

“Be that as it may,” I say, remaining calm even though he is spitting blood, he is so angry.

“Disgusts?” Isolde whispers. “I disgust you?”

He fixes his gaze on her and breathes in, visibly calming himself before he responds to her. I suppose that’s something. “No, you don’t disgust me. He does.”

“Be that as it may,” I say louder this time. “He wanted you here for his own reasons, but they aren’t to do with Damadere, per se. He wants the two most powerful creatures he can get his hands on. You and Isolde. He already has Isolde right where he wants her. She was easier to move into place than you, but you, William. You are what he wants.”

Silence descends.

“The king,” Isolde whispers. “So we are fighting on two fronts.”

“More. The Collectors, CJ’s Hunters⁠—”

“They aren’t my Hunters,” CJ interrupts, but I ignore him.

“Damadere has been watching all of this, seen what Blackridge wants and taken advantage of all of this to finally make her move.”

“Her move is to kill me,” Isolde mutters, bending down to pick up her towel.

William is faster and scoops it up, wrapping it around her before kissing her forehead. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I was a huge arsehole.”

“Yeah, you were. You need to get over this jealousy,” she says.

“It’s not jealousy. It’s valid concern, but you are right. I’m blaming you when none of this is your fault.”

She smiles, but it’s tight. She has forgiven him, but it’s not forgotten. Not yet.

“It is now, but she needed you to resurrect her son first.”

“Why?”

I shrug. “That is what we need to find out, but I’m willing to bet my wings that it has to do with solidifying her rule.”

“His blood,” CJ mutters.

“His restored blood,” Issy adds.

The room falls silent again as the thought hits us all simultaneously, even though none of us wants to say it out loud.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
ISOLDE


We shouldn’t do this. We shouldn’t restore William to his body.

I feel sick at the traitorous thought. Absolutely sick to my stomach that my brain even thought up this treachery.

“We’re all thinking it,” William says, gripping my chin lightly and lifting my head to meet his gaze.

“No,” I say, shaking my head vehemently and spraying water everywhere. Not that it matters. The guys are still dripping all over the carpet. “Damadere can have her plans, but we have ours. We are restoring you to your body, to your full power, and damn the fucking consequences!” I glare at him and then gulp. “If that’s what you want, of course.”

He snorts. “Of course.” Then he sighs and releases me. “A minute ago, I’d have killed anyone who tried to stop me, but now… now I can’t help but wonder if playing into her hands is the right idea.”

“No,” CJ says firmly. “We’re not going to let her manipulate us into leaving you incomplete. That’s exactly what she wants, us second-guessing ourselves, paralysed by fear of her next move.”

“CJ’s right. If we start making decisions based on what Damadere might do, we’ve already lost. William, you deserve to be whole. You deserve your full power, your complete existence.”

“And if that power is what she needs to accomplish whatever she’s planning?” William asks quietly.

“Then we’ll deal with that when it happens,” Cassiel states. “But we won’t leave you as half a creature out of fear.”

“Besides. You’re not the same William who died a century ago. You’re bound to us now. Whatever power Damadere thinks she can tap into, she’s not accounting for that.”

“The binding changes everything,” CJ agrees. “Your blood isn’t just yours anymore. It’s ours. All of ours.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning you are compromised. At least as far as she is concerned. To us, you are stronger than ever. Whatever connection she had to you through blood, it’s been diluted, filtered through our bond. She can’t control what she doesn’t fully own anymore.”

“And if she tries to use me against you?” he asks.

“Then she’ll find out what happens when you threaten a bound court,” CJ growls. “She may be ancient, but she’s never faced four creatures linked at the soul level.”

William moves to the window, staring out at the crimson moon that still hangs over SilverGate like a bloody eye. “So we do this. We go to the crypt, we restore me to my body, and we prepare for war.”

“But first, we need to understand more about your body,” Cassiel says, so hot when he is in lecture mode. “Blackridge said your body was too powerful to bury anywhere but the crypt. What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means the crypt isn’t just a burial ground,” William says grimly. “It’s probably a containment facility. For creatures too dangerous to be left anywhere else.”

“That sounds about right for you,” CJ mutters.

“You don’t know the half of it, arsehole,” William retorts. “I always assumed he burnt it.”

“Why?” I ask with a frown.

He pauses with a faraway look in his eyes. “Before I came back, I had this sensation that I was burning, that I was being consumed by flames. I came back as a ghost to this room, still screaming from the pain. I assumed that’s what it was.”

“You went to Hell,” Cassiel murmurs so quietly, it’s only my enhanced hearing that picked it up.

“Hell?” I murmur back just as quietly.

He nods. “Makes sense, does it not?” He stares at William, but I can’t decipher his expression. It’s not disdain for William being who he is, perhaps it’s loss at what Cass is no longer?

“Hell,” CJ says, almost as if testing the word. “This is a concept that is foreign to me in real-world terms. Where I come from, we have an Underworld, but it is not Hell.”

“If you touched Hell and survived, that makes you…” Cass trails off.

“Makes me what?” William asks steadily.

“Perhaps even more powerful than we first thought.”

But someone else thought it. Knew it. I daren’t say his name for causing another argument, but I’m willing to bet that Blackridge knew.

“So your body is contained in this crypt place,” I say, changing the subject. “We need to find it.”

“And we need to be prepared for what we might find there,” William adds grimly. “If it’s a containment facility, there will be other things down there. Things that were too dangerous to destroy but too powerful to leave free.”

CJ grins. “Sounds like my kind of party.”

Cassiel rolls his eyes. “If William’s body has been preserved for a century in a place designed to contain dangerous entities, there’s no telling what kind of magic has been woven around it. Or what might be guarding it.”

I move closer to William, placing my hand on his chest where I can feel his heartbeat. It’s steady, real, even if it isn’t one hundred per cent yet. “Whatever’s down there, the binding makes us stronger.”

“Does it?” William asks. “Or does it just make us a bigger target?”

“Only one way to find out,” I reply, lifting my chin with determination. “But first, we need to know exactly where this crypt is and how to get in.”

“Blackridge would know,” Cassiel points out.

“No,” CJ growls immediately. “We’re not running back to him every time we need information.”

“Then we need a locator spell,” I say, crossing over to the wardrobe to get dressed. “William, we’ll need your blood.”

“You think you can find my body in a magical crypt with a locator spell?” he asks dryly.

“I think I can use your blood to find your body in a magical crypt with a locator spell that is designed specifically for this purpose.”

“I do love a woman with confidence,” he mutters.

I shoot him a smile, still a little frayed around the edges by his jealous accusations. I know that he has every right to be angry, and I’m trying to be understanding and patient. I just wish there was a way I could make them all see that I have no interest in Blackridge in a romantic or even a mentor sense. This is strictly business. But the nagging thought that I shouldn’t have to prove myself, even more so after the vows, makes me uncomfortable.

“I trust you,” William says, coming to me and shocking me by dropping to his knees and taking my hands. “I know I’ve hurt you by being so crazed. It’s disconcerting being this… thing. It’s no excuse. I shouldn’t be yelling at you and throwing baseless accusations around. None of us has the right to.”

I stare down at him, my heart clenching at the sight of William on his knees before me. His admission, his vulnerability, cuts through the lingering hurt from his earlier words.

“Get up,” I whisper, tugging at his hands. “You don’t need to kneel to me.”

“Don’t I?” His green eyes meet mine, serious and intent. “You’re our queen, Isolde. I forgot that for a moment. I let my fear make me cruel. It won’t happen again.”

CJ makes a sound of approval from across the room. “About fucking time you remembered who you’re talking to.”

I cup William’s face. “I get it, but don’t hurt me again with this, please, because it does hurt. I understand your concerns, but I need you to trust me.”

“I do,” he says instantly. “I do, and while I have a very crappy way of showing that today, I promise I will make it up to you.”

I hesitate to ask the next question, but then it tumbles out anyway. “If there is anything I can do to ease your worry, then I will try.”

“No,” Cassiel says. “That is not your responsibility. You have told us that you harbour no romantic feelings towards Blackridge, that this connection is simply a transaction to help strengthen SilverGate. It is on us to make peace with that and to help you, not hurt you.”

William stands, his expression softening with gratitude toward Cassiel. “He’s right. This is my issue to resolve, not yours to fix.”

“Good,” I say, relief flooding through me. “Because we have bigger problems to worry about right now.”

CJ snorts. “Such as breaking into a magical crypt filled with dangerous entities to retrieve a century-old corpse so we can perform what amounts to supernatural surgery.”

“When you put it like that, it sounds almost impossible,” I mutter, pulling on fresh clothes.

“Almost?” William raises an eyebrow. “I like your optimism.”

“I like our chances better when we’re not fighting amongst ourselves,” Cassiel points out. “Now, about this locator spell...”

I nod, moving to the desk. “I’ll need something to focus the magic. A map of SilverGate’s grounds, and some salt for the circle.”

“And my blood,” William adds, rolling up his sleeve.

“Actually,” I pause, considering. “We might need all our blood. If the crypt is warded against intruders, having all four of our magical signatures might be the only way to get past the defences.”

CJ’s eyes light up with interest. “A blood map. I’ve heard of those but never seen one performed.”

Cassiel picks up my book bag and searches through it, finding the map of SilverGate that each new student receives to find their way around. It’s perfect. I smile and take it from him, laying it across the desk, and then opening the drawer to pull out my spell work kit. Shaking some salt around us, I inhale slowly and prepare.

“Blood magic of this level requires precision. One wrong move and we could end up opening a portal to somewhere we definitely don’t want to go,” William says.

“Or alerting every creature in the crypt to our presence,” CJ adds grimly. “But it’s still better than wandering around blindly.”

“Add your blood in the cardinal directions,” I instruct, positioning myself at the northern point. “William, you’re south. CJ, east. Cassiel, west.”

We slice our palms simultaneously, letting our blood drip onto the parchment. The moment the four samples touch, the paper ignites with silver fire that doesn’t burn.

“Revelare quod celatum est,” I whisper, pouring my will into the ancient words. “Show us what is hidden.”

The map reacts to the magic. Lines redraw themselves as the spell takes hold. New passages appear, underground chambers that run like warrens beneath the academy, deeper than any of us imagined.

A pulsing red dot appears to the left of the map. “That’s where your body is.”

William leans over the map, studying the complex network of tunnels. “How ironic. It’s directly beneath the Bell Tower.”

“Poetic,” CJ mutters.

Cassiel traces one of the routes with his finger. “These are designed like a maze. Multiple dead ends, false passages, circular routes that lead nowhere.”

“Designed to keep people out,” CJ observes. “Or keep things in.”

“Probably both,” I murmur.

The map shimmers, and new details emerge. Symbols appear along certain passages, like warnings or indicators of what lurks in each section.

“Why is it suddenly showing us more than we asked for?” CJ asks in the suddenly freezing cold room.

I stare at the map as more symbols manifest, making my skin crawl. The temperature in the room plummets further, our breath now visible in the air.

“Because something down there wants us to come,” I whisper, recognising the sensation crawling up my spine. “Something that’s been waiting.”

The red dot marking William’s body pulses brighter, and suddenly other dots appear throughout the maze. Blue ones, green ones, and some that shift between colours, like they can’t decide what they are.

“Those are the other bodies,” Cassiel points out the obvious. “Other entities being contained.”

“Or other prisoners,” William adds, his voice tight. “The crypt isn’t just storage. It’s a fucking prison.”

CJ leans closer to the map. “Some of these symbols are moving. Whatever’s down there, it’s not all dead.”

“Fantastic,” I state grimly. “Fan-fucking-tastic.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
CJ


The entrance to the crypt looks like the mouth of some ancient beast, carved into the stone foundation beneath the Bell Tower. Standing here with the blood map still warm in my pocket, I can smell the old magic seeping up from below, dark, twisted, and hungry. The vampire in me responds, going on the offensive, just in case.

“Well, this looks inviting,” I mutter, running my claws along the weathered stone archway. The symbols carved into the entrance flare yellow in warning. “Nothing says ‘come on in’ like demonic runes and the scent of centuries-old death.”

Isolde giggles beside me, her hand gripping mine. “The map shows three different routes to William’s body. We should stick together.”

“Agreed,” Cassiel says. “This place feels wrong. Like it’s been feeding on something for a very long time.”

William stands near the entrance. He seems almost hesitant to move forward. “I can sense my body down there.”

“What I want to know is why we never saw this place when we were down here before,” Cassiel mutters.

“I guess it only shows us what it wants us to see?” Isolde says. “Or we know what we need to see, so it shows us?”

“Probably the last one. I doubt this place wants anyone to see it,” I reply.

“Nothing about this place screams ‘simple retrieval mission’,” William states. “Guardians. Watchers. Things that have been waiting.”

“So let’s do this,” I say and pull Issy with me as I head through the archway.

The entrance stairs descend into absolute darkness, the kind that seems to swallow light rather than simply lack it.

“Stay close,” I warn as we begin our descent, bringing an orb of light to my palm to show us the way. “And if anything moves that isn’t us, burn it first and ask questions later.”

The temperature drops with each step down the narrow stone staircase. Our footsteps echo strangely, as if the sound is being stretched and distorted by the magical atmosphere. After what feels like a hundred steps, we reach the first level of the crypt.

It’s not what I expected.

Instead of a typical burial chamber, we’re standing in a massive underground complex. Pathways branch off in multiple directions, lined with cells rather than tombs. The walls are carved from black stone that absorbs our light, and the air hums with contained power.

Cassiel scans the nearest cells. “Look at these containment spells. They’re designed to hold beings of immense power.”

I approach the first cell, peering through the magical bars. Inside, something stirs in the shadows, something that shouldn’t be moving if it’s supposed to be dead.

“Hello, little dragon.”

The voice comes from the cell, melodic and ancient. A figure steps into the light from the orb. She is tall and ethereal, with pointed ears and eyes like starlight. Definitely not dead.

“Fae,” Cassiel murmurs. “But the magical signature is different. Older.”

The fae smiles, but it’s not entirely pleasant. “Seelie Court, originally. Though I suspect my banishment from the Summer Realm predates your existence by several millennia.” She looks directly at me. “You’re here for the Butcher’s body.”

“How do you know that?” I ask suspiciously.

“Child, I’ve been listening to the stones whisper about resurrection magic for weeks. The entire crypt has been buzzing with anticipation.” Her starlight eyes shift to William. “Things have become interesting lately. The Keepers have been restless. Something’s coming, and they know it.”

“Keepers?” Isolde asks.

Her expression grows serious. “The guardians SilverGate set to watch over its collection. Ancient constructs powered by the life force of everything down here. They don’t like visitors.”

“SilverGate?” I mutter, exchanging a glance with Isolde.

A grinding sound echoes through the corridors. Stone scraping against stone, getting closer.

“How close are we to William’s body?”

“Three levels down, through the Maze of Echoes, past the Chamber of Screams. Oh, and you’ll need to get past the Sentinel first.”

“The what now?”

The grinding sound is getting louder, accompanied by footsteps that sound like boulders being dropped.

“The Sentinel. Twelve feet tall, made of the same black stone as these walls, and powered by every soul that’s died in this crypt.” She pauses. “It’s probably already detected your presence.”

“Brilliant,” I mutter, flames dancing along my arms. “Any advice for dealing with it?”

“Don’t die,” she says cheerfully. “It absorbs the life force of anything it kills, making it stronger.”

“Why should we trust anything you say?” Isolde asks.

“Don’t then. Bye-bye now.” She drifts back into the darkness.

The corridor behind us explodes.

I spin around to see a massive humanoid figure emerging from the rubble. The Sentinel is exactly as advertised. Twelve feet of animated black stone, with eyes like burning coals and fists the size of my torso. Ancient symbols cover its surface, glowing the same yellow as the ones at the entrance.

“I’d say we can take this at face value,” Cassiel says, his wings snapping out.

“Move!” I roar, grabbing Isolde and launching us both down the nearest pathway as the Sentinel’s fist crashes into the space where we’d been standing.

Cassiel takes to the air, his wings carrying him above the construct’s reach while William vamps out, ready for carnage. This is a maze with no ceiling above us, simply endless darkness. It gives me seriously creepy vibes, but we have to keep moving.

Behind us, the Sentinel’s footsteps shake the entire complex. The thing might be made of stone, but it’s fast.

We take the left passage, only to find ourselves facing a solid wall.

“Dead end,” Cassiel calls from above. “The map’s wrong.”

“Or the passages shift,” I growl, placing my palm against the stone barrier. “This place is definitely more than it appears.”

The wall is warm under my touch, and I can feel something on the other side. Not empty space, but something alive.

“There’s someone in there,” I announce.

“Another prisoner?” Isolde asks.

Before I can answer, the Sentinel rounds the corner behind us. Its coal-fire eyes lock onto our group, and it raises both fists.

Issy coils her magic as the rest of us do the same, ready to fight to the death. I hope it doesn’t come to that. I’m not ready to exit this world. Not without committing to Issy in the way I want to, in the way that my parents have.

The Sentinel’s fists slam down with the force of an avalanche. I throw myself sideways, dragging Isolde with me as chunks of black stone explode where we stood. The impact sends shockwaves through the floor, cracking the ancient stonework beneath our feet.

“It’s too fucking big for this corridor,” William snarls, his fangs fully extended as he darts between the construct’s legs. His claws rake across the stone, leaving deep gouges but no real damage.

Cassiel dives from above, a black and gold orb leaving his palm as he strikes at the Sentinel’s head. The orb connects with a shower of sparks, but the construct barely staggers.

“Physical attacks aren’t working,” he calls out, banking sharply to avoid a massive stone fist.

I release a torrent of dark red magic, but it washes over the Sentinel’s form. For a moment, the yellow symbols on its surface flicker and dim, but then they flare back to life, brighter than before.

“It’s absorbing the magical energy,” Isolde shouts over the roar of combat, even as she sends a volley of lightning bolts towards it. “Feeding off our attacks.”

The construct turns towards her, those burning coal eyes fixing on her with unmistakable hunger. It can sense the power flowing through her, the connection to SilverGate’s nexus that makes her a particularly appetising target.

“Oh, fuck no,” I growl, positioning myself between them. “You want her? You go through me first.”

The Sentinel accepts my challenge with undisguised enthusiasm. It lumbers towards me, each step making the ground tremble, fists raised like sledgehammers. I meet its charge head-on, and when its first punch comes down, I catch it.

The impact drives me to one knee, but I hold. The construct’s burning eyes widen fractionally. It’s probably the first time in centuries that something has stopped its attack cold.

“My turn,” I snarl, and drive my clawed fist into its midsection with all the force my bloodline has to offer.

The punch sends cracks across its torso. The yellow symbols flicker, and for the first time, the Sentinel staggers backwards. But it’s learning, adapting. The cracks seal themselves, and when it swings again, it’s faster.

I duck under the swing and hear Isolde gasp behind me. “CJ, the wall!”

I glance back to see the barrier we’d hit earlier glowing. The warmth I’d felt is spreading, turning into actual heat. Whatever’s on the other side is responding to the violence.

“William!” I shout over the Sentinel’s roar. “Can you sense what’s behind there?”

He presses his palm against the warming stone, his face going pale. “It’s something that’s been contained for a very long time and is very, very hungry.”

The stone beneath William’s palm cracks, hairline fractures spreading outward. Whatever’s trapped behind that barrier is pushing against its prison with increasing desperation.

“We need to move,” William says, pulling his hand back as the cracks widen. “Now.”

But the Sentinel blocks our retreat, and the other passages we passed are already sealed. The construct realises we’re trapped, because it slows its attacks, savouring the moment.

“The map,” Isolde says suddenly, pulling the blood-stained parchment from my pocket. “Look.”

The passages have shifted again, but now there’s a new route. A thin line of silver leading directly downward from where we stand.

“There’s a hidden passage beneath us,” Cassiel calls from above, diving closer to examine the floor. “Here, these stones are different.”

I grab the Sentinel’s next punch and pivot, using its momentum to slam it into the wall beside the barrier. The impact sends more cracks racing across the stone, and something roars from the other side.

“What the fuck is that?” I demand.

“Something we are about to meet,” William says as the wall crumbles, trapping us between the Sentinel asshole and whatever is on the other side.

“Fuck,” I snarl and get ready to move.

The barrier explodes outward in a shower of ancient stone and binding magic. What emerges makes the Sentinel look like a friendly pet.

It’s a creature of shadow and bone, easily fifteen feet tall, with too many joints in all the wrong places. Its head is a skull that belongs to no earthly animal, crowned with twisted horns that drip a black and viscous substance. But it’s the eyes that make my blood run cold, they burn with the same silver fire as Isolde’s sigils.

“Banshee,” William observes. “But wrong. Corrupted.”

The thing turns those burning eyes on us and opens its maw. The sound that emerges isn’t quite a scream and isn’t quite a roar. It’s the sound of every soul that’s ever died in agony, compressed into one terrible note that drives us all to our knees.

Isolde screams, her hands pressed to her ears as blood trickles between her fingers. The sound is affecting her worse than the rest of us. Her connection to SilverGate makes her more vulnerable to the creature’s death song.

I force myself to my feet and move to Issy. “You need to use your power, Issy. The one that is connected to SilverGate. It’s the only way we are going to get out of this.”

“How?” she cries.

“By getting that thing and the other one under your control.”

“I can’t!”

“You can. You have to, or we are all going to end up dead and buried down here.”

That seems to light a fire under her.

The corrupted banshee turns its attention to me. Its mouth opens wider, and the next shriek is directed at me. The psychic assault slams into my mind like a battering ram, showing me every terrible death it has ever witnessed, every moment of pain and suffering it’s ever endured, amplified until it threatens to shatter my sanity.

But this fucker clearly has no idea who it’s dealing with. I grit my teeth and push back against the psychic onslaught. “Not today, you bastard,” I snarl, forcing myself upright.

Behind us, the Sentinel has recovered and is advancing again. We’re caught between two nightmares, and the hidden passage is still sealed beneath our feet.

Isolde’s eyes blaze with silver fire as she finally gets to grips with SilverGate’s power. The sigils on her skin ignite, and the entire crypt trembles. Ancient magic flows through her, raw and primal, the same force that’s kept this place contained for centuries.

“I am the defender of this academy,” she declares, her voice carrying the weight of absolute authority. “You will kneel.”

The corrupted banshee staggers back, confusion flickering in those burning eyes. It’s been imprisoned so long it’s forgotten what real power looks like. But the Sentinel recognises the command in her voice and actually hesitates.

Too bad we don’t get to find out if Issy brings them to heel. We plummet through darkness as the floor gives way, and we hit the ground painfully hard, breaking more bones than I thought I had before my healing kicks in.
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CHAPTER NINE
WILLIAM


The fall is a mess of limbs, broken bones, and blood. Pain sears through my body, but I welcome it. The pain means I’m still corporeal, that our binding still holds.

For now.

I can feel it being tested, being pulled and pushed, and I’m waiting for the moment it is yanked away again.

“Everyone alive?” CJ groans, taking a minute to heal as we all are.

“If you can call this living,” I pant. The healing process hurts almost as much as the injuries, as bones knit back together with audible cracks and torn muscles rejoin with a burning sensation. It’s an ability I didn’t have as a ghost, and one I’m not taking for granted.

Cassiel dusts himself off, his wings extending to shake free the debris. “Where are we?”

CJ summons a light orb, its crimson glow lighting up the chamber we’ve landed in. This level of the crypt is different from the prison corridors above. The ceiling stretches into darkness, the walls lined with alcoves rather than cells. Each recess contains objects. Weapons, books, artefacts, each radiating ancient power.

“A storage vault,” I observe, moving closer to examine a silver dagger whose blade seems to absorb light rather than reflect it. “For things too dangerous to destroy.”

Butcher...

The whisper slides into my mind like a cold blade, bringing with it the taste of old blood and the scent of decay. I spin, searching for the source, but there’s no one there.

Remember us, Butcher? You sent so many to this place.

Another voice, different from the first. Female, filled with a bitter hatred that curdles in my mind like spoilt milk.

William Harrington...the beautiful monster.

The voices are coming from the walls. The stone is inscribed with thousands of tiny markings that twist as I look at them, forming and reforming into faces that whisper without mouths.

“Do you hear that?” I ask the others, watching as they each tense, eyes darting around the chamber.

“Voices,” Isolde confirms, one hand pressed to her temple. “They’re angry.”

“Vengeful,” Cassiel corrects. “And they know you, William.”

We know him. We feel him. The one who sent us here. Who cut us down. Who tore us apart.

Our blood on his hands. Our deaths in his ledger.

Beautiful Butcher with the green eyes and the gentle hands that kill so easily.

“They’re targeting William specifically,” Isolde says, moving to my side and placing her hand on my arm. The contact helps, anchoring me against the rising tide of my past. “We need to keep moving.”

She’s right. Standing here letting these spectral voices tear into me won’t get us any closer to my body. And we’re running on borrowed time. The binding ritual has given me physical form again, but I can already feel it weakening. My hands aren’t as solid as they were an hour ago, the edges blurring slightly when I move too quickly.

“This way,” I say, pointing toward an archway at the far end of the chamber. “I can feel something pulling me in that direction.”

Run, Butcher. But you can’t hide from us. Not down here.

“Who’s hiding?” I growl. “You can taunt me all you like, but you forget who you are talking to. I have no remorse, no regrets.”

“Let’s go,” Issy says, taking my hand and pulling me along.

We move quickly through the vault, past alcoves containing objects from every era of magical history. A crystal skull that weeps black tears. A bronze dagger coated in dried blood. A book bound in skin that is possibly human, its pages fluttering without a breeze.

A grimoire.

Issy gulps as we pass it. I know she wants to help these poor creatures, but I don’t even know where to begin with it. She thinks killing Damadere will rest their course, but I’m not so sure it will be that easy.

“Some of these artefacts date back thousands of years,” Cassiel observes, pausing briefly to examine a weapon that hurts my soul to look at. “This is a collection spanning the entirety of magical history.”

“Blackridge’s trophy room,” CJ mutters with disgust. “Souvenirs from his long, fucked-up life.”

“No, not Blackridge,” Issy starts and then growls before I can snap at her for defending him again. “SilverGate. This place is so much more than any one creature. You don’t understand, you⁠—”

“We understand,” I say, taking her hands as she starts to spiral. Tapping into this much sordid history is taking its toll on her. “Let’s keep going.”

She nods gratefully, but the whispers follow us, growing in volume and vitriol as we progress deeper into the crypt. They aren’t just targeting me anymore. They’ve found vulnerabilities in all of us.

Fallen angel, do you miss the light? The warmth of grace? Do you remember what it felt like to be whole?

Hybrid, we can taste it in the air around you. The potential for magnificent destruction.

Silver-eyed queen, bound to old magic you don’t understand. Your blood was never yours.

“Ignore them,” I growl, pushing forward even as the whispers dig deeper, finding my worst fears and insecurities with unerring accuracy.

Did she tell you, Butcher? Did your silver queen tell you what binding to her really means? What it costs?

“Shut up,” I hiss.

Ask her what happens when the binding takes full effect. Ask her what Blackridge told her about your soul.

“I said shut up!”

My outburst echoes through the chamber, and for a blessed moment, the voices fall silent. But the damage is done. I can see the uncertainty in Isolde’s eyes and the way CJ and Cassiel exchange glances.

“He didn’t tell me anything. They’re lying to divide us.”

I nod, believing her. These entities are playing on our fears, trying to drive wedges between us when we need to stand united. I squeeze her hand. “I know.”

She nods, and we squeeze together as the corridor narrows, leading us into a circular chamber that makes us all stop short. Unlike the storage vault, this room feels lived in. Recently used. A table stands in the middle, covered in notes and open books. Glass vials containing substances I don’t want to identify line shelves along the walls. Magical instruments I recognise from my previous life adorn the shelves.

“Someone’s been working down here,” CJ says, examining the papers on the table. “Recently.”

Cassiel picks up one of the books. “Blood Magic. Advanced necromancy. Soul transference rituals.”

I move to the workbench, drawn by the familiar instruments. Scalpels designed for precise extraction of magical components from living subjects. Needles for injecting binding agents. Restraints that suppress magical abilities.

“We need to keep moving,” CJ says. “We need to find William’s body.”

As we move toward the exit on the far side of the laboratory, I get a terrible feeling. The crypt has been all too accommodating so far, despite the dangers. The blood map, the convenient collapses that have brought us deeper without serious injury, and the path that only leads one way.

It feels like we’re being herded.

As we leave the laboratory and enter a new corridor, I can feel my body becoming less stable. My hands flicker in and out of solidity more frequently now, and there’s a coldness spreading through my limbs that has nothing to do with the crypt’s temperature.

“William?” Isolde notices immediately, her concern palpable. “What’s happening?”

“The binding is weakening,” I admit. “The further we go, the less hold it has.”

“Is it the crypt?” CJ asks. “Some kind of anti-magic field?”

“Possibly.”

“Or it’s Damadere,” Cassiel suggests. “If she could remove your runes remotely, perhaps she could affect the binding as well.”

“No,” Isolde says firmly. “That’s not possible. This is ours, not hers to manipulate.”

I want to believe her, but the further we go, the less secure I am about everything.

“We need to move faster,” I say, forcing myself forward despite the growing coldness in my limbs. “My body isn’t far now. I can feel it.”

The pull is stronger here, a magnetic attraction that tugs at whatever remains of my original self. It’s painful, like being slowly torn in two directions, but it’s also the clearest indication we have that we’re on the right track.

The corridor opens into a vast chamber, and the sight that greets us stops us all in our tracks. It’s a cathedral-like space, its ceiling lost in darkness, its walls lined with sarcophagi made of crystal rather than stone. Each one contains a body, perfectly preserved, suspended in a liquid that glows with a soft, pulsing light.

But before we can approach, the whispers rise again, louder than before, no longer just in our minds but in the air around us. They coalesce into a single, terrible voice that reverberates through the chamber with the authority of ancient malice.

Welcome home, Butcher. We’ve been waiting for you.

From the shadows between the sarcophagi, figures emerge. They’re composed of darkness and memory, their forms blurring at the edges. But their faces are clear, and they’re all looking at me with eyes that burn with hatred and hunger.

Did you think we would let you reclaim your flesh so easily? After what you did to us?

“Get fucked,” I growl.

We are your legacy, Butcher. Your victims. Your specimens. Your playthings.

They move closer, dozens of them, surrounding us in a circle of vengeful shadow. I can see now that each bears marks of violence. My violence.

I stand taller, unflinching under their accusatory stares. “If you’re expecting an apology, you’ll be waiting a long time.”

The spirits hiss collectively, their forms rippling with anger.

The Butcher remembers us, then. Good. We’ve been waiting.

The shadows circle us more tightly, their whispers growing louder, more insistent, pushing against our minds like cold fingers.

Isolde tightens her grip on my hand. “Ignore them. They’re trying to get in our heads.”

“Too late for that,” CJ mutters, his eyes tracking the shadows warily.

“We need to keep moving,” I say, fighting to maintain my physical form. “My body is close. I can feel it.”

We push forward through the chamber, the shadows parting reluctantly before us, their whispers never ceasing. The corridor beyond narrows, descending deeper into the earth. The walls here are different, older.

“These markings,” Cassiel observes, tracing one with his finger. “They’re protection spells. Ancient ones.”

“Protection against what?” CJ asks.

“They’re for containment. To keep something in, not out.”

“You,” Isolde whispers.

The pull toward my body is stronger now, an almost painful magnetic attraction, but my current form is dissolving fast.

The corridor opens into another chamber, smaller than the one with the shadows but no less unsettling.

“We’re running out of time,” I say. “If I become a ghost again, it could be another century before I find a way back.”

Isolde nods. “Then we keep going. I can’t lose you again.”

“Behind that is my guess,” Cassiel says, pointing to a massive door on the far side of the chamber. It’s made of the same black stone as the rest of the crypt but inlaid with silver in patterns that match Isolde’s markings.

Isolde approaches the door. “It’s connected to SilverGate’s magic,” she says. “I can open it.”

She places her hands on the black stone, and the silver inlays respond to her touch. Ancient mechanisms whir to life within the stone, and slowly, ponderously, the massive door swings inward.

Beyond lies darkness deeper than any we’ve encountered yet. A cold wind flows from the opening, carrying whispers so faint they’re barely audible.

He comes to reclaim what was lost…

My form flickers again, more violently this time. The pull from beyond the door is almost irresistible now, a magnetic attraction. I can feel my body somewhere in that darkness, waiting.

As we step through the doorway into the absolute darkness beyond, my form flickers one final time, almost disappearing completely. The binding is failing, unravelling strand by strand. Soon I’ll be a ghost again, powerless and incorporeal.

Unless we find my body in time.

Unless I can reclaim my flesh before whatever waits with it claims me instead.

The door swings shut behind us with a sound like the closing of a tomb, and we’re plunged into darkness so complete it seems alive. The only light comes from Isolde’s runes.
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“Let me,” CJ says, once again summoning a crimson orb to his palm that floods the chamber with ruddy light.

We stand in a vast, circular room where the walls are smooth and polished to a mirror sheen, reflecting our images back at us with unsettling distortion. Our reflections seem elongated, twisted, their movements not quite synchronised with our own.

“I don’t like this place,” Cassiel murmurs, his wings drawing closer to his body.

William flickers beside me, going from unseen to just barely every few seconds. I don’t like this. I don’t like that something is affecting the dark vow we shared. This shouldn’t be happening. Whatever magic is down here is frighteningly powerful.

“We need to hurry,” I say. “Which way?”

William points across the chamber to a dark archway barely visible in the gloom. “There. We’re close.”

We move cautiously across the smooth floor.

Halfway across the chamber, William stops abruptly. “We’re not alone.”

The floor beneath our feet trembles. The polished black stone ripples like disturbed water, concentric circles spreading outward from the centre of the chamber. CJ’s light orb flickers, dimming for a moment before blazing back to full brightness.

“What’s happening?” I demand, as the ripples in the floor intensify.

Black stone bubbles up, rising in a column that twists and shapes itself into a massive figure with arms too long, torso too narrow, and a head too large. Its substance is the same black stone as the floor, but fluid, constantly shifting and reforming.

As the creature solidifies, features emerge on its face. It has deep-set eyes that glow with cold blue fire and a mouth that’s little more than a jagged crack in the smooth stone. It turns those burning eyes on our group before settling its gaze on William.

“Young Prince,” it speaks, its voice like stone grinding against stone. “You have returned to claim what was taken.”

William straightens, fighting against his fading corporeality. “I have come for my body.”

The guardian tilts its head, studying William intently. “I must determine if you remain worthy of it.”

“Worthy?” I step forward, anger flaring. “It’s his body. He has every right to reclaim it.”

The guardian’s gaze shifts to me, the blue fire in its eyes intensifying, but it ignores me, turning back to stare at William.

“I am to guard the passage and test those who would seek the deepest chambers. Even he whose body lies beyond the veil must prove himself worthy after so long an absence.”

“I accept your challenge.”

“William,” I hiss. “You’re barely corporeal! How do you plan to get past this thing?”

“All the more reason to finish this quickly,” he replies, his green eyes blazing with determination. “I’ve come too far to turn back now. I want what is mine, and I’m not leaving until I get it.”

The guardian moves with shocking speed for something so massive, covering the distance between itself and William in a heartbeat. Its arm stretches, elongating impossibly as it strikes at William’s chest.

William attempts to dodge, but his flickering corporeality betrays him. The guardian’s blow passes partially through him, disrupting his form further. He stumbles, portions of his body dissolving into mist before reforming.

“He can’t fight like this,” Cassiel says, his wings extending as he prepares to intervene. “The binding isn’t strong enough to maintain his form during combat.”

“Then we strengthen the binding,” I say, an idea forming. “Join hands with me.”

They move to my side without question, CJ taking my left hand, Cassiel my right. I close my eyes, focusing on the blood that connects us, the magic we share through our binding ritual.

“William is ours,” I murmur. “Our blood is his blood. Our strength is his strength.”

I feel the binding between us ignite, strengthening as we channel our combined will through it. The silver light flows outward from our joined hands, connecting to William in visible strands of magic that wrap around his flickering form.

William grunts as our power flows into him, his form solidifying again. He stands taller, stronger, a predatory grin spreading across his face as he faces the guardian once more.

“Let’s try that again,” he says.

This time, when the guardian attacks, William moves with blurring speed, evading the strike entirely. He counters with a vicious blow of his own, his hand transformed into claws that rake across the guardian’s torso, leaving deep furrows in its stone-like flesh.

The wounds seal almost instantly, the liquid stone flowing back together as if never damaged.

“Physical attacks aren’t going to work,” CJ murmurs beside me. “That thing just reforms itself.”

William and the guardian exchange blows, their combat shaking the chamber. William is fast, vicious, his attacks precise and catastrophic, but the guardian simply absorbs the damage, reforming after each assault.

Through our binding, I feel William’s frustration rising. He’s fully corporeal now, thanks to our combined power, but still unable to inflict lasting damage on his opponent.

“The binding,” I say suddenly. “William! Use our binding against it!”

William breaks away from the guardian long enough to meet my gaze. Understanding flashes in his green eyes.

When the guardian attacks again, William doesn’t attempt to evade. Instead, he catches its arm, holding fast despite the smoking of his flesh where it contacts the creature’s stone-like substance.

“My blood carries their power,” he snarls, nodding toward us. “And it carries a truth you cannot ignore.”

He yanks the guardian closer, his other hand plunging into its chest. But instead of attempting to tear or damage, he simply holds it there, palm flat against the creature’s core.

Through our binding, I sense William channelling our combined magic directly into the guardian’s essence. The creature freezes, its fluid form suddenly rigid as our power flows through it.

“You feel it, don’t you?” William says, his voice quiet but carrying clearly in the suddenly silent chamber. “The binding. The truth it represents.”

The guardian trembles, its burning eyes fixed on William. “This was not foreseen,” it grinds out.

“Yield, or I will tear you apart molecule by molecule with magic you’re not designed to withstand.”

The guardian is silent for a long moment, its burning eyes moving from William to each of us in turn. Finally, it steps back, William’s hand sliding free of its chest without resistance.

“You have proven worthy.” It gestures toward the archway. “The path is open. What you seek lies beyond.”

William nods, his posture relaxing slightly, though he remains wary.

The archway beyond the guardian’s chamber leads to a set of stairs that spiral downward.

“How much deeper does this place go?” Cassiel asks, his voice tight with unease.

“Deep enough to contain things that should never see daylight,” William replies, his form now stable thanks to our continued connection. “I can feel my body pulling at me. We’re almost there.”

“I’m starting to think you aren’t telling us everything,” CJ mutters. “About who you are… were.”

“You know everything. You just never wanted to recognise that I am so powerful that I frighten even the most ancient of creatures.”

“Fair enough,” he responds.

The stairs end at another door, this one smaller than the others we’ve encountered but far more elaborate. It’s carved from bone rather than stone.

William approaches the bone door, placing his palm against its surface. The moment his skin makes contact, the door dissolves like mist.

Beyond lies a chamber that takes my breath away, and not in an awe-inspiring way but as in it literally sucks the air out of my lungs.

I gasp, placing my hand on my chest as we enter.

It’s circular, with a domed ceiling that stretches impossibly high. The walls are lined with alcoves, each containing a crystal sarcophagus filled with glowing liquid. But it’s the centre of the room that draws our attention.

On a raised dais sits a single crystal coffin, larger than the others, its contents clearly visible through the transparent walls. William’s body lies within, perfectly preserved, suspended in the coffin.

“Not so fast,” a familiar voice rings out, and I turn to see the fae woman from earlier standing behind us with a serene smile.

“I knew you were trouble,” I growl, silver fire erupting along my arms as my power flares. “How did you get out of your cell?”

“Oh, darling,” she laughs, her starlight eyes dancing with mischief. “I was never truly imprisoned. I’ve been the crypt’s caretaker for the past three centuries. Someone has to tend to the collection.”

CJ moves to flank her, flames dancing along his claws. “Collection?”

“The bodies, the souls, the delicious, magical essence that seeps from everything down here.” She gestures elegantly around the chamber.

William takes a step toward his sarcophagus, but she raises a hand, and an invisible force slams him backwards into the wall.

“Ah ah ah,” she tuts. “You can’t simply waltz in here and reclaim your flesh. There are protocols. Prices to be paid.”

“What do you want?” I demand, feeling the crypt’s ancient magic pressing against my consciousness. Through my connection to SilverGate, I can sense the web of power that runs through this place, and this bitch sits at the centre of it like a spider.

“What I’ve always wanted,” she purrs. “Freedom. True freedom. Not this half-existence as a glorified groundskeeper.”

“And how exactly does William getting his body back give you that?” Cassiel asks, his wings spreading wider as he positions himself for combat.

“Oh, it doesn’t,” she says with a laugh that sounds like wind chimes in a hurricane. “But your lovely queen’s connection to SilverGate’s nexus? That’s the key I’ve been waiting for.”

She gestures, and the crystal sarcophagi along the walls begin to glow brighter. The bodies within stir, their eyes opening to reveal the same starlight fire as hers.

“You see, children, I’ve been collecting more than just magical essence down here. Every soul that’s died in this crypt, every creature that’s been contained, every drop of power that’s seeped into these stones, all of it bound to my will. I’ve been preparing an army.”

The bodies in the sarcophagi begin to sit up, their movements jerky and unnatural. Ancient vampires, long-dead sorcerers, creatures I don’t even have names for are all rising at her command.

“The fuck you have,” I snarl, letting SilverGate’s power flow through me. The silver light beneath my skin blazes brighter, and I feel the academy’s ancient magic responding to my call. “This is my domain now.”

“Is it?” she asks sweetly, and I know exactly who she is before she speaks her next words. “Let’s find out.”
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Taking a deep breath, I coil my magic. The magic of SilverGate floods through my veins, my blood, my soul. “Last defender,” I state. “You can’t win this.”

“Oh, I think I can,” she says. “And you can call me Delilah when I cut out your heart and eat it.”

“Like hell,” CJ spits out, unleashing his vampire.

Cass’s wings snap out to their full span, the black feathers glistening in the gloom.

William is vibrating with fury and the need to get to his body, so close we can almost touch it. And yet we are now surrounded by the pod people and this Delilah bitch who, admittedly, is slightly terrifying. SilverGate is practically downloading all the information I need to know about her into my mind.

She is around a thousand years old. Still a mere child next to Blackridge and this institution. What that makes me is anyone’s guess. She was a fae princess in the Seelie court, a rebel, a traitor. She was sent here as punishment, to relearn her manners, as it were. She is powerful beyond measure, clearly, to have been given the honour of defending this academy alongside Blackridge, for all of a few days before tyranny made her a liability.

The undead creatures in the sarcophagi lurch to their feet, shambling forward with unnatural coordination.

The first wave of reanimated corpses reaches us, and all hell breaks loose.

CJ intercepts a skeletal vampire, his claws tearing through ancient bone with savage efficiency. Cassiel takes to the air, raining down bolts of uncelestial light that sear through rotting flesh. William fights with desperate fury, each blow bringing him closer to his sarcophagus.

But there are too many of them, and more keep rising from the crystal coffins lining the walls, and then the wraiths come.

Spectral forms pour from the walls, the floor, the ceiling, creatures of pure malice and shadow that slip between the physical fighters like smoke. Their touch is ice, their whispers poison, and they swarm towards me with a single-minded hunger.

I lash out with SilverGate’s power, silver fire erupting from my hands in a wave that scatters the nearest wraiths. But they reform instantly, circling me like vultures.

A skeletal mage hurls a bolt of necromantic energy at my head. I duck, the spell sizzling past to explode against the wall behind me. CJ roars, and blasts three more corpses with his red cloud of vampire power, incinerating them.

William’s claws rip through a zombie’s torso. But Delilah gestures, and more bodies rise, separating us, herding us as far away from each other as they can.

The wraiths press closer, their spectral forms beginning to overlap with mine. Where they touch, agony shoots through my nervous system. They’re trying to possess me.

“Get the fuck off me!” I snarl, channelling SilverGate’s power in a concussive blast that sends the wraiths shrieking back. The silver fire burns through their spectral forms, but they keep reforming, persistent like flies on honey.

I have to get to Delilah, but for every step I take forward, I’m forced back two. It’s like wading through sand laced with treacle. The creatures under Delilah’s control are relentless and never-ending.

How many dead are in here? How many more can there possibly be at this point?

Cass’s uncelestial orbs smash into the ground at my feet, scattering the wraiths, but zombie hands reach for me out of the ground, clutching at my ankles as I stumble. Blasting them with my magic, I draw on the innate defensive magic that I was born with. Erecting a shield, I slice their hands clean off as it bounces into place, reinforced by the SilverGate power.

The shield gives me a moment’s respite, but I can feel Delilah’s power pressing against it, testing for weaknesses. Through the silver barrier, I watch my guys fighting their way through this undead army.

My gaze locks on Delilah. She is the one I have to remove from this board. Without her power, the others will fade.

Centring myself, I focus on the fae. I reach deep into SilverGate’s power, deeper than I’ve ever gone before. The academy’s ancient magic floods through me, centuries of accumulated energy that makes my bones ache and my vision blur.

But with it comes knowledge. Understanding. The true history of this place, of Delilah, of what she’s really trying to accomplish.

She’s not just seeking freedom. She’s seeking revenge. Against Blackridge, against SilverGate, against every authority that’s ever constrained her. And she plans to use the nexus’s power to tear down the barriers between realms, unleashing chaos across multiple dimensions.

“You stupid, arrogant bitch,” I snarl, dropping my shield and striding forward. The wraiths shriek as SilverGate’s power burns through them like starlight through shadow. “You have no idea what you’re playing with.”

Delilah’s starlight eyes widen as she feels the full weight of the academy’s magic pressing down on her. “You cannot defeat me!”

“I’m the fucking defender of this academy,” I roar, silver fire erupting from every pore. The undead creatures between us dissolve like mist, their animating force severed by the raw power flowing through me. “And you are trespassing.”

The chamber trembles as SilverGate’s magic responds to my call. Ancient protective spells carved into the very foundation of the academy activate, turning the crypt itself against Delilah’s forces. The crystal sarcophagi crack, their contents spilling onto the floor in puddles of luminescent fluid.

The power dwindles as suddenly as it flared to life, and I choke.

I’m going to get us all killed.

I shudder as a power so great, so malevolent, touches mine, boosting it, giving me the strength to do what needs to be done.

Blackridge.

“Damn you,” I mutter but take what he is giving me. If I don’t, we are all dead. And by all, I mean everyone in this academy, as Delilah runs rampant and murderous.

His power flows through me like liquid fire, dark and ancient and utterly ruthless. Combined with SilverGate’s defences, it creates something devastating. The chamber fills with silver-black light that makes reality bend.

Cass hisses, and I know he knows what has happened, but he doesn’t stop it. He doesn’t berate me. He accepts that without this, we are doomed.

The creatures attacking my guys are faltering now, their connection to Delilah weakening as she struggles against the magical onslaught.

She raises her hands, starlight gathering between her palms in a desperate attempt to fight back. But she’s been cut off from her power source. The crypt’s magic no longer answers to her call—it answers to mine.

The starlight between Delilah’s palms splutters and dies like candles in a hurricane. Her perfect fae features contort with rage and disbelief as she realises her millennia of careful preparation has been stripped away in moments.

“This isn’t possible,” she hisses, her voice losing its melodic quality and becoming something harsh and grating. “I am bound to this place! I have fed on its power for centuries!”

“Were bound,” I correct, advancing on her as the last of her undead army crumbles to dust. “Past tense. The crypt recognises a new master now.”

Behind me, I hear the sounds of combat dying down as the last of her animated corpses crumble to dust. CJ’s triumphant roar echoes through the chamber, followed by the wet sound of something being torn apart. William tears into the last of the zombies as Cass’s lightning bolts obliterate what is left of the wraiths.

Approaching Delilah, my hands outstretched, I grip her in a magical net and squeeze.

She howls and spits, fighting to get free, but the magical net constricts around Delilah like a vice, silver-black energy binding her in place. She struggles against it, her face twisting with fury as she realises that her defeat is inevitable. The academy’s power flows through me, archaic and implacable, demanding justice for her betrayal. She was meant to guard this place, protect it, and instead, she turned it into her personal necropolis.

Delilah’s scream cuts off abruptly as she dissolves into motes of starlight that fade into nothing.

The silence that follows is deafening.

The only sounds are our ragged breathing and the distant drip of fluid from the shattered sarcophagi.

Swaying on my feet as the borrowed power recedes, Blackridge withdraws his magic like a retreating tide, leaving me drained but triumphant.

CJ appears at my side instantly, his arm sliding around my waist to steady me.

We lock gazes, and I think he knows how, but he doesn’t comment; he only nods slowly, acknowledging it, accepting it.

I turn away from him to focus on William. He is standing feet from his body, immobile, in shock.

I can’t say I blame him, so the three of us give him time to adjust, staying close but not saying a word.
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My body lies before me in perfect, pristine death.

The crystal sarcophagus glows with blue light, illuminating my corpse with unnatural clarity. Every detail is preserved exactly as it was the moment I died—the bloodstained clothing, the hole in my chest where the silver spike pierced my heart, even the expression of surprise that must have crossed my face in those final seconds.

It’s surreal, staring at oneself like this. A hundred years dead, yet looking as though I expired mere moments ago.

“You’re well-preserved,” CJ offers after several seconds of stunned silence.

“That’s putting it mildly,” I reply, circling the sarcophagus to examine my body from all angles. My corporeality is stronger now that the battle is over, our binding reinforced by the shared danger, but I can still feel myself fading. Time is running short.

The crystal container is unlike the others we saw in Delilah’s collection. Those were utilitarian, designed for storage. This one is a work of art, elaborately carved with runes of protection. The crystal itself is flawless, so transparent that it’s almost invisible.

“The preservation is perfect,” Cassiel says, his wings folding closer to his body as he leans in for a better look, his thirst for knowledge, learning and experience giving him an almost clinical air. “No decay whatsoever. It’s as if time simply stopped the moment you died.”

I place my hand against the crystal, feeling a jolt of recognition pass through me. My body calls to me, a magnetic pull that makes my current form waver and destabilise. I’m being drawn back to my original vessel, pulled toward completion.

“The preservation magic,” Isolde murmurs, her fingers tracing the runes carved into the crystal. “It’s similar to what binds SilverGate’s foundation. The same signature.”

“Blackridge,” I mutter. “He preserved my body.”

“But why?” CJ asks, brows furrowed. “Why keep your corpse in perfect condition for a century?”

“Because he was the one who killed me. He was the one who wanted me here for Isolde’s arrival.”

My words make Isolde gasp, but I ignore it.

I examine the crystal more closely, noticing details I missed at first glance. There are additional runes carved into the base, different from those on the sides. These are older, darker, reminding me of the experimental runes I used in my research. Blood Magic designed to bind and preserve essence as well as form.

“He’s kept you exactly as you were,” Isolde says softly, studying my corpse through the transparent crystal. “Look at the wound. It’s still fresh. The blood on your clothes hasn’t even fully dried.”

I lean closer, examining the fatal injury. The silver spike is gone, but the hole remains. I remember the moment with perfect clarity: the unexpected attack, the fall from the Bell Tower, the cold burn of the spike laced with death magic piercing my heart, the shock of my own mortality.

My gaze travels from the wound to my face, preserved in that moment between life and death. It’s strange, looking at oneself this way. Like viewing a portrait painted by an artist with perfect recall but no imagination. Every detail is correct, yet somehow lacking the essence that makes a person more than flesh.

I study my features with clinical detachment. The high forehead, the straight nose, and the sharp cheekbones. The lips, still faintly curved in what might be surprise or the beginning of a snarl.

It’s me, undeniably, yet also a stranger. The body I inhabited, yet now separate from my consciousness, divorced from my identity in a way that disturbs me more than I’d like to admit.

“It’s odd,” I say, attempting to maintain my usual clinical tone despite the emotional turmoil churning beneath the surface. “I’ve spent a century thinking my body had burnt…” I trail off, unsure how to articulate the complex emotions swirling around my soul. There’s anticipation, the prospect of reclaiming true physical form after so long as a ghost is intoxicating. But there’s also apprehension, even fear, emotions I rarely acknowledge, let alone express.

“Having second thoughts?” CJ asks, watching me carefully.

“No,” I reply firmly. “Just savouring the moment.”

“It’s a lot to process,” Isolde says, moving to stand beside me. “Seeing your body like this, preserved at the moment of your death. It would unsettle anyone.”

I almost smile at that. Isolde manages to find the most tactful way to acknowledge what I cannot say directly: that I am, for perhaps the first time in my long existence, genuinely unsettled.

The truth is, I’ve built my identity around certainty. The Butcher of SilverGate, feared and respected for my uncompromising pursuit of knowledge, my willingness to sacrifice anything—or anyone—for scientific advancement. I’ve never doubted my path, my purpose, my methods.

Until now, staring at the physical evidence of my own mortality, preserved in crystal like one of my specimens. The irony isn’t lost on me.

“What if it doesn’t work?” The question escapes before I can stop it, revealing a vulnerability I’d rather keep hidden. “What if I can’t reconnect with my body after so long?”

“It will work,” Isolde says with quiet confidence. “It’s your body. It wants you back.”

I nod, drawing strength from her certainty. She’s right, of course. However, the fear of failure has never been stronger.

“Can you open it?” I ask Isolde, who is still studying the runes carved into the crystal.

She nods slowly. “I think so. These runes respond to SilverGate’s power, and I’m connected to the foundation.” She places her palms flat against the crystal. “Stand back.”

Silver light flows from her hands, filling the carved runes across the sarcophagus. The crystal hums in response, vibrating at a frequency that makes my teeth ache and my form destabilise further. Then, with a sound like ice cracking on a frozen lake, the lid of the sarcophagus splits down the middle and slides open.

The preservation fluid within doesn’t spill out as I expected. Instead, it clings to my body, a gelatinous cocoon that shimmers with blue-silver light. The scent that rises from the open casket is strange—not the expected chemical tang of preservatives, but something more elemental. Like ozone after lightning strikes, and the metallic bite of fresh blood.

“Pure magical essence. Condensed, stabilised somehow,” Cassiel says.

I lean over the sarcophagus, staring down at my face. It’s an uncanny experience, seeing myself like this—not as a reflection or a portrait, but as a separate entity.

I reach toward my body’s face. The moment my fingers make contact with the preservation fluid, a shock of recognition jolts through me so powerful it nearly dissolves my current form entirely. Images flash through my mind—memories, sensations, knowledge that belongs to my body but somehow not to me.

I pull back, gasping, my form flickering violently.

“William?” Isolde is at my side instantly, her hand finding mine and stabilising me through our binding. “What happened?”

“There’s something... different,” I manage, staring at my corpse with new wariness. “The body has experienced things I haven’t. It has memories I don’t share.”

“That’s impossible,” CJ says. “It’s been dead. How could it have memories?”

“I don’t know,” I admit, which isn’t something I say often or easily. “But I felt them. Fragments, impressions... as if the body has been... active, in some capacity.”

“Could someone else have been using it?” Cassiel asks, the question sending a chill through me.

“No,” Isolde says firmly. “Look at the wound. It’s still fresh, still unhealed. This body hasn’t been inhabited since the moment of death.”

“Then what explains what I felt?” I demand, frustration edging my voice.

Isolde studies the body, her silver eyes reflecting the blue glow of the preservation fluid. “Maybe it’s not memories, exactly. Magic leaves impressions. Perhaps what you felt was the echo of whatever preservation spell Blackridge used.”

It’s a reasonable explanation, but something about it doesn’t ring true. What I felt when I touched the fluid wasn’t the residue of a spell. It was consciousness, fragmented, incomplete, but consciousness, nonetheless.

The thought unsettles me deeply. For a century, I’ve existed as pure consciousness without a body. Now I face a body that seems to have some form of consciousness without me.

“What do we do now?” CJ asks, breaking the tense silence that has fallen over us.

I stare down at my preserved corpse, and emotion wells up in me. Rage at my murder. Grief for the time lost. Fear of not reuniting with this preserved flesh.

And beneath it all, a desperate need to be truly whole again.

“We complete what we came for,” I say finally, straightening my shoulders and pushing the emotional turmoil aside. “I reclaim my body, whatever the risks.”

“Are you sure?” Isolde asks, her eyes meeting mine with concern. “If something’s not right...”

“Nothing’s been right for a hundred years,” I reply with a bitter smile. “Why start now?”

I turn back to the sarcophagus, steeling myself for what comes next. Despite my attempt at detachment, I can’t deny the emotional impact of seeing my corpse, of confronting the violent end that transformed me from the notorious Butcher of SilverGate into a powerless ghost. For a century, I’ve existed in a state of limbo, not truly alive, yet unable to die completely. Now, facing the physical reality of my death, I feel a turmoil of emotions I’m unaccustomed to experiencing.

Will I be the same? Will the century of ghostly existence have changed me fundamentally? Will the impressions I sensed in my corpse affect who and what I become?

“William,” Isolde says softly, her hand finding mine again. “We’re with you. Whatever happens next, you’re not alone.”

I look around at the three of them and feel an unfamiliar surge of gratitude. I may have spent a century alone, but I won’t face this next challenge in solitude.

“Thank you,” I say simply, the words feeling strange on my tongue. Gratitude isn’t an emotion I’ve had much cause to express in life or death.

I turn back to my body, to the final step in this journey that began a century ago with a silver spike and a moment of shocking mortality. Whatever awaits me on the other side of this reunion—whether I emerge as the William Harrington I was, or something else entirely—at least I won’t face it alone.
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“We need a ritual space,” I say, examining the chamber with a critical eye. After defeating Delilah, the room remains eerily quiet, the shattered sarcophagi and remnants of her undead army scattered across the floor. “Something to contain and direct the energy.”

William stands beside his crystal sarcophagus, his form flickering more violently with each passing minute. The battle depleted the magic sustaining his corporeality, and even our strengthened binding struggles to keep him visible. Time is running out.

“What exactly are we trying to do here?” CJ asks, kicking aside a piece of broken crystal. “I mean, technically speaking. His spirit’s right here, his body’s right there. Why not just...” He makes a shoving motion with his hands.

“Because that’s not how spiritual reunification works,” Cassiel says with the patience of someone explaining to a child why they can’t touch fire. “William’s essence has been separate from his flesh for a century. The natural connections are severed. We need to recreate them.”

“Like reattaching a limb that’s been severed for too long,” I add. “The body might recognise it as belonging, but without proper magical intervention, the reconnection won’t take.”

William says nothing, his gaze fixed on his preserved corpse. The emotional impact of seeing his body this way is clearly affecting him, though he’d rather die again than admit it.

“Right,” I continue, taking charge of the situation. “We need a circle. CJ, clear away that debris. Cassiel, I need you to mark cardinal points around the sarcophagus. Use your light to create anchors.”

They move immediately, CJ shoving aside broken crystal and desiccated remains of Delilah’s minions while Cassiel summons orbs of golden-black light that he positions at precise points around William’s crystal coffin.

I turn to William, who still stares at his body with an intensity that’s almost painful to witness. I can feel the undercurrent of anxiety through our binding, the fear he refuses to acknowledge even to himself.

I turn to assess our makeshift ritual space. CJ has cleared a large area around the sarcophagus, while Cassiel’s orbs mark four equidistant points, creating a perfect circle of light. The centuries-old magic of the crypt pulses beneath us, attuned to the working we’re about to attempt, guiding us, wanting us to proceed.

“Almost,” I say, kneeling at the edge of the circle. I press my palm against the stone floor, reaching through my connection to SilverGate, calling on the same foundation magic that preserved William’s body for a century. Silver light spills from my hand, spreading across the floor in intricate patterns that match the runes carved into the sarcophagus.

“Beautiful,” Cassiel murmurs, watching the silver lines intersect with his anchors, creating a complex geometric pattern that surrounds the crystal coffin.

“It’s responding to the preservation magic,” I explain, feeling the power of SilverGate flow through me, recognising the signature of the spell that kept William’s body intact. “They’re the same at their core.”

“What do you need from us?” CJ asks, tracking the movement of the silver lines as they complete the circle.

“Blood,” I reply simply. “Each of us contributes a different element to the binding. We need all four to anchor William during the transition.”

I rise, moving to stand at the head of the sarcophagus. “CJ, take position at the foot. Cassiel, left side. William will stand at the right until the moment of transition.”

They move into position, forming a triangle around the crystal coffin with William just outside our formation.

“Each of us needs to contribute our unique magical signature,” I explain, rolling up my sleeves. “I’ll channel SilverGate’s foundation magic. CJ, we need the power in your blood. Cassiel, your uncelestial energy will stabilise the transition. We’ll each add blood to the preservation fluid. It will create a matrix for William’s essence to follow back into his body.”

CJ eyes me warily. “And you’re sure this will work?”

“No,” I admit. “But it’s our best chance.”

One by one, we slice our palms, allowing our blood to drip into the open sarcophagus. I help Cass, raking my claws over his palm. The preservation fluid ripples as each drop makes contact, changing colour slightly with each addition.

“Now,” I tell William, extending my bloodied hand to him. “Take what you need from each of us.”

Starting with Cass, William places his hand over his bleeding palm. With each contact, his form grows more solid, drawing strength from our combined magic. When he reaches me after CJ, his touch is almost completely physical, his fingers warm against my skin.

“It’s time,” I say softly.

William nods once, then moves to stand directly over his body. He stares down at his face for a long moment, an expression crossing his features that I can’t quite interpret. Resignation? Determination? Fear? Perhaps all three.

I close my eyes, reaching deep into the knowledge that SilverGate has imparted to me since I became bound to its foundation. The circle grows brighter, the combined magical energies of our court swirling around us in a vortex of power. William’s form dissolves again, becoming less solid, more ethereal with each word.

“Through our binding we anchor thee, through our blood we call thee home. Return to flesh, return to form, return to life’s embrace,” I murmur.

William is barely visible now, little more than a shimmer of energy hovering over his preserved body. The preservation fluid glows with accumulated power.

I reach deeper, drawing on SilverGate’s power in a way I’ve never attempted before. The silver light beneath my skin blazes, spreading through the circle, connecting with Cassiel’s orbs and CJ’s crimson energy to create a complex, three-dimensional matrix of power.

“Now, William,” I command.

The shimmering green energy that is William’s essence plunges downward into the preservation fluid, disappearing into his body with a flash of blinding light. For a moment, everything seems perfect.

Then everything goes wrong.

William’s body convulses violently, arching upward as if in extreme agony. The preservation fluid boils around him, turning from blue to an angry red. A psychic scream echoes through the chamber. It’s the sound of William’s essence in torment.

“What’s happening?” CJ shouts over the roar of magical energy that now whips around us like a hurricane.

“The body’s rejecting him,” Cassiel answers, his wings extending to their full span as he struggles to maintain his position against the magical onslaught. “Something’s interfering with the reconnection.”

I reach out with my awareness, trying to understand what’s happening. Through our binding, I can feel William’s confusion and pain as his essence fights to merge with his flesh. But there’s a resistance, a foreign energy within the body that pushes back against him.

“It’s the preservation spell. It needs to be broken first.”

“Can we stop the ritual?” CJ asks, his face strained as he fights to maintain the circle.

“Too late,” Cassiel replies grimly. “If we break the circle now, William’s essence could be lost entirely.”

I make a split-second decision. “The binding. We need to strengthen it, pour everything we have into anchoring William and breaking that spell.”

Without waiting for their agreement, I slash my palm again, deeper this time, letting my blood flow freely into the preservation fluid. “Blood to blood, I bind thee,” I say, reaching through our connection to grasp William’s struggling essence.

CJ follows my lead immediately, adding more of his blood to the mixture. “Blood to blood, I bind thee.”

Cassiel completes our triangle, his blood streaming into the sarcophagus. “Blood to blood, I bind thee.”

Through our combined magic, I can feel William more clearly now. His confusion, his pain, but also his indomitable will as he fights to reclaim what belongs to him. The preservation spell continues to resist, but our binding gives him strength, an anchor to hold onto as he battles for control.

I push more of SilverGate’s power through our connection, channelling the foundation magic that created the preservation spell in the first place. If Blackridge designed both, then SilverGate’s magic should be able to break the preservation energy.

The chaotic energy in the circle intensifies, the competing magical forces creating a vortex that threatens to tear the chamber apart. Crystal shards from the broken sarcophagi rise into the air, swirling around us like deadly projectiles. The floor beneath us cracks, ancient stone giving way under the pressure of conflicting magics.

“It’s too much,” CJ shouts, his face strained with effort. “The circle’s breaking down!”

“Hold on!” I command, pouring more of my power into the binding. “Just a little longer!”

I feel the moment when something shifts. William’s essence, bolstered by our combined strength, pushes back against the resistance, forcing its way deeper into his physical form. The foreign energy fights viciously, but it’s outmatched by the four of us working in concert.

“It’s working,” Cassiel says. “The body’s acceptance is growing stronger than its resistance.”

The preservation fluid changes again, the angry red fading to purple, then blue, then clear as crystal. William’s body stops convulsing, settling back into the sarcophagus as the competing energies find a new equilibrium as the spell breaks.

For a terrible moment, there’s nothing. No response, no presence that I can detect. The chamber falls silent, the magical storm subsiding as suddenly as it began. The three of us remain in our positions, hands bleeding into a sarcophagus that now contains only stillness.

Then William’s eyes snap open.

They’re the same but with something else behind them, a depth and complexity that wasn’t there before. He sits up slowly, preservation fluid streaming from his clothes, his movements fluid and precise as if he’d never spent a day disconnected from his body, let alone a century.

His gaze moves from Cassiel to CJ, then settles on me. For a long, breathless moment, he simply stares, as if seeing me for the first time.

“Welcome back. Truly back,” I say with a smile.

William climbs out of the sarcophagus, his movements betraying no weakness or disorientation. He stands before us, fully corporeal, his power visible to the naked eye.

“How do you feel?” CJ asks.

“Whole,” he answers simply. “And more. Real.”

“We should go,” Cassiel suggests, glancing around the chamber uneasily. “This place has served its purpose, but I don’t trust it to remain stable after the magical energies we just unleashed.”

As if confirming his concerns, a tremor runs through the floor, and dust sifts down from the domed ceiling above us.

“You just had to say it, didn’t you?” CJ growls.

William offers me his hand, and I take it without hesitation. Through our touch, I feel the vitality that now courses through him, the power that has been enhanced rather than diminished by his century-long separation from his flesh. It appears that his body has continued to grow in power, as if his soul were still inside.

The ground cracks under our feet, and we run. Whatever creatures are left in this place that want to kill us, they will have to catch us first.
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We emerge from the crypt into chaos.

SilverGate Academy is under attack.

Black smoke billows from the eastern boundary. The immaculate grounds are scarred with spell-burns and scattered with debris. The protective wards that normally shimmer invisibly around the perimeter flicker and fail in places, like a shield riddled with holes.

“What the hell?” CJ growls beside me.

Students run across the lawn, some helping the wounded, others forming defensive formations. Professors direct countermeasures, their faces grim. Magical combat rages at multiple points across the campus.

“The Collectors,” I say, my wings instinctively extending to their full span as I recognise the black-clad figures moving through the academy grounds. “They’re back, and they’ve launched a coordinated assault.”

“How did they breach the outer wards without me noticing?” Isolde asks.

“You were slightly distracted…” William trails off and meets my eyes before sighing and looking at Isolde. “This was a set-up.”

“By who? Delilah? She had her own motives.”

“Okay, maybe not a set-up as such, but a definite taking advantage of,” he adjusts. “They knew.”

An explosion rocks the western tower, sending stone fragments raining down. I count at least three separate battle fronts on the main courtyard, the residence wing, and the library complex. The Collectors have divided their forces strategically, stretching SilverGate’s defenders thin.

“Where is Blackridge?” Isolde asks.

I catch her arm, stopping her. “We don’t have time. We need to engage.”

She nods when a group of students races past us, led by a professor I recognise from the Defensive Magic department. They’re bloodied but determined, rushing to reinforce a failing ward near the observatory.

“Professor Wyland!” I call out. “Take the younger students to the library.”

“We’re holding them off, but barely,” Professor Wyland says, casting a curious glance at William before returning his attention to me. “They came prepared for our defences with null-magic grenades, ward-breakers, and even blood-bound trackers. This isn’t a random raid. It’s a calculated operation.”

Another explosion shakes the ground. The professor winces.

“Go to the library. We’ll secure the main building.”

As the professor and his students race away, we exchange grim looks. This attack was definitely timed to coincide with our absence.

“We need to split up,” I suggest, assessing our options. “Cover more ground.”

“No,” William counters immediately. “We stay together. Our power is magnified through proximity—the blood binding works best when we’re united.”

He’s right, though I’m reluctant to admit it. I can feel the enhancement of my abilities through our connection, the power flowing between us is strengthened now by William’s true physical return.

“Then we prioritise,” Isolde decides. “The students first. The residence buildings and the library.”

“Agreed,” I say, my wings shifting in preparation for flight. “I can provide aerial reconnaissance while we move.”

I launch myself skyward, the powerful beat of my black wings carrying me above the chaos. From this vantage point, the tactical situation becomes clearer and more dire. The Collectors have deployed at least a hundred operatives, and they are cutting through the magic with something that stinks of malevolence.

Their assault follows a precise pattern, pushing inward from multiple directions in a closing noose.

I dive back down to rejoin the others, who have already started moving toward the western quadrant.

“They’re targeting the residence specifically,” I report as my feet touch ground. “At least forty Collectors converging on that position. The defenders are outnumbered three to one.”

“Why the residences?” CJ wonders, his claws extending as we run. “The valuable artefacts are in the vaults beneath the main building.”

“Hostages,” William suggests grimly. “Or test subjects.”

The thought chills me.

We round the corner of the alchemy building to find the western courtyard transformed into a battleground. A hastily erected barricade of magical shields forms a semicircle before the residence entrance. Behind it, a mix of Upper Third Year students and faculty maintain a desperate defence against the advancing Collectors.

Magical combat at this scale is a terrifying spectacle. The air distorts as the amount of power being unleashed increases. Elemental magic crashes against suppression fields. Conjured beasts tear into mechanised constructs. The ground beneath our feet trembles with the aftershocks of colliding spells.

A handful of students launch counterattacks through gaps in the shield.

“The west ward is down,” a student cries out as we approach. “They’re coming through the gardens!”

“Cassiel,” Isolde says, her voice steady despite the chaos around us. “Take the high ground. Target the ones hanging back, directing the others.”

I nod, understanding immediately.

“CJ, William, move to the left and right. Disrupt their formation, force them to divide their attention from whatever the fuck they are after.”

They move without question, William flowing like a shadow toward the right side of the courtyard while CJ charges left, his form already beginning to shift as he embraces his vampire nature.

“And you?” I ask Isolde as I prepare to take flight again.

“I’m going to remind them why SilverGate has stood unconquered for centuries.”

“Sounds like a plan.” As I launch myself upward, I catch a glimpse of silver fire erupting from Isolde’s hands, connecting with the failing shield. The shield stabilises instantly, then expands outward. I’m not too worried about Isolde. She has proven herself more than capable of defending herself and others, and let’s face the reality with grimness, Blackridge will help her if she falters. I have mixed feelings about this. Obviously, I’m grateful for him keeping her safe and alive, but the jealousy that zings through my veins at the thought of his magic touching hers is hard to ignore.

From my aerial position, I identify three Collectors who appear to be commanding the rest, positioned behind their front-line troops. Cowards.

I summon my power, feeling it surge through the blood binding we share. Golden-black orbs of uncelestial energy form around me, crackling with destructive potential. I aim carefully, conscious of the defenders below, and release my first strike.

The orb streaks downward like a falling star, striking the leftmost commander straight in the chest. The explosion sends nearby Collectors flying, disrupting their formation and creating momentary confusion in their ranks.

Below, CJ takes advantage of the opening, tearing into the disorganised left flank with his vampiric ferocity. His claws slice through them.

On the right, William demonstrates the full power of his reclaimed body, which is not unexpected but awe-inspiring. He is a vicious beast, a Sanguinarch with enough power to level this academy if he put his mind to it, wards or no wards. But he is indispensable. The Collectors are Sanguinarchs. He and Isolde are our aces in this battle. Collectors fall before him like wheat before a scythe, their weapons useless against his enhanced vampiric strength.

Isolde stands close by with her silver fire flowing into the shield. Her natural defensive magic is amplified a thousandfold. Nothing will get through that barrier while she defends it. I smile with pride at the woman I love more than I knew possible. She is spectacular.

A second wave of Collectors approach from the eastern side, their movements coordinated and purposeful. Among them walks a male figure that makes my blood run cold. Taller than the others, moving with inhuman grace, his face obscured by a hood, but his nature is unmistakable to my uncelestial senses.

A Nephilim. A half-angel, twisted and corrupted by dark magic. The original. This is the creature the Sanguinarchs were made from.

He is heading directly for the residences, for the young students sheltered within, for Isolde standing in their path.

I dive toward this new threat, wings tucked tight to increase my speed.

He looks up as he senses me approach, his hood falling back, and he smiles.
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Silver fire courses through my veins as I maintain the shield protecting the dormitories. SilverGate’s strength flows into me, the magic intertwining to create a barrier strong enough to hold against these attacks. The courtyard beyond is a battlefield of clashing magics and desperate combat.

William moves through the Collectors like a force of nature. He’s different now, changed in ways I’m still trying to comprehend. His movements are faster and more fluid than before, and his power is unmatched. As I watch, he extends his hand toward a group of advancing enemies, and blood shadows leap from his fingertips that wrap around his opponents, constricting like serpents.

A Collector breaks through our left flank, aiming some kind of ward-breaking device at our shield. Before I can react, CJ intercepts him, moving with vampiric speed to crush the device and its wielder in one savage motion.

But despite our efforts, the Collectors continue to advance. Their tactics are too coordinated, their numbers too great. They’ve planned this attack meticulously, striking when Blackridge is mysteriously absent, when we were underground, and the academy’s leadership scattered.

Above us, Cassiel has paused mid-air, staring at something down below. I follow his gaze to see a new wave of Collectors approaching, led by a hooded figure that screams danger.

Isolde. Cassiel’s voice cuts through the chaos, directly into my head, startling me. Can you hear me?

I nod, feeling his eyes on me.

It’s the original Nephilim. The one who created the Sanguinarchs.

“What?” I say out loud. “Are you shitting me?”

I look up at him, and he shakes his head.

It sends ice through my veins.

Through our blood binding, I feel the rampant emotions channelling through my guys. They are full of fury but determined to win this.

“CJ!” I call out, an idea forming as I watch him tear through another group of Collectors. “We need a perimeter. Something they can’t break through.”

He meets my gaze across the courtyard, understanding instantly. Without hesitation, he retreats to the open space between our shield and the residence entrance, primed and ready to shift.

CJ’s transformation is magnificent, but utterly terrifying. His form elongates, expands. Scales erupt across his skin as his features reshape into something ancient and primal. Wings unfurl from his back, massive and leathery, spanning the width of the courtyard. Within seconds, where CJ stood is now a full-grown black crystal dragon, his amber eyes blazing with fire.

Several Collectors falter at the sight, as I knew they would, their coordinated assault momentarily disrupted by shock. CJ roars, the sound reverberating through the academy grounds with such force that windows shatter and loose stones tumble from the walls.

CJ circles the residence entrance, his massive body forming a living wall between the students inside and the Collectors trying to reach them. Fire builds in his throat, the glow visible through his scaled neck, before he releases a torrent of flame that incinerates the nearest enemies and creates a burning barrier across the western approach.

With the immediate perimeter secured by CJ’s dragon form, I can focus on a more aggressive defence. I reach deeper into SilverGate’s power, feeling the ancient magic of the academy’s foundation respond to my call. As defender, I have access to protective systems that have lain on these grounds for generations.

The moment I’m free, I drop to my knees, pressing both palms against the ground.

I close my eyes, visualising the ley lines beneath us, feeling their paths through the stone and earth. Where they intersect, power pools like underground lakes, waiting to be tapped. I reach for the nearest intersection, drawing its energy up through the ground, through my palms, into my body.

The sensation is like being filled with liquid fire that doesn’t burn but flows through my veins, replacing blood with pure magical energy.

All my concentration is focused on channelling the power flooding through me, directing it toward the protective systems embedded in SilverGate’s stones. One by one, I activate defences that haven’t been used in a very long time.

That’s when I feel Blackridge join the party.

Isolde. Are you sure about this?

“Well, you aren’t fucking here, are you, so what do you expect me to do? Leave the academy open to attack by the Nephilim who made my kind?” I grunt out loud.

He sighs but says no more. Nor does he appear. He simply gives me an internal shove towards the pool of power, almost tripping me up.

The ground trembles beneath us. Across the courtyard, stone gargoyles that have decorated SilverGate’s walls for centuries suddenly animate, their wings spreading as they launch themselves at the invaders. From the gardens, vines and roots erupt from manicured beds to entangle Collectors’ feet. The air thickens around our enemies, becoming resistant to their movements while remaining fluid for defenders.

William pauses in his assault to watch these defences activate, a wicked smile spreading across his face. Through our binding, I feel his appreciation, not just for the power itself, but for my willingness to use it so ruthlessly.

More. The foundations go deeper.

I growl at Blackridge. What I’ve accessed so far is merely the surface layer of SilverGate’s defences. The true power lies deeper, in systems designed for catastrophic threats, last-resort protections that haven’t been triggered since the academy’s earliest days.

I hesitate only briefly before reaching deeper, past the familiar layers of protective magic to something older, darker, more primitive. This power doesn’t flow, it rages, erupting through my connection like a geyser breaking free of the earth.

My vision whites out as silver fire engulfs my entire body.

When my vision clears, I see that I’m hovering several feet above the ground, suspended by pillars of silver fire that erupt from the stone beneath me.

I raise my hands, and the silver fire responds, shooting outward in controlled waves that slam into the Collectors’ ranks. Unlike normal fire, this doesn’t burn flesh, it burns magic, consuming it.

The Collectors’ coordinated assault fractures as their technological and magical advantages disappear. William seizes the opportunity, directing the animated gargoyles to herd isolated enemies into tight groups that CJ’s dragon form can target with precision fire blasts.

In the sky above us, Cassiel engages the Nephilim in aerial combat, golden-black energy against corrupted celestial power. Their battle illuminates the sky, like lightning in a storm, neither gaining a clear advantage over the other.

SilverGate’s defences are fully awakened and channelled through me, pushing back the invaders. CJ’s dragon form secures our perimeter, William’s shadow magic disrupts their formations, and Cassiel keeps the Nephilim occupied.

The Collectors retreat slowly.

I maintain the flow of power, directing it now toward the fallen outer wards, seeking to repair and reinforce the academy’s perimeter defences. But I can feel the strain now, the trembling in my limbs, the burning in my chest as SilverGate’s magic devours my physical form. But I can’t stop, not when we’re so close to repelling the attack completely.

“Just a little longer,” I grit out, directing another wave of silver fire toward a group of Collectors attempting to regroup near the gates.

CJ’s dragon form lands heavily beside William when a sound cuts through the chaos of battle. A single, pure note reverberates throughout the entire campus. It’s not loud, yet somehow it penetrates every corner of SilverGate, silencing all other noise in its wake.

The fighting stops. Collectors freeze in place, their weapons lowered. Our defenders stand motionless, spells held in abeyance. Even the Nephilim and Cassiel halt their aerial battle, hovering in place as the note fades into expectant silence.

A figure appears at the main entrance to the academy.

The silver fire surrounding me flickers and dims as my concentration falters. I fall to the ground, the direct connection to SilverGate’s foundation brutally severed as the new presence appears.

William helps me up as the figure at the entrance takes a single step forward, and that’s when all hell really breaks loose.
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The single musical note hangs in the air as the figure steps fully into view. Long, black hair flowing like liquid shadow, eyes that change from silver to blood-red, and a presence so overwhelming that it crushes the atmosphere around her.

It can only be… Damadere.

Part of me can’t help the thought that it’s about time she showed her face. The other part is slightly scared. She has absolutely no fear, no morality, only an arrogant confidence that she is the most superior creature on this battlefield.

Her gaze sweeps across the grounds, assessing the chaos with casual indifference.

William stiffens beside me, his entire body going rigid as his eyes lock onto Damadere. He knows, like I do, that this is his mother.

Damadere smiles, the expression utterly devoid of warmth. With languid grace, she raises one hand in a simple gesture that’s almost dismissive. The air compresses around her, reality twists at her command.

Then everything explodes into motion.

The Collectors burst forward, abandoning their previous targets to converge on Damadere. Their tactical discipline dissolves into desperate aggression, weapons discharging in a cacophony of magical assaults.

Every attack dissipates harmlessly against an invisible barrier surrounding her. She doesn’t even acknowledge them, her gaze fixed solely on William.

The Nephilim dives from above, black energy coalescing around his form as he abandons his fight with Cassiel to target this new threat. Damadere flicks a casual glance upward. A sliver of darkness lashes out from her fingertips, intercepting the Nephilim mid-dive. He freezes in mid-air, constricted by whatever magic she threw at him.

She throws the same magic at The Collectors circling her.

In mere seconds, their struggles cease, and their bodies crumple. They don’t move again.

Damadere steps over their broken forms without a second glance, her attention never wavering from William.

“Your resistance is tedious,” she says, her voice resonating with layers of power. With a casual wave of her hand, a shockwave ripples outward, slamming into the second wave of advancing Collectors. Their bodies fly backwards like rag dolls, smashing into walls, trees, and each other. Those who survive the impact scramble to retreat, their coordinated assault dissolving into panicked flight against their rogue leader.

The rest of us are motionless, and not by choice. We are forced to watch in stunned silence. Even CJ’s massive dragon form remains motionless, amber eyes tracking Damadere’s every move with a growing fury, which suddenly reminds me that I don’t think he ever contacted his mother to tell her he was alive and well. My gaze goes upward to see if we are about to be joined by another dragon, but the skies remain clear.

William moves, breaking the spell Damadere has cast over us, positioning himself between her and me. His posture is rigid, his power flowing around him in visible waves of darkness.

“Do not even think about it,” he growls.

Her gaze shifts to me, then to CJ and Cassiel, assessing us with clinical detachment. “Your little court is unexpected. Powerful, for such young creatures. But ultimately inconsequential.”

With blinding speed, she crosses the distance between herself and William. Her hand reaches out, caressing his face with an intimacy that makes my skin crawl. “You’ve finally reclaimed your body. Good. It was becoming tiresome waiting.”

William doesn’t flinch from her touch, but I feel his shock reverberate through our binding. “Waiting for what, exactly?”

She just smiles.

It’s chilling.

“You need me,” he says.

Damadere’s smile never falters, but her eyes harden to crimson. “The Blood Crown requires renewal. Every millennium, a sacrifice of the purest bloodline.”

Horror washes through me as I understand what she’s saying.

“You created me to die,” William says, his voice dangerously soft.

“I created you to serve,” Damadere corrects. “Your death will sustain my reign for another thousand years.”

The courtyard trembles as William’s power explodes, blood clouds erupting from the ground around him. “I decline the honour,” he snarls.

Damadere sighs, as if disappointed by a child’s tantrum. “Your consent is immaterial.”

She moves with impossible speed, her hand plunging toward William’s chest. But he’s ready, responding swiftly. His power intercepts hers, the two forces clash in a deafening concussion of power that shatters windows throughout the courtyard.

The battle erupts, mother and son locked in combat that transcends physical limitations. Darkness explodes outward from Damadere’s form as a tsunami of pure destructive force. William raises a barrier, but the impact sends him flying backwards.

But this battle has released the rest of us from our motionlessness.

CJ roars, his dragon form launching into motion at the sight of William’s fall. Fire builds in his throat, but before he can release it, Damadere gestures toward him. An invisible force slams into CJ’s massive body, halting him mid-flight.

Cassiel dives toward her, golden-black energy crackling around his wings. Damadere doesn’t even look at him. A shadow rises from the ground, wrapping around his ankle and yanking him from the sky. He hits the courtyard stones with bone-crushing force, his wings splaying at unnatural angles.

I reach for SilverGate’s power, desperate to protect my court, but the connection remains severed, cut off the moment Damadere arrived.

Damadere turns her attention to me, her expression one that chills me to my soul. “You are going to die here, little girl. No one will take my power from me.”

William launches himself at her again after her threat to me. Shadows and Blood Magic combine in an assault that would obliterate any lesser opponent. Damadere meets it head-on, her power manifesting as a storm of darkness that engulfs his attack and redirects it outward.

The resulting explosion of conflicting magic tears through the courtyard, shredding the remaining defences and sending defenders scattering for cover. Buildings crumble. Trees uproot. The foundation of SilverGate trembles under the onslaught.

And that’s when I realise who she truly is.

SilverGate’s very first defender.

This magic that I have at my fingertips is hers as well. It makes no difference to the nexus who wields its power. It will go to anyone who has the strength and resilience to brandish it. Damadere is more connected to it than I am. She will rip it from me every step of the way. Use it against me. Use it against us.

Understanding dawns as I watch Damadere’s shadows dance around William’s defences. Blackridge isn’t absent by choice. He’s constrained, bound by forces beyond his control. Damadere’s arrival has triggered ancient protocols, limitations built into the fabric of SilverGate itself.

The original Headmistress outranks the current Headmaster. Her authority supersedes his within these grounds, an archaic hierarchy established when the academy was first founded. Blackridge cannot directly oppose her, not here, not within SilverGate’s boundaries.

Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

We are dead.

Deader than dead without his help.

It explains why he could help me channel the academy’s defences but couldn’t physically intervene. Why he’s now reduced to the faintest presence in my mind, able to observe but not act.

We are on our own against the most powerful creature in this realm, and it’s becoming obvious.

William falls again, driven to his knees by a particularly vicious assault. Blood streams from multiple wounds now, pushed beyond his limits. Yet still he rises, refusing to yield. Attempting this fight on SilverGate’s grounds will accomplish nothing but our defeat.

She gestures, and the shadows around her coalesce into solid form. A cage of darkness descends toward William with inexorable purpose. He fights against it, his power straining against hers, but her strength overwhelms his defences. The cage closes around him, constricting until he can barely move.

I can’t allow this. I can’t watch her take William, can’t let her use him for her twisted ritual. My defensive magic flares brighter, expanding outward from my protective shield around CJ and Cassiel to encompass William as well.

Damadere’s eyes narrow as her shadows meet my silver fire. For the first time, her expression shows something other than calm superiority, a flicker of surprise, quickly masked.

Her shadows press against my shield, testing its strength. I pour everything I have into maintaining it, drawing on reserves I didn’t know I possessed. The silver fire burns brighter, pushing back against her darkness.

It won’t last. Already, I can feel my strength waning, my connection to the shield becoming tenuous as exhaustion sets in. But it buys us precious seconds. Seconds for CJ to recover, for Cassiel to regain his feet, for William to break free of the shadow cage as Damadere’s attention divides between us.

For a heartbeat, Damadere’s composure cracks. The courtyard erupts in blinding light as our powers collide with hers, the resulting explosion sending shockwaves across the entire academy.

When the light fades and my vision clears, Damadere stands unharmed in the middle of a crater that wasn’t there before. Her clothing is singed, her perfect composure slightly ruffled, but otherwise, our combined attack has accomplished nothing except to darken her mood.

“Fuck,” I growl and tap into the very last of SilverGate’s reserves in my blood. I whisk us away to the nexus chamber, and hope she doesn’t, or can’t, follow us.
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One moment we’re in the courtyard facing certain death, the next we’re somewhere else entirely. It’s the vast circular chamber bathed in silver-blue light.

The transition is so abrupt that my dragon form falters, scales rippling as the transformation struggles to maintain itself. Pain shoots through me, a thousand needles beneath my skin as my body fights between two states of being.

I surrender to the change, collapsing to my knees as my massive body contracts, scales receding, wings folding into nothingness. The pain is excruciating, like being crushed and stretched at the same time.

When it finally ends, I’m on all fours, trembling, sweat dripping from my face onto the polished silver floor. My muscles spasm with aftershocks, overused and strained beyond their normal limits.

“CJ.” Isolde’s voice cuts through the fog of pain. Her hand touches my shoulder, steadying me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. The nexus chamber,” I grunt.

“Yes,” Isolde confirms, helping me to my feet. She looks utterly drained, her face pale and drawn, with dark circles under her eyes.

William and Cassiel stand nearby, both wounded but upright. William’s clothes are torn and bloody, but his posture remains rigid, his eyes fixed on Isolde. Cassiel’s wings droop unevenly, several feathers bent at awkward angles, but he snaps them back in and out again, and they are completely fixed.

“Did she follow us?” I ask, scanning the chamber for any sign of threat.

“No,” Isolde answers, though uncertainty flickers across her face. “But that doesn’t mean she won’t. She is more than what we imagined.”

“Quite,” comes a familiar voice from the shadows at the edge of the chamber.

Blackridge steps into the light, his tall form materialising from the shadows. He looks the same as always, which is impeccably dressed, coldly composed, and utterly unruffled despite the chaos that has engulfed his academy.

Fury surges through me, hot and immediate. “Where were you?” I snarl, taking a step toward him despite my weakened state, reining in what I actually want to say. “The academy was under attack. Your students were dying. And you were, what, hiding down here while we fought for our lives?”

Blackridge’s expression doesn’t change, but the temperature in the chamber drops several degrees. “Mind your tone, Mr Aquila. I’m fully aware of what has transpired.”

“And?” I spit out. “What was your excuse?”

Blackridge’s gaze shifts to William, his eyes narrowing slightly. “So, you’ve reclaimed your body. Interesting. I wonder if you fully understand what that entails.”

“I understand enough,” William replies coldly. “I understand that my cunt mother wants to sacrifice me to renew her reign.”

“He couldn’t intervene,” Isolde says, coming to his defence. “Not directly. Not against her.” She looks at each of us in turn. “Damadere was the original defender of SilverGate. The first Headmistress. Her authority predates Blackridge’s, which means it supersedes it within these grounds.”

I stare at her, then at Blackridge, whose expression confirms her words. “You’re joking,” I say flatly. “The psychotic bitch who wants to kill Isolde and sacrifice her son was in charge of this place?”

“Founded it, actually,” Blackridge corrects.

“How is that possible?” Cassiel asks. “The academy is ancient, but it’s not prehistoric.”

“What you perceive as SilverGate Academy is merely the current iteration,” Blackridge explains. “The nexus has always been here. Damadere was the first to harness its power, to build a structure around it, to establish protocols for its use and protection.”

“And she was the first defender,” Isolde adds. “The magic I channel as defender was hers originally.”

The revelation sinks in, chilling me to the bone. If Damadere created the systems that Isolde now uses to protect SilverGate, then she would know every strength and weakness of those defences. No wonder our combined efforts barely fazed her.

“So you’re telling me,” I say slowly, “that not only can you not help us fight her, but she essentially owns this place? That even here, in the heart of SilverGate, we’re not safe from her?”

Blackridge’s silence is answer enough.

“Fuck,” I mutter, running a hand through my hair. “We’re so screwed.”

“More than,” Isolde says. “The nexus won’t choose a side. Its only side is power. She has more of it than I do.”

“Not necessarily,” William interjects, his gaze going to Blackridge. “You and Isolde together are a force to be reckoned with, as much as I hate to be the one to say it.”

“What exactly are you saying?” I growl.

“He means that Blackridge and I can connect telepathically, like we did in the chamber underground, and also outside earlier.”

No one says a word. We all knew it, but I don’t think anyone wanted to say it out loud. Our girl is stronger with him.

“And what about you?” I ask William pointedly.

William’s jaw tightens. “My death will sustain her power for another millennium. My blood, my essence, will be absorbed into the Blood Crown, renewing her authority over The Collectors so she can continue her… whatever the fuck this is.”

“Research?” Cassiel asks.

William gives him a look that speaks volumes.

“But that’s not all, is it?” Isolde interrupts quietly, studying his face. “There’s something else.”

William nods grimly. “The resurrection changed me. My blood is no longer purely hers. It’s been contaminated by our binding. She needs me alive long enough to purify it, to strip away your influences before the sacrifice.”

“By doing?” I ask, even though I think I know the answer.

“Killing you all, starting with Isolde, her main competitor for the Crown.”

“But I don’t even want it,” she argues.

“I don’t think she is a creature that you can argue your point with,” I say dryly.

“Well, you have me there,” she mutters. “So what? We just wait for her to pick us off one by one?”

“No, you and Blackridge have to come up with a plan to defeat her.”

“I can’t,” Blackridge says.

“Well, your power then,” I grit out.

“Still can’t. Not in direct opposition. Boosting Isolde’s power earlier had nothing to do with Damadere. Once she entered the playing field, the connection severed automatically.”

“So, we’re screwed.”

“Pretty much,” Isolde says.

“We can’t accept that. So, what’s the plan?” I ask, looking from one face to another. “We can’t hide here forever, but we clearly can’t beat her in a direct confrontation. Not after what we just witnessed.”

Silence falls over our group. Even William, usually quick with strategic analysis, seems at a loss.

It’s Blackridge who finally speaks. “You’re approaching this from the wrong perspective,” he says, circling the nexus point thoughtfully. “Damadere’s power is tremendous, but it’s not absolute. It has limitations and vulnerabilities.”

“Like what?” Cassiel asks sceptically. “She shrugged off our combined attack like it was nothing.”

“On academy grounds,” Blackridge emphasises. “Where her connection to the nexus is strongest. Where the stones remember her authority.” He stops, fixing his cold gaze on William. “But her power diminishes with distance from this place.”

“She will never fight us on neutral ground,” Cassiel says.

“She will if we give her no choice,” I say.

“What are you thinking?” Isolde asks, studying my face with those silver eyes that see too much.

“We make her chase us,” I reply, the plan forming as I speak. “Force her off SilverGate grounds, away from the nexus that amplifies her power.”

“And go where exactly?” William asks. “She’s faster than us, stronger than us. Running will only delay the inevitable.”

“Not running,” I correct, meeting his gaze. “Leading. There’s a difference.”

Blackridge’s eyes narrow with interest. “Continue.”

“My realm,” I say simply. “She may be the original defender of SilverGate, but she’s never set foot there. The power dynamics are completely different there. There is no SilverGate, although I see now that there is an equivalent, probably. But it’s not hers. She isn’t the defender of someone else’s nexus.”

“Your realm?” William mutters. “Aquila, that’s⁠—”

“Dangerous? Insane? A long shot?” I finish for him. “Yeah, I know. But it’s also our best chance.”

“I was going to say brilliant,” he says with a smirk. “But also, what you said.”

“And your parents?” Cassiel asks quietly. “Wouldn’t they interfere?”

“My parents might go overboard when protecting their children, but they also know when to step back and let us try to handle it first. Think of them as Plan B.”

“You are onto something,” Blackridge says, giving me an approving look that, despite myself, I preen inwardly at. “How would you get her to follow you?”

“By not giving her a chance to think about it. She chases us, we stumble, and she catches up to us, and then, boom, a portal that engulfs all of us.”

“Okay, but what about the sun aspect?” Isolde asks. “You told me that vampires can’t walk in the sun without those rings.”

“What rings?” William asks, eyes narrowed.

I hold my left hand up and show them the silver ring that I slipped back on a few days ago. “This ring. It’s faerie silver and enchanted with fae blood. Dark fae, to be specific. Got any dark fae students?”

“Miss Cordelia is dark fae,” Blackridge says carefully. “What would this entail exactly? And more importantly, would it work in your realm?”

“Only one way to find out,” I say. “All I need is her blood and a spell to enchant it. It will probably be temporary because I don’t have the exact spell used to ensure longevity, but it will be enough to defeat Damadere and return here before it fails.”

“How much of her blood?” Isolde asks.

“For two rings? Enough to soak them completely. But we need the faerie silver for the rings before we can even attempt this.”

“I’ve seen Cordelia wear jewellery,” Isolde says carefully. “Maybe it’s faerie silver?”

“You can ask her and find out. In the meantime, I need to hit the library and find a spell I can use.”

“And we are just expecting Damadere to not attack us while we solidify our plan?” William snaps. “We don’t have time for all this.”

“Unless you have a better idea, this is all we’ve got,” I growl.

That shuts him up. He’s got nothing, and he knows it.

“Fine then,” I state. “Somehow, we have to find a way to hold off Damadere until we have what we need.” My gaze lands on William, and he clenches his jaw.

“No,” he states. “I am not dying again, you fuck.”

“It is possibly the only way to keep Damadere away,” Blackridge murmurs.

“We can’t kill William!” Isolde shrieks. “We just got him back.”

“He is still technically dead, Miss Morvoren,” Blackridge says, switching back to his formal self, thankfully. The way he says her name makes me want to stake him. “Merely inhabiting his body and appearing alive.”

William closes his eyes as we all stare at him, his face grim.
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William closes his eyes as we all stare at him, his face grim.

“No,” I say firmly, stepping between William and Blackridge. “Absolutely not. We are not killing him again, even temporarily.”

“It would buy us time,” CJ says, his voice maddeningly calm. “Damadere needs him alive for the ritual. If she believes he’s dead...”

“She’ll tear this academy apart looking for a way to resurrect me,” William cuts him off, opening his eyes to meet mine. “And she’ll kill everyone in her path doing it.”

The chamber falls silent except for the steady hum of the nexus energy around us. I can feel the weight of their stares, the unspoken acknowledgement that William might be right.

“Then we send you to another realm where there is no sun,” I say hurriedly as the idea forms. “There has to be one, right?” I look at Blackridge.

He nods slowly. “There are plenty. None of them as pleasant as this one.”

“Pleasant,” CJ snorts.

“You get my point,” Blackridge says with a cold smile. “DarkHallow Academy sits in a dimension adjacent to this one. There is no sun there. It will be the easiest one to get you to.”

“DarkHallow Academy?” I whisper. It sounds truly terrifying.

“Yes, Professor Blackgrove will be more than happy to help, for a price.”

“A price?” I ask suspiciously.

“We will owe him. He won’t ask us to deliver straight away. It will be in the future, and it will be monumental.”

“Is there nowhere else?”

“The further you have to travel, the more toll it takes. Seeing as you have to travel to Mr Aquila’s realm shortly, I’d rather not take the risk.”

“Fair enough,” I mutter and take William’s hand. “You okay with this?”

“Yeah. We should make a big spectacle of it as well. If Damadere knows I’ve realm-hopped, she will either follow me or wait.”

“If she follows you to DarkHallow, she won’t receive a warm welcome, and I think she’ll know that,” Blackridge says by way of reassurance.

“Why don’t we just go there to fight her then?” Cassiel asks a damn good question.

“Because in the dark, she still has an advantage,” CJ says. “In my realm under the sun, she will suffer. She is still a vampire in her bones.”

Cassiel nods. “Yes, I see your point.”

“How long will it take to get what we need?” William asks, studying CJ with a calculating expression. “The rings, the blood, the spell?”

“A few hours at most,” CJ replies. “The library here is extensive, but it hinges on Cordelia cooperating.”

“She will,” I say with more confidence than I feel. “She’s a friend, of sorts. She seems to have my back.”

“Miss Morvoren, you need to reinforce the wards around this Academy, but it won’t hold indefinitely. Damadere will find her way back in.”

“Then we’d better move quickly,” William says. “CJ, get to the library. Find that spell. Isolde, locate Cordelia. I’ll...” He pauses, his expression darkening. “I’ll go to this DarkHallow Academy and lay low⁠—”

I snort. “Lay low. You couldn’t even lay low as a ghost.”

He chuckles and pulls me to him for a quick kiss, mindful of Blackridge. “As low as I can. I’ll try not to have too much fun without you.”

“Please don’t have any fun, Mr Harrington,” Blackridge says with a world-weary sigh. “Blackgrove isn’t as forgiving as I am.”

CJ struggles to keep a straight face, but he manages it somehow. ‘Forgiving’ is not a word I’d use for Eldris Blackridge.

William laughs, a sound that holds little humour. “I’ll be on my absolute best behaviour,” he says, his tone suggesting the opposite.

“See that you are,” Blackridge replies curtly before turning to me. “Miss Morvoren, the banishment spell needs to be cast from the Bell Tower. The highest point of the academy will give you the best range.”

“The Bell Tower,” I say. “Makes sense.”

CJ clears his throat. “We should get moving. The longer we stay here chatting, the more time Damadere has to prepare her next assault.”

He’s right. Every moment we delay gives her another chance to find us, to corner us before we can execute our plan.

“Fine,” I say, squaring my shoulders. “William, be careful at DarkHallow. Don’t antagonise anyone unnecessarily.”

“I’ll try to contain my natural charm,” he says.

“Cass and I will cover you as you run for the Bell Tower,” CJ says. “Be quick and don’t be afraid, Isolde. The nexus might recognise power, but you are special. Never forget that. It will listen to you over her if you aren’t afraid to tap into it. Work with it, don’t try to use it. Powerful magic prefers to be a partner, not a slave.”

I gulp and nod. It’s uncanny how well he knows me in such a short space of time.

“How utterly poetic, Mr Aquila,” Blackridge says and takes William by the arm.

It’s great advice. I just hope I don’t let anyone down and I can actually use this power to banish Damadere, at least for long enough to buy us some time to get shit done.

“Ready?” Blackridge asks William. Dark energy is already gathering around them.

“As I’ll ever be,” William replies, but his eyes remain fixed on me. He shows me his worry, not for himself at DarkHallow, but for us here, holding down the fort.

“We’ll be fine,” I say, though I’m not entirely convinced myself. “Just focus on staying alive until we can execute the plan.”

They disappear in a swirl of shadow and cold air, leaving the three of us alone in the nexus chamber. The silence stretches for a moment before CJ breaks it.

“Right, we’d better get back upstairs and banish this bitch so we can get our plans underway.”

“The sooner the better,” Cassiel mutters. “How do we get out of here?”

“Allow me,” I say, and take their hands.

Before I can swirl us up to the surface, CJ squeezes my hand tightly. “As soon as our feet hit the ground, run and don’t look back. Cass and I will be fine. Promise me you will focus on what you need to do.”

I nod slowly. “I promise,” I say, but we both know it’s a lie. Of course I’m going to worry about them staving off Damadere while I’m faffing about trying to banish her from the grounds.

“You’ve got this,” Cassiel says. “We have faith in you.”

“Coming from the fallen angel, that actually makes me feel better,” I mutter and then transport us to the Bell Tower.

Only to end up in the courtyard. The magic seeping from underneath the tower apparently dispels transportation magic.

Chaos erupts around us. The courtyard is a wasteland of broken stone and twisted metal. Smoke billows from multiple buildings, and the acrid scent of dark magic hangs heavy in the air.

But there’s no sign of Damadere.

“Where is she?” I whisper, scanning the devastation.

“Probably hunting for William,” CJ replies grimly. “When she realises he’s not here...”

A bone-chilling laugh echoes across the grounds. The temperature plummets, frost forming on the broken stones around us. She materialises from the shadows near the library, her perfect features marred by cold fury. Her silver-red eyes sweep the courtyard until they lock onto mine.

“Go,” CJ says, giving me a not-so-gentle shove towards the Bell Tower.

“Where. Is. He?” Each word drops like a stone into still water, rippling with barely contained violence.

“Gone,” Cassiel says, lifting off into the air. “Like you will be soon.” He dives towards Damadere, uncelestial light exploding around him.

I sprint towards the tower, my legs pumping, lungs burning, heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird. The Bell Tower seems a million miles away, a distant silhouette against the smoke-choked sky.

Behind me, the sound of combat erupts.

CJ’s draconic roar shakes the ground, followed by the clash of magic and the furious snarls of Damadere. I can’t look back, can’t allow myself to be distracted. CJ and Cassiel are buying me time, sacrificing themselves so I can reach the tower and can cast the banishment spell.

The devastation is worse up close. Bodies of Collectors, staff, and students lie scattered across the once-pristine lawns. The air is thick with the stench of blood and burning magic. I navigate the debris, my feet slipping on loose stones, my breath catching in my throat at the sheer scale of the destruction.

Damadere’s shriek of pure rage echoes behind me, followed by a concussive blast that shakes the foundations of SilverGate. Even without looking, I know she’s unleashed something terrible.

The spell needs to be perfect, woven with precision and intent.

The Bell Tower looms closer. Its ancient stones are scarred from the battle, but it still stands, a defiant middle finger against the black sky.

This is it. The highest point. The place where SilverGate’s magic is most concentrated and most accessible.

And hopefully, the place where I can finally push Damadere out.
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I burst through the heavy oak door at the base of the tower and slam it shut, the sound echoing in the sudden, relative quiet. The circular staircase spirals upwards into gloom, each stone step worn smooth by centuries of use.

The sounds of battle are muffled here, but Damadere’s fury still seeps through the thick walls, a pressure against my eardrums. I take the stairs two at a time, my hand trailing along the cold stone, drawing on the tower’s inherent magic. CJ’s words echo in my mind. Powerful magic prefers to be a partner, not a slave.

Reaching the belfry, I’m met with a panoramic view of the devastation. The wind whips through the open arches, carrying the scent of smoke and death. Below, flashes of crimson and golden-black light mark where CJ and Cassiel are still fighting, holding Damadere at bay. My heart clenches. I have to make this count.

Closing my eyes, I reach out to connect. “Lend me your strength. Help me protect what’s ours.”

The stone beneath my feet hums, a deep thrum that resonates up through my bones. Power, raw and ancient, answers my call, coursing into me, an overwhelming force, a supportive embrace. It’s time to send that bitch packing.

The air crackles around me, charged with the ancient magic of SilverGate. I open my eyes. Silver fire licks along my arms, my vision sharpening to an almost painful clarity. Below, the battle rages. Damadere is a whirlwind of darkness, but CJ meets her fury with a blast of fire from his mouth. She brushes it off, looking a little charred, but otherwise none the worse for wear. Cassiel weaves through the air, a blur of black wings and golden light, his attacks precise and relentless. They are magnificent. They are buying me the world.

I extend my hands, palms open to the academy. “By the stone that binds, by the blood that flows, by the defender’s oath.” I pull the words from the heart of the nexus, from the deep well of SilverGate’s primordial power. The wind howls around the belfry, a chorus to my incantation. Runes, centuries old, ignite along the tower walls, glowing with silver-blue light that reflects the energy now coalescing around me.

The banishment spell is complex, woven from power, intent, and sacrifice. I gather the energy, shaping it, feeling the resistance from Damadere, even from this distance, as she senses what I’m attempting. Her power lashes out, a tendril of darkness trying to snare me, to pull me from the tower.

“Not today, bitch,” I snarl, reinforcing my mental shields. SilverGate’s magic roars through me, accepting me as the one with power.

But then it falters. Sputters and gags before it retreats.

“No,” I say calmly, even though panic hits my chest hard. “She wants to use you, I want to be your friend.” I cringe. Friend? What am I even doing here? I’m a lost cause.

However, the magic pauses in its retreat. It doesn’t flow back to me, but it doesn’t ebb away either.

“That’s right, good little magic. You’re being a really good nexus for me,” I say, trying to praise the magic into helping me. It goes warm, pleased with my words.

The nexus hums with approval and then floods back, stronger than before, like a cat purring and rubbing against my leg. “Yes, you are, such a good nexus,” I whisper with a giddy laugh bubbling up. “And together, we’re going to kick her arse.”

The power floods me, silver fire igniting my skin, my hair whipping around me, caught in a personal storm. I focus on Damadere below, a dark stain on the courtyard. “You defile this ground, trespass against its heart. Your claim is void, your presence anathema!” I pour every ounce of my will, every particle of SilverGate’s strength, into the final lines of the banishment. “I cast you out! Begone!”

A column of pure silver light erupts from the Bell Tower, piercing the smoke-filled sky. It slams down into the courtyard, directly onto Damadere. Her shriek is pure, undiluted fury, a sound that tears at the air. The darkness around her wars against the silver light, a whirlwind of conflicting energies.

For a terrifying moment, it looks like she might withstand it. The silver light flickers, and my vision blurs with the strain. CJ roars below, a sound of defiance and support. Cassiel’s golden-black energy flares, adding his strength to mine.

Then, with a final, guttural scream, Damadere’s form dissolves into shadow, which is then ripped apart by the silver light and scattered to the winds.

The light fades, leaving a smoking, empty space where she stood, and I breathe out.

“Wow, you’re the best nexus to have ever existed, aren’t you?”

She’s gone. For now.

The magic recedes, not with a gentle ebb, but like a tide suddenly sucked out to sea, leaving me gasping on the belfry floor, boneless and trembling. My muscles scream, my head pounds, and the lingering scent of ozone and burnt magic stings my nostrils. The nexus purrs, a distant, contented rumble in the back of my mind, but it’s a sleepy sound now, satisfied and spent.

I manage to push myself up onto shaky legs, peering through the archway. Below, the courtyard is a disaster zone, but the oppressive darkness that was Damadere has vanished. Utterly. CJ, already shifting back from his magnificent dragon form, a process that looks painful even from here, stumbles towards Cassiel, who’s picking himself up from a pile of rubble near the library steps.

They’re alive. The relief is a punch to the gut, almost as debilitating as the power drain.

“Okay, best nexus ever,” I pant, patting the cold stone floor. “Naptime for you. We’ve still got shit to do.” Damadere’s gone, but she’s not defeated. Not by a long shot. And next time, she’ll be even more pissed. We need to move. Fast.

I gather my reserves and scramble down the stone steps, meeting CJ and Cassiel halfway. “You did good, my sweet,” CJ says with a soft smile.

“Who knew the nexus is a praise whore?” I giggle at his confused expression. “Never mind. We’ve got shit to do. I’ll find Cordelia, you guys go and find a spell. The quicker we can get this done, the quicker we get William back and end that bitch for good.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY
WILLIAM


DarkHallow Academy is exactly as advertised: a gothic nightmare wrapped in darkness that is somehow more oppressive than SilverGate. The sky is pitch-black, and the air tastes of copper and magic, older and somehow wiser than I’m used to. The academy itself is a sprawling complex of black stone towers and twisted spires that claw at the sky.

Blackridge deposits me at the gates with his usual lack of ceremony. “Try not to burn the place down,” he says dryly before disappearing in a swirl of shadows.

The gates are wrought iron twisted into shapes that hurt to look at. They swing open at my approach, groaning like something in pain. A figure emerges from the shadows between the towers—tall, pale, with black hair and eyes so blue they are almost clear. He is a handsome fellow, if you go in for that sort of look, that is to say, menacing as all fuck and exuding power out of every pore.

“William Harrington,” he says, his voice carrying the weight of centuries. “The infamous Butcher of SilverGate. How delightful.”

“Professor Blackgrove, I presume.” I incline my head slightly, just enough to show respect without submission.

“Indeed. Blackridge left already?” Blackgrove says with a smile that’s all teeth.

“Yep.” I’m guessing there was some sort of communication between the two of them at some point in the last few minutes, seeing as he knows who I am.

“Sounds about right. Welcome to DarkHallow, Mr Harrington, where the shadows have teeth and the students are considerably more unhinged than what you’re accustomed to.”

“I’ll try to contain my excitement,” I reply, following him through the gates. The courtyard beyond is a mirror of SilverGate’s, if SilverGate had been designed by someone with a fondness for torture and an aesthetic sense rooted in nightmares.

Students move through the darkness like wraiths, some of them are wraiths, their conversations carried on in whispers that echo from the stones.

“Your reputation precedes you,” Blackgrove continues. “You are a master of the darker arts, feared by students and staff alike. A Blood Lord.”

“You’ve heard of me? I’m flattered.”

“You died and were resurrected.” He stops before a tower that leans inward, as if the stone is trying to collapse. “Tell me, how does it feel to inhabit flesh again after a century of ghostly existence?”

The question catches me off guard. Not because it’s unexpected, but because the answer is more complex than I’d like to admit. “Different,” I say finally. “Enhanced, in some ways. My body feels more receptive to magic, as if death has somehow purified it.”

Blackgrove’s eyes sharpen with interest. “Purified. An intriguing word choice. Most who return from death find themselves diminished.”

“I’m not most creatures.”

“No, you certainly are not.” He gestures toward the tower’s entrance, a doorway carved to resemble a gaping maw. “Your accommodation awaits. I trust you’ll find it adequate.”

The interior is surprisingly comfortable, furnished with dark wood and rich fabrics and narrow windows. It’s a scholar’s sanctuary, complete with bookshelves lined with tomes I don’t recognise.

“I have no idea why you are here, Mr Harrington, and I don’t really care as long as Blackridge pays up when the time is right.”

“That sounds ominous. What exactly does he owe you?”

Blackgrove’s smile widens, revealing teeth that are definitely sharper than they should be. “A favour. Unspecified, to be called in at my discretion. The sort of debt that keeps one awake at night, wondering when the collector will come calling.”

“And you’re content to wait?”

“Time is a luxury when you’re immortal, Mr Harrington. I can afford to be patient.” He moves to the window, gazing out at the darkness. “Besides, the anticipation is half the pleasure.”

I study him. There’s something about Blackgrove that reminds me of myself, or rather, who I was before death and resurrection changed me. Cold, calculating, and utterly without moral constraints. But there’s also something else, something that sets my newly enhanced senses on edge.

“You’re not entirely what you appear to be,” I observe.

“Few of us are.” He turns from the window, those unnaturally blue eyes fixing on me with predatory intensity. “But then, you would know something about that, wouldn’t you?”

The observation hits closer to home than I’d like. “Perhaps.”

“You are an anomaly, Mr Harrington. I’ve never met a creature who died and came back that wasn’t… wrong.”

“Wrong?”

His smile chills me. “Necromancers are arrogant creatures. They like to play. Sadly, none of them are equipped to handle such delicate magic as a full resurrection.”

“None?”

His smile widens. “Well, almost none. I will leave you to your thoughts, Mr Harrington. Try not to kill anyone. The paperwork will give me a headache that Blackridge will feel for centuries.”

“Noted,” I mutter and watch him walk out. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do now. Sit here twiddling my thumbs while the other three play hero. It’s not exactly life-affirming.

I move to the window and stare out at the twisted landscape of DarkHallow. The darkness is absolute; no moon or stars are visible in the void above. In the distance, I can see lights moving through the academy grounds as students and staff go about their business.

The enhanced connection to my body that resurrection has granted me thrums with restless energy. Every nerve ending feels hyperaware, every magical current in the air registers like a physical touch. It’s intoxicating and maddening. The need to move around among these strangers calls to me. Blackgrove never said to stay in my room. Only not to kill anyone. So surely a stroll outside to learn more about this dimension won’t be out of order.

I push open the heavy door and step into the corridor beyond. The hallway stretches in both directions, lit by torches that burn with flames of different colours. Purple, green, silver. The walls are carved with symbols that I couldn’t understand even if I tried.

Students pass by occasionally, and I catch fragments of conversation in languages I don’t recognise. One group stops to stare at me openly, their eyes reflecting the torchlight like animals. A girl with pointed ears and skin that seems to absorb light whispers something to her companions, which makes them laugh; the sound is sharp and brittle.

I make my way through the building following the flow of foot traffic. The architecture here defies conventional physics. Staircases spiral upward into darkness, doorways that open onto nothing but void, corridors that seem to fold back on themselves.

The courtyard, when I reach it, is a study in controlled chaos. Students practise combat magic under the watchful eyes of instructors, their spells leaving scorch marks on stone that repairs itself instantly. The air crackles with power, raw and unfiltered in a way that would be considered dangerous, even at SilverGate.

“You’ve been resurrected,” a voice says behind me.

I turn to find a young woman watching me with undisguised curiosity. She’s tall and pale, with white-blonde hair that moves as if underwater and eyes like chips of black ice. Everything about her screams predator.

“What of it?” I ask, turning away from her.

“I can smell it on you,” she says, moving to stand beside me, close enough that I can feel the cold radiating from her skin. “Death. But also, something else. Something that shouldn’t exist.”

“And you are?”

She tilts her head, studying me like I’m a particularly interesting specimen. “I’m a necromancer.”

“Wonderful,” I mutter. “Just what I needed.”

“The magic that brought you back,” she continues, ignoring my sarcasm, “it’s not standard resurrection work. I’ve raised plenty of dead things, and they all carry the same signature. Yours is different.”

Despite myself, I’m intrigued. “Different how?”

“Cleaner. More complete. Most resurrection magic leaves scars on the soul, fragments missing or corrupted. But you...” She reaches out to touch me, but I slap her hand away with a warning growl. “You’re whole. Enhanced, even. Who did the work?” She clenches her fist but doesn’t lower it.

“The woman I love,” I say, feeling the need to make it very clear to this creature to keep her fucking hands off me. “So don’t even think about touching me again, or I will remove your hand and feed it to you.”

Her eyes light up with fascination rather than fear. “A woman? Interesting. Love magic is practically unheard of, and notoriously unpredictable, but when it works...” She lets the sentence hang, circling me like a shark scenting blood. “The bond must be extraordinary to achieve such results.”

“It is,” I reply curtly, tracking her movement. Every instinct screams danger, but not the kind I’m used to. This creature isn’t interested in killing me, she wants to dissect me, study me, understand the magic that brought me back. I’m her prey, and that thought doesn’t sit right with me. No one preys on William Harrington.

“Tell me,” she says, stopping directly in front of me, “do you dream of death? Most of my subjects do. They remember the void, the cold, the absence of everything. It drives them mad eventually.”

“I don’t sleep.”

Her eyes widen. “Really? An interesting side effect.”

“Look, I’m not your case study. I’m not interested in being put under the microscope, so that right there…” I point in the opposite direction, “… is the direction in which you can fuck off.”

She laughs, a sound like breaking glass. “Oh, you’re delicious. No wonder the resurrection worked so well. That fire, that absolute refusal to be diminished, is intoxicating.”

“I’m warning you,” I growl, my power coiling around me in visible tendrils of shadow. “Back off.”

“Or what? You’ll kill me?” She grins. “I’d like to see you try.”

Before I can respond, a new voice cuts through the tension. “Miss D’estra, are you bothering our guest?”

Blackgrove materialises from the shadows, his expression mildly amused. The necromancer immediately steps back, though her predatory smile never wavers.

“Just making conversation, Professor,” she says with false innocence. “Mr Harrington is fascinating company.”

“I’m sure he is. However, I believe you have an essay on soul extraction due tomorrow that remains unfinished.”

Her face falls slightly. “Yes, Professor.”

“Then I suggest you attend to it. Now.”

She shoots me one last hungry look before melting back into the crowd of students. I watch her go, noting how the other students give her a wide berth.

“Charming girl,” I mutter.

“She’s one of our most favoured students,” Blackgrove says with dry amusement. “Though she does have a tendency to become overly invested in her subjects of study.”

“I gathered that.” I roll my shoulders, still tense from the encounter. “Is everyone here quite so unhinged?” Coming from me, that’s saying something.

“This is DarkHallow, Mr Harrington. Sanity is rather a flexible concept.” He gestures toward the training grounds where a student has just conjured a miniature tornado of screaming souls. “We cater to those whose magical inclinations are deemed too dangerous for conventional academies.”

“Including necromancers who collect resurrections like trophies.”

“Miss D’estra is particularly gifted, but yes, she has her obsessions.”

“Noted.” I watch the soul tornado dissipate, leaving scorch marks on the stone.

“Perhaps it is best if you return to your room for now.”

It’s not a request, but an order.

“Perhaps,” I state and stalk off back the way I came and add under my breath, “Come on, guys. Figure this shit out so I can come home.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
ISOLDE


CJ and Cassiel pick their way through the debris that is already cleaning itself up. Staff and students have made themselves scarce but are clearly under orders to return to normal from Blackridge, who strolls around like nothing has happened. He gives me a slight smile.

“Is William okay?” I ask.

“He is at DarkHallow,” he says, which doesn’t reassure me.

I nod. It’s probably all I’m going to get from him. “I need to find Cordelia.”

He lets me go and continues to rally everyone into forgetting this ever happened. I wonder if events like this happen often around here. Everyone seems to accept it as part of their day and carries on.

I head towards the residence, my legs still shaky from channelling the nexus power. The residential wing sustained damage during the attack, but has already healed itself.

Closing my eyes, I try to locate Cordelia. Opening my eyes, I latch onto her signature and follow the trail to her bedroom.

I knock on Cordelia’s door, and the door opens almost immediately.

“Isolde!” She pulls me inside quickly, shutting the door behind us. “Who was that bitch?”

“A seriously deranged woman who is trying to kill me, William, CJ and Cassiel.”

“What?” she asks, her eyebrow going up. “Why?”

“It’s a long story, but suffice it to say, we are trying our best not to die.”

“Well, thank fuck for that,” she says with a smirk. “How can I help?”

“I’m glad you asked because I do need a favour from you. Well, two, actually.”

“Oh?”

“I need some of your jewellery, silver jewellery, and also some, uh, some of your blood.”

Her expression turns surprised. “What for?”

“A spell to allow vampires to walk in the sunlight in a different realm.”

“If you didn’t look like hell, I’d ask if you were joking.”

“Thanks?” I mutter.

“I’m serious. You look like you were dragged to the pits and back.”

“Does that mean you’ll help us?”

“Okay,” she says. “Why the fuck not, as long as you aren’t going to ask for more than a splash.”

“Two splashes,” I say with a smile. “Hope that’s okay?”

She rolls her eyes. “Sure. I have a few rings you could use. Will I get them back?”

“Probably?”

“You don’t sound so sure of yourself, so I’ll give you the less sentimental ones.”

“Are they enchanted?” I ask as she lifts the lid on an ornate jewellery box.

“All faerie silver is enchanted,” she says with a smile and hands me two rings, both simple silver circles.

“Thank you. You have no idea how much you are going to save our lives.”

“You’d better stay alive. I’ll be pissed if you don’t.”

We share a smile.

“CJ is looking for a spell. When he’s found it, I’ll come and get you for the blood.”

“I’ll be here, keeping it warm.”

A sudden feeling of emotion floods over me. “Thank you, Cordelia. You have no idea how much I appreciate you right now.”

She reaches out and squeezes my hand. “Anytime.” Then she grins. “But by anytime, I don’t mean all the time. Only when the world needs saving.”

“I promise,” I say with a mock salute but linger, feeling like I should say more. I pocket the rings, feeling their weight like a promise. Two circles of faerie silver that might be the difference between victory and death.

“Go,” Cordelia says, shooing me toward the door. “You don’t need to say anything else.”

“Thank you,” I say, and she waves me off as I leave and head to the library to meet up with CJ and Cass.

My end was surprisingly easy, if I dare say it. I hope theirs has been as well.

Unfortunately, it looks less like it was easy and more like trying to squeeze blood from a stone. Even in such a short space of time, the guys look like they are about to tear their hair out with books strewn everywhere, over the table and on the floor.

I survey the carnage of scattered tomes and crumpled parchments covering every available surface. CJ sits hunched over an ancient tome, his hair a mess, while Cassiel paces between the towering shelves with another book clutched in his hands.

“Please tell me you’ve found something,” I say, dropping into the chair beside CJ.

“Define ‘something,’” he mutters without looking up. “Because I’ve found seventeen different ways to permanently blind a vampire, three spells that would turn us inside out, and one particularly creative curse that would make us allergic to our own blood.”

“Helpful,” I say dryly.

Cassiel appears from behind a shelf, his wings drooping with exhaustion. “The problem is, there is no sun here. The spell hasn’t been invented because it’s not needed.”

I give him a look that can only be described as ‘duh’, with a dash of ‘for fuck’s sake’ and a side of ‘why didn’t we think of that’.

“Yeah,” he says, understanding it. “So, you see our dilemma.”

“So, we need to adapt something,” I say, pulling the rings from my pocket and setting them on the table. The faerie silver gleams in the library’s lamplight. “Cordelia said all faerie silver is already enchanted. Maybe we can modify an existing spell?”

CJ looks up from his tome and slams it shut with a thud. His eyes focus on the rings with renewed interest. “If we can find a protection spell, something that creates a barrier.”

“Like a ward against fire?” Cassiel suggests moving closer to examine the rings. “Or elemental attacks? The sun is nature, therefore elemental, in that realm.”

“Yes,” CJ says. “We can do this with the right layers.”

“So, we are looking for barrier spells and defence against the elements,” I say, standing up to head to the right section. “Let’s get moving. I don’t like William being separated from us like this.” It feels wrong, and I have a horrible feeling that I’m going to lose him, and not in the death sense, but to that academy. It is probably everything that suits him; he will probably find thrills there that he can’t find here, new information and different magic. And, yes, different females. I clench my jaw tightly. I can’t think like that. William won’t betray me.

But despite my internal reassurances, the knot of worry in my chest refuses to loosen. William belongs with us, not in some twisted academy in a different realm.

I shake my head, forcing myself to focus. We need to get him back, which means finding the right spells to protect him and me from the sun in CJ’s realm.

“Elemental protection,” I mutter, scanning the shelves. “There’s got to be something here.”

We split up to cover more ground, each taking a different section of the vast library.

I pull down a promising tome titled Elemental Barriers and Shields and flip through it, finding plenty of information on protection against conjured fire, but nothing about natural fire. Three more books yield similar results, all with spells designed to counter magical attacks rather than natural phenomena.

“This is useless,” I grumble, shoving a particularly unhelpful volume back onto the shelf. “It’s all combat focused.”

Cassiel appears beside me. “Keep looking. We will find what we’re looking for.”

CJ is buried in a pile of ancient scrolls, muttering to himself as he discards one after another. “Why is nothing ever simple?”

“Because we’re trying to protect creatures of darkness from sunlight that doesn’t exist here, where the books are that you are looking in,” Cassiel replies dryly. “It’s like trying to make water not wet.”

Minutes tick by, and we’ve found nothing concrete.

“Wait, I think I’ve found something,” Cassiel says, moving back to the table with a book that appears to be bound in starlight. “It’s a spell for warding against stellar radiation, which is close enough to sunlight to be useful, perhaps.”

“This could work,” CJ says, taking the text from Cass and spreading it across the table. “If we layer this and a basic barrier spell properly, we could have a sunlight protection ring.”

“Could,” I mutter. “Mine and William’s lives kind of depend on this.”

CJ looks into my eyes, his as serious as I’ve seen them. “I know, my sweet, and I promise you that nothing will happen to you. I will give you mine before I let you fry.”

“But then you will fry,” I say.

“That’s how much I love you.”

My heart swells, but it disappears as quickly as it rose. “Stop being all mushy,” I snap at him. “I prefer stalker, overly possessive CJ. That’s who will help us win this fight.”

He grins. “Oh, I haven’t changed, my sweet. I’ll reword what I was actually thinking. That bastard sun won’t take you from me because if it does, I will annihilate it from that earth while you watch. I will give you my ring to protect you because nothing will take you from me, not even a natural element that has existed for aeons.”

I blink and then giggle. “Better. So, let’s do this.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CASSIEL


I watch CJ and Isolde work with the ancient texts, their heads bent together over the spell components. The stellar radiation ward is complex, requiring precise layering of protective magic, but it’s our best hope.

“The base spell needs to be anchored to the silver first,” I say, running my finger along the starlight-bound text. “Then we overlay the barrier magic and finally bind it with Cordelia’s blood.”

CJ spreads out a piece of parchment and sketches the spell circle we’ll need.

“We’ll have to be precise with the incantations. One mistake and we could end up with rings that explode when they touch sunlight.”

“Encouraging,” Isolde mutters, giving me a glare.

“I’ll gather the rest of the ingredients we’ll need from the spell labs,” I say, running my fingers over the starlight text yet again. I can’t keep my hand off it. I get a pang of homesickness for the celestial prison that birthed me, even though no part of me wants to go back. But it’s familiar in a sea of madness.

Salt, silver dust, and blessed chalk for the containment circle, should cover our bases.

“How long will this take?” Isolde asks before I leave. Her worry is clear on her face, even if I couldn’t feel it through our bond. The connection between us all feels strained with William’s absence, like a chord missing from a symphony. I feel it is having an adverse effect on Isolde. It is making her less confident, more paranoid. We need to get him back before she unravels completely.

“Two hours, maybe,” CJ replies, not looking up from his sketches. “We need to be absolutely certain the layering is correct. There won’t be time for a second attempt once we’re in my realm.”

I nod and head toward the spell labs.

The first one is in the middle of a lecture, so I move on until I find one that is empty. I find it startling that everyone has taken this in their stride and has gone back to normal.

I gather the supplies quickly, my mind focused on the task at hand. Each ingredient carries its own resonance, and combined, they should provide the foundation we need.

When I return to the library, CJ has completed his spell circle diagram, and Isolde is poring over the stellar radiation text with intense concentration.

“Find everything?” CJ asks as I set the ingredients on the table.

“Yes.” I arrange the components according to the spell requirements. “It’s quite fascinating, though. The relaxed way everyone treats magical disasters is rather remarkable.”

“Or disturbing,” Isolde mutters, not looking up from the book. “I keep expecting someone to ask questions about what just happened.”

“Blackridge’s influence,” CJ says simply. “He’s probably modified their memories or put a compulsion on the entire academy to treat this as routine maintenance.”

The thought chills me. The casual manipulation of hundreds of minds, the ability to rewrite reality itself within these walls, is another reminder of the power Blackridge wields. And if he can do that, can Damadere as well? Can she make us forget we are meant to be fighting her? Compel us to submit to her? I keep these thoughts to myself. Isolde is worried enough as it is.

“The sooner we complete this, the sooner we can retrieve William and end this.”

CJ nods, taking one of the faerie silver rings and placing it in the centre of his sketched circle. “Isolde, we need Cordelia’s blood first. The binding won’t hold without it.”

“Right,” she says, standing and stretching. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

As she leaves, CJ and I arrange the remaining components around the circle. The salt forms the outer boundary, the silver dust creates intricate patterns within, and the blessed chalk connects everything with precise geometric lines.

“You’re worried about him,” CJ observes, not looking up from his work.

“Aren’t you?”

“Of course I am. But worrying won’t bring him back faster.”

I watch him work, his movements sure and precise despite the circumstances.

“You’re also feeling homesick.”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “Well, yes, but it’s not what you think.” I should’ve known he’d be able to tell. I wonder if Isolde has noticed or if she is too busy with her own deterioration.

“The starlight-bound text,” CJ says, understanding immediately. “It reminds you of the celestial realm.”

“Yes.” I run my fingers along the book’s luminous binding again. “But not in a way that makes me want to return. It’s more like recognising a language you once spoke but no longer need.”

“Nostalgia without longing,” CJ muses, adjusting the silver dust pattern. “I understand that feeling.”

“Do you miss your realm?”

He pauses in his work, considering. “All the time. It’s a great fucking realm, and I live a life of pure luxury. What’s not to miss?” He looks up at me. “But I wouldn’t trade what we have here for anything.”

I nod, understanding completely. “The binding has changed us all.”

“In ways we have yet to fully experience.”

I nod, accepting that as truth. We have only scratched the surface of what we can be together. I can’t wait to see what else we have in store for each other.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
ISOLDE


I knock on Cordelia’s door again, and she opens it with an empty, small vial already in her hand.

“Hi,” I say awkwardly.

“Hi,” she says with a smile. “How much do you need?”

“Enough to soak each ring.”

She nods grimly and lets me in. I follow her as she picks up a silver dagger and slices it across her wrist. Her blood pumps up, hot and inviting, and my stomach growls as my fangs elongate.

“Sorry,” I mutter. “Haven’t fed for a while.”

“Make sure you take care of yourself, Isolde,” she chides gently. “SilverGate is counting on you.”

“Way to make me feel guilty for not feeding,” I reply with an eye roll.

She giggles. “Whatever works. Here.” She hands me the vial. Her wound has already healed, and I’m glad that she has super healing powers.

I take it from her. “Thank you, Cordelia. Really.”

“Stop thanking me. It’s getting weird.” She waves me off, but I can see the concern in her eyes. “Just don’t die, okay? I’d hate to have bled for nothing.”

“I’ll try my hardest not to.” I pocket the vial and head back to the library, my steps quicker now that we’re so close to having everything we need. The halls feel different somehow, charged with an energy that makes my skin prickle. Whether it’s residual magic from the banishment or something else entirely, I can’t tell.

When I return to the library, CJ and Cassiel have transformed the table into a ritual space. The spell circle is perfect, geometric lines intersecting with mathematical precision. The salt crystals glow faintly in the lamplight, and the silver dust creates patterns that seem to ripple and flow.

“Perfect timing,” CJ says, looking up from where he’s making final adjustments to the circle. “We’re ready.”

I set the vial of blood on the table beside the rings.

“Let’s do this then,” I say, moving to take my position at the circle’s edge.

The three of us stand around the ritual space, CJ at the north point, Cassiel at the south, and me at the west. The eastern point remains empty, a reminder of William’s absence that makes my chest ache.

“Isolde, you’ll need to activate the blood binding first,” CJ instructs. “Pour Cordelia’s blood over both rings.”

I uncork the vial, the metallic scent of dark fae blood filling the air. It’s different from vampire blood, richer, with an underlying sweetness that speaks of ancient magic. I pour it carefully over the first ring, watching as the silver absorbs the crimson liquid like a sponge. The same with the second ring.

When the blood has soaked into the faerie silver, both rings glow with a soft purple light.

“Now the stellar ward,” Cassiel says, opening the starlight-bound tome reverently. The words he speaks are in a language he knows well, but they make no sense to me. The meaning is clear, though. Protection from the burning light of distant suns, barriers against radiation that could sear flesh from bone.

The purple glow intensifies, and the magic builds in the circle, responding to Cassiel’s incantation. The salt crystals brighten, creating a contained field of power that makes the air hum with energy.

CJ takes up the second part of the spell, his voice joining Cassiel’s in a harmony that makes my bones vibrate. The barrier magic is more complex, layering protection upon protection, creating a shield that should theoretically withstand even the most intense solar radiation.

I hope.

The rings lift from the table, suspended in the swirling magic between us. They spin slowly, the purple light deepening to violet, then to black-purple.

“The final binding,” I say, reaching for the power that connects us all. Even with William absent, I can feel the thread of our bond, stretched thin across dimensions but still intact. I pull on that connection, weaving it into the spell, adding our blood magic to the protective matrix.

The rings pulse once, twice, then settle back onto the table with a soft chime. The glow fades to a barely perceptible shimmer, and the magic in the circle dissipates.

“Did it work?” I ask, reaching for one of the rings. When my fingers touch the silver ring, I feel the magic flowing through it, consisting of layers of protection woven together with dark fae blood and our combined will.

“Only one way to find out,” CJ says grimly. “But the magic feels right. Stable.”

Cassiel closes the starlight tome carefully, and I pick up the first ring, feeling the weight of it, the subtle warmth that speaks of the magic bound within. “This is it then. Our ticket to your realm.” Slipping it onto my finger, I wait, but nothing happens. I don’t feel any different.

“That’s normal,” CJ says. “It’s not meant to feel different.”

I gulp, needing to trust him, and I pocket the second ring intended for William. “Okay.”

The library falls silent except for the soft crackling of residual magic. We’ve done it. We have protection against the sun, a way to fight Damadere where she’s weakest. Now we just need to get William back and lure her into following us.

“What about the portal?” I ask CJ. “Is that what you use to come and go?”

He shakes his head. “My teleporting power gives me the ability to move between realms. It’s a gift from my mother’s side. I will have to go back and ask them for the timestone, which will then be able to transport all of us, including Damadere, to my earth.”

“Speaking of your mother, she never arrived back here to kick Blackridge’s arse. Did you contact her?”

He nods. “Briefly.”

I don’t ask how. It doesn’t really matter. The main thing is we aren’t going to have to deal with a second dragon flying around in fury while we are trying to get organised.

“How do we contact William?” I ask instead, the ring feeling strange on my finger despite CJ’s reassurances.

“Blackridge will get him,” CJ says.

We pack up the ritual components, leaving the library in better shape than we found it. The halls of SilverGate feel oddly normal now, students moving between classes, professors going about their business. It’s as if the attack never happened, which is deeply unsettling.

We find Blackridge in his office, sitting behind his massive desk as if he has been there all along. His dark eyes assess us as we enter, and I can see the faint approval in his expression when he notices the ring on my finger.

“I trust your endeavours were successful?” he asks.

“We have the rings,” I confirm. “Whether or not they work is something we will find out. Now we need William back.”

“Ah, yes, your wayward Butcher.” Blackridge stands, moving to the window that overlooks the courtyard. “He’s been keeping himself entertained at DarkHallow, though Blackgrove assures me he hasn’t killed anyone yet.”

“Yet?” I ask sharply.

“William has a particular talent for attracting trouble, Miss Morvoren. Even when he’s trying to behave.”

My stomach clenches. “What kind of trouble?”

“Nothing that can’t be managed,” Blackridge says dismissively, but there’s something in his tone that doesn’t reassure me. “Though I suspect he’s grown rather restless. DarkHallow’s atmosphere suits him perhaps too well.”

That’s exactly what I was afraid of. “Get him back. Now.”

“Of course.” Blackridge moves away from the window, where he simply vanishes into the shadows.

We’re about to stake everything on rings that might not work, magic we’ve never tested, and a plan that relies on luring one of the most powerful creatures in existence into a trap.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CJ


The silence in Blackridge’s office is worse than the sounds of battle. It’s thick and heavy, charged with unspoken fears and the lingering scent of blood. Isolde is staring at the ring on her finger as if expecting it to bite her. I can feel her anxiety, a frantic, hummingbird-wing beat. She’s frayed around the edges, stretched thin by the weight of the nexus and the constant threat of Damadere. I want to wrap her up and hide her away until the adventure is all over, but that’s not who she is. She’s a fucking queen, and she’ll face the odds regardless. My job is just to make sure she survives it.

Cassiel stands by the window, a soldier carved from shadow and starlight. He’s as stoic as ever, but I see the way his wings twitch almost imperceptibly, a telltale sign of his restlessness. He has gone from the quirky, cute fallen angel to a serious warrior who will protect us all without a second thought. It’s admirable and impressive. He has shown me I can trust him with Isolde’s life. We’re all on a knife’s edge, waiting for the other shoe to drop, for William to return so we can kick this insane plan into gear.

Taking the fight to my realm and bringing an ancient, genocidal vampire matriarch on our heels is going to be hard to explain. My parents are going to be thrilled. Not. But it’s our only play. Here, Damadere has the home-field advantage. In my world, under a sun that burns vampires to ash, the playing field tilts in our favour. As long as those rings hold.

A patch of darkness in the corner of the room deepens, bleeding outwards until it solidifies into two figures. Blackridge appears first, his suit immaculate as always. And then William.

He looks different. The time at DarkHallow, however brief, has left its mark. There’s a wildness in his green eyes that wasn’t there before, a predatory edge that’s been honed to a razor sharpness. He looks less like a resurrected scholar and more like the Butcher he was named for, every inch the creature of dark magic and death.

His gaze sweeps the room and lands on Isolde. The air crackles, the bond between us all flaring to life with his proximity. He takes a step towards her, and the raw power rolling off him is a physical force.

Isolde doesn’t hesitate. She closes the distance between them, her hands coming up to cup his face. “You’re okay,” she whispers, a statement and a question all in one.

“Better than okay,” he murmurs, his eyes devouring her. He leans down, his mouth about to claim hers, but she pulls back just enough to press the second ring into his palm.

“Put this on,” she says, her gaze shooting to Blackridge.

He slips the ring onto his finger without question, his gaze never leaving hers. The connection between them is a live wire, a current of energy that excludes the rest of us to a point. But then, I guess the same could be said for her individual relationships with each of us.

“I’ll go and get the timestone from my realm. I’ll be back as quickly as I can.” I don’t wait for an answer, instead I focus and teleport, the familiar pull yanking me from SilverGate and flinging me across dimensions. Home, sweet home.

I land in the grand entrance hall of my family’s castle in the Tuscan hills. This thing has stood for centuries, carefully reconstructed and maintained down to the very last stone. It is my father’s stronghold, his place of power.

Without a second thought, I step into the sunlight streaming in through the high stained glass windows with my eyes closed, feeling the heat seep into my skin.

My eyes snap open when I hear Dad’s approach. “CJ,” he says, eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”

“I don’t have time for small talk. I need the timestone.”

“Why?”

“I have the urge to bring some people back to this realm,” I say as flippantly as I can.

He’s not buying it. He never does. “So, you’ve told a bunch of creatures you weren’t supposed to tell, and now you want them to come here? Where there is a sun, and where things don’t work the same as where they live?”

“Yep.”

He holds my gaze steadily. “I’ll ask again, and you know how much I hate to repeat myself. Why?”

“Technically, that’s a second question, not a repetition of the first,” I say, unable to help myself.

He growls at my attitude. “Fair enough, but I still require an answer.”

“There is trouble. The four of us, those you saw when you came the other night, we need to fight an ancient bitch who wants to kill us all to keep her power. We’re not going to let that happen. My plan is to drag her here, away from her source of power and, here’s the real threat, under the sun, where she will probably not fry but definitely be weak enough for us to end her.”

He nods slowly. “Okay. It’s a rather brilliant plan.”

“If I do say so myself,” I say with a preen.

“Will it work?”

“One way to find out.”

“Where will this battle take place?”

“Wherever the nexus point is that corresponds with SilverGate’s.”

“This is the same battle that your mother intervened in?”

“No, this is bigger.”

“Need any help? It’s been a while since I killed something.”

I chuckle. “Thanks, but no. This is our fight, and we will handle it. I just need the timestone. Without it, the plan fails before it even begins.”

Dad stares at me for a long moment, his gaze sharp enough to peel skin. He’s weighing the risk, the potential fallout, the sheer audacity of it all. Finally, a slow, predatory smile spreads across his face, so like mine it’s almost unnerving. “Fine,” he says, the single word echoing with finality. “Let’s hope your confidence is not misplaced.”

He turns and leads me down the hallway to his office. He crosses over the plush rug to his desk and opens a drawer that I know from experience has a hidden compartment. It uses blood to open it. Not any blood, though, I found that out the hard way, but his and his alone.

“Here,” he says, handing me the small, flat black stone that looks innocuous but holds more power than most creatures would know what to do with.

“You know how it works,” he says. “They all need to be touching you.”

“Yeah.”

“So, I don’t need to tell you to be quick when this ancient vampire bitch lays her hands on you.”

“You really don’t.”

“Be careful, CJ. You are my legacy. Don’t die.”

Constantine Aquila doesn’t mince words. I nod with a slight smile. “That’s not the plan.”

He nods once, and I disappear back to SilverGate, straight to Isolde, where I find her in a compromising position that sets my blood roaring straight to my cock.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
ISOLDE


William’s mouth collides with my pussy with a brutal and desperate savagery. My hands fist in his hair, holding him tight against me. I can feel his hunger, his need, and the wildness that DarkHallow has stirred in him. I arch off the bed as my pussy floods his mouth with cum, and he groans, increasing the pressure of his tongue and his teeth.

“William,” I gasp.

He looks up at me from between my legs. His eyes are feral, the green almost lost to the black of his pupils. He looks like he wants to devour me, to consume me whole. It sends a shiver of fear and excitement through me. This is William unchained, raw and primal.

He rises up over me, his body taut with need. I can feel the hard length of him pressing against my thigh, insistent and demanding. His mouth claims mine, his tongue sweeping in with possessive hunger. I taste myself on his lips, and it sends another wave of heat flooding through me.

“Isolde,” he growls against my skin, his voice a low rumble that vibrates through my very soul. His hands roam over my body, rough and greedy, as if he can’t touch enough of me at once. Every touch leaves a trail of fire in its wake, igniting every nerve ending until I’m a writhing mass of sensation beneath him.

I reach down between us, gripping his stiff cock and guiding him to my pussy. He thrusts into me with a single, brutal stroke that stretches me wide. I cry out, my nails digging into his back as each thrust is deeper and more urgent than the last.

He buries his face in my neck, his breath hot against my skin, pressing his hands into my shoulders to pin me in place. “You are mine,” he growls, the words a possessive claim that sends a thrill through me even as fear whispers in the back of my mind, the urge to struggle, to fight. This is William unrestrained, the Butcher laid bare.

But I don’t fight. Instead, I wrap my legs around him, pulling him deeper into me, surrendering to his feral need. His fangs graze my neck, a primal urge to mark, to claim, to feed, and I tilt my head, giving him access. A growl rumbles in his chest as he bites down, holding me in place as he fucks me with an intensity that borders on savage.

The bed creaks under us, the headboard slamming against the wall with each powerful thrust. The magic in the room responds to our passion, the air crackling with energy.

William’s body is a furnace above me, his heat seeping into my skin, his power wrapping around us like a storm. I can sense the darkness in him, the wildness that DarkHallow has brought to the surface. I meet his thrusts forcefully, my hips rising to slam against his, our bodies locked in a battle of lust and need.

He releases his bite, and his mouth crashes against mine, his tongue invading, claiming, dominating. I bite his lip, drawing blood, and he growls in response, his cock swelling inside me. He’s close; so am I.

My pussy clenches around him, demanding his release.

He tears his mouth from mine, eyes wild and feral, as he pounds into me. The room shakes with the force of our fucking. My orgasm builds like a storm, raw and uncontrollable, threatening to shatter me from the inside out.

Suddenly, William pulls out, flipping me onto my stomach with a swift, dominant motion. His hands grip my hips, fingers digging into my flesh as he yanks me back against him. I gasp as he slams into me again, this angle even deeper and more intense. His body covers mine, his breath hot on my ear as he growls, “You are mine. Forever. Say it.”

The possessiveness in his voice sends a dark thrill through me. I push back against him, meeting his thrusts with fervour. His hand snakes around my throat, holding me firmly but gently, a gesture of dominance that makes my heart race.

“Yes,” I whisper, surrendering completely to his claim. “Yours. Always.”

He groans deeply, his body tensing as he reaches his peak. With a final, powerful thrust, he comes undone, his cock pulsing inside me as he fills me with his hot cum. The sensation sends me over the edge, my orgasm ripping through me with a force that leaves me shaking and breathless.

“I’m yours, Isolde. No one will ever take me from you,” he whispers before letting me go.

He collapses next to me, but I’m nowhere near done. Cassiel, who has sat by watching this and letting William have me all to himself, dives on me, flipping me on my back again and spreading my legs. His fingers swirl through the cum between my thighs, pushing it back inside me before he withdraws his fingers and replaces them with his stiff cock.

I notice CJ has returned, and I grin at him. “Got it?”

“Got it.”

I nod and then gasp as Cassiel slams into me. He grips my hips, his eyes locked onto mine. I can see the hunger in them, and I’m more than willing to satisfy it. His wings extend, casting a shadow over us as he rides me with brutal intensity. Each thrust is deliberate, possessive, designed to claim and mark me.

As Cassiel’s movements grow more urgent, CJ walks over, his eyes filled with that familiar dominating gleam. He leans down, capturing my mouth in a searing kiss that sends shivers through every part of me. His fangs graze my lip, drawing a bead of blood that he licks away with a satisfied growl. “Mine too,” he murmurs against my lips before straightening up to undress.

Cassiel’s rhythm falters for a moment as CJ joins us on the bed, but he quickly recovers, his grip on my hips tightening. CJ manoeuvres in behind me, his hands gently lifting my upper body so that I’m sandwiched between the two of them. His mouth trails hot kisses down my spine, making me arch back against him.

CJ’s hard length presses against my back. He reaches around to cup my breasts, his thumb brushing against my nipples in a way that sends jolts of pleasure straight to my clit. Cassiel growls in front of me, his eyes flashing with lust. He leans forward, capturing one of my breasts in his mouth, biting down just enough to tease before releasing it. His teeth graze my sensitive flesh, making me gasp and writhe between them.

CJ’s hands roam lower, one slipping between Cassiel and me to find my clit. He rubs it in slow, deliberate circles that make my hips buck against Cassiel, who groans in response. The other hand grips my thigh, lifting it slightly to change the angle of Cassiel’s thrusts, hitting a spot inside me that makes me scream.

Cassiel’s eyes are intense, never leaving mine, as he claims my body with each powerful thrust. CJ’s touch is demanding, his fingers working my clit while his mouth explores the curves of my shoulders and neck.

Cassiel’s pace quickens, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he chases his release. Each thrust sends waves of pleasure coursing through me, building towards an inevitable climax. CJ’s fingers on my clit move faster, syncing with Cassiel’s rhythm, pushing me closer to the edge.

“Come for him, Isolde,” CJ whispers in my ear, his voice a dark command that sends a shiver down my spine. “Let him feel your pussy clenching around him.”

“Ah!” I cry out as my body responds to his demand. My orgasm hits like a tidal wave, sweeping through me with a force that leaves me crying out, my body convulsing between them. Cassiel groans deeply, his cock jerking wildly inside me as his climax hits him hard, riding the waves of my orgasm with fierce, erratic thrusts.

Behind me, CJ’s grip tightens, his body tense against mine. He turns my head to the side, claiming my mouth in a fierce kiss as he takes control. When he finally pushes deep inside me, before Cass has withdrawn, I groan and whimper around him, allowing him to brutally claim me without a second thought for how much control I give him.

I can feel every inch of him, every ridge, as he stretches me. Cassiel withdraws, but his hands are on my thighs, holding me open for CJ, who moves with urgent, powerful thrusts. His grip on my hips is bruising, his body coiled with tension and need.

“Fuck, Isolde,” CJ growls, his voice low and gravelly in my ear. “You feel so fucking good.”

Cassiel watches us, his eyes locked onto where CJ and I are joined. He reaches out, his fingers finding my clit, circling it slowly, then faster. The sensation is overwhelming, two of them touching me, one fucking me hard from behind while the other’s fingers tease me into a frenzy.

When Cass drops his mouth and nips my clit with his teeth, I soak CJ’s cock with my juices and practically snap him in half I come that hard, shaking and shuddering with the intensity of my orgasm. CJ is only just starting to build up to his climax, pounding relentlessly against me, even though I’m a trembling mess.

“Mine,” he growls out before he spurts deep inside, sending another wave of pleasure washing over me.

I buck between them. I can barely breathe as they touch me, caress me, kiss my skin and whisper their love for me. My mind swims in a haze of bliss. The sensation of their hands and mouths on my body is overwhelming, sending jolts of electric ecstasy coursing through my veins.

Slowly, the tremors subside, leaving me panting and boneless between them. “We need…” I rasp. “We need to finish this.”

“You mean round two?” William asks with a raised eyebrow.

“No, you arsehole. Damadere,” I growl, pushing the guys off me and climbing off the bed. My knees shake, but I remain standing as I face them. “I am sick of times like this being marred by her looming over us. It’s time we get rid of her, her bunch of disgusting rogue acolytes, and release all those poor creatures from their grisly prisons.”

“Agreed,” Cassiel says, rising swiftly and catching me as my knees buckle. “But let’s get you cleaned up first.”

I nod gratefully as he carries me to the bathroom and lowers me gently to the floor. He switches the taps on in the shower and makes sure the water is the perfect temperature before he helps me in.

The water revives me, washing away the remnants of our passionate interlude. Cassiel’s hands are gentle as he helps me wash, his touch soothing and tender. I lean into him, allowing myself a moment of vulnerability. The warmth of the water and the comfort of his presence help steady my nerves, but the urgency of our mission lingers in the back of my mind.

Once I’m clean and refreshed, I step out of the shower, wrapping myself in a fluffy towel. CJ hands me a fresh set of clothes consisting of black leggings, a fitted top, and my combat boots before he takes my place in the shower. I dress quickly, my movements efficient and focused.

CJ’s shower is hasty, and William follows, being equally as quick to clean up.

I turn away from the guys and brush my hair, slowly, methodically, using this moment to steel myself for the battle ahead, to connect to the magic, and then a sinking thought hits me.

I stare out of the window. “We’ve forgotten something.”

“What is it?” CJ asks.

“If we are away from SilverGate, that means that I don’t have access to the magic either.”

“Yes, you do,” William says in a tone that I can’t quite place. I turn around to see him dressed, his attire a blend of elegance and practicality that matches CJ’s style and makes me smile. Dark pants, a crisp white shirt open at the collar, and a black jacket. “You have Blackridge. He will be your conduit.”

“Does he know that?” I ask dryly.

“He won’t let you fail,” Cassiel states.

Let’s hope not.

I nod grimly and scoop my hair up into a tight bun. No way am I leaving it loose and giving that bitch the opportunity to use it against me.

“So, the plan is to drop the wards, step outside SilverGate and wait?”

“Pretty much,” CJ says. “She, and all of you, need to be touching me to use the timestone, so this is going to get up close and personal.”

“That’s risky.”

“That’s the only way.”

“Are we ready?”

“Yes,” comes the reply in unison.

Well, I guess this is it, then.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
ISOLDE


We make our way through SilverGate’s hallways, the familiar stone walls feeling comforting, yet confining. Students and staff we pass give us curious glances, but no one stops us. The weight of what we’re about to do settles heavily on my shoulders with each step.

“The wards first,” I murmur, reaching out with my consciousness to touch the protective barriers that surround the academy. They respond immediately, recognising my authority as defender.

“Issy.”

I turn when I hear my name and force a smile on my face. “Isaac. Everything okay?”

He raises an eyebrow at my short tone. “Fine.” He glares at CJ, William and Cass before looking back at me. “You?”

“Perfect. We just have some… studying to do.”

“You are a year below them,” he gestures with his chin. “What kind of studying?”

“The kind that you don’t want to know about,” CJ says, slapping his hand on Isaac’s shoulder.

Isaac’s stare fixes on CJ. I can see the irritation, but also the sadness that he misses his friend. I chew my lip before I blurt out, “When we get back from our study session, how about you two hang out for a bit? Hmm?”

Isaac glowers at me for intervening, but if I hadn’t said anything, we’d still be standing here tomorrow, and we’ve got a bitch to fry.

CJ nods at Isaac, his expression softening slightly. “Definitely. You up for it?”

“Yeah,” Isaac says.

And that is apparently them all made up as Isaac punches CJ on the shoulder. “Whatever this is, remember your words.”

CJ nods. “Oh, that hasn’t changed. If anything, I mean it more.”

Isaac studies him for a moment and then nods. “See you later.”

“Bye,” I say with an awkward wave, hoping this isn’t going to be the last time I see him, but just in case it is, I fling my arms around him and give him a tight hug.

He returns it, and when he pulls back, his face is full of concern.

Before he can say anything, I stammer. “We should catch up soon, too. I miss you.”

“Miss you too, Issy,” he says and steps back. He isn’t stupid. He knows something major is going on, but I can’t have him stepping in to defend me. I need him here to remember me if this goes monumentally sideways.

I force myself to turn and walk away. The guys follow me, quiet and contemplative.

Once we get outside, the tension lifts slightly, and I clear my throat. “So where will this timestone take us?” I ask.

“Anywhere you want to go,” CJ says. “But in this particular case, I’d say as soon as it opens, think of the nexus in my realm. Think it and don’t stop thinking it until we arrive there. I should be able to tap into whatever magic frequency it runs on because it’s my world. I had no idea about all this shit before coming here,” he adds with a serious frown. “Magic was just magic, but I see a whole other side to it now. Where it comes from, the beauty of it, its purpose. If I can sense it and get on its wavelength, it will give us a much-needed boost.”

I nod, understanding the gravity of what he’s saying. “I wonder where it is?” I mutter, staring up at SilverGate and imagining an academy in his world, under the ball of fire they call the sun. “Okay,” I say, reaching out to touch the protective wards surrounding SilverGate one final time. They shimmer under my mental caress, centuries of accumulated defensive magic recognising my authority. “Time to go out into the open.”

The wards dissolve with a single thought, allowing us to pass through. The absence of their protection is immediate and unsettling, like stepping outside without clothes on a winter day.

We hastily cross over the boundary, and I raise them again to protect not only the students and staff but the nexus as well.

“We have minutes at most,” William murmurs.

“Good,” CJ replies, pulling the timestone from his pocket. The small black stone that holds such heavy magic looks like a normal pebble, and I swallow back my doubt. This will work. It has to. “Everyone needs to be touching me when I activate this. And remember, think of the nexus. Nothing else.”

We arrange ourselves around CJ, with our hands on his shoulders, his arms, or anywhere we can maintain contact. We must look ridiculous standing here huddled together. Damadere is sure to know something is off.

The temperature drops precipitously. Shadows spill across the grounds like black ink, and Damadere materialises from the darkness between the trees. Her silver-red eyes lock onto us immediately, and her perfect features twist into a mask of cold fury.

“Running away, children?” Her voice carries across the distance, melodic and deadly. “How disappointing.”

She walks towards us with all the confidence of a woman who thinks she holds all the cards, each step calculated and deliberate. The grass withers beneath her feet, leaving a trail of death in her wake.

None of us even breathes.

Dark energy erupts from her hands, lashing towards us like whips of shadow. I instinctively raise a shield, silver fire flaring to life around our group, but I can feel her power pressing against it, testing for weaknesses.

“You cannot escape me,” she snarls, her composure finally cracking. “William belongs to me!”

Damadere lunges forward with inhuman speed, her claws extended. She crashes against my shield, but then she stops when no one runs, flinches or tries to attack her.

Her eyes narrow, and I gulp. Shit. She knows something is wrong. I let go of CJ. Cass is standing next to me and shoots me a questioning look. I glare back at him, and he gets my meaning and releases CJ as well. William does the same and follows through with a blood missile attack that rips through Damadere, which looks like it hurt.

CJ and I exchange a frustrated glance, but we have to improvise now. Somehow, we have to coordinate this attack to get all of us in a confined space within touching distance of each other without it looking too obvious.

An idea forms in my head, and I turn in a circle, my hand outstretched, while the guys converge on Damadere, leaving me to whatever crazy plan they know I’m concocting.

And it is crazy.

I’m forming a protective circle around us that will grow increasingly small the more magic bounces off it. Like constraints that get tighter the more you struggle. In a matter of seconds, we will be crushed together, with nowhere to go but CJ’s realm, with the timestone transporting us.

The silver circle erupts from my outstretched hand, expanding outward before contracting into its deadly form. Damadere is too distracted with the guys to notice that the magical barrier is already closing in on us.

The more magic that hits the circle, the quicker it shrinks, forcing us all together. William slams into my back as Cassiel stumbles sideways. CJ has the timestone ready, gripping it tightly. We just need a few more seconds until we are on top of each other.

“What is this?” Damadere snarls as she is forced inches from me. She hisses, but I snarl back and throw a streak of magic at the barrier.

We all slam together, and CJ activates the timestone. I focus desperately on the nexus in CJ’s realm, the sun, the place where we can finally end this.

I didn’t know what to expect, but I didn’t think it would be so easy or seamless. One second, we are under the dark sky of my realm, and the next, we are standing in a very grand entrance hall with bright light streaming in through the stained-glass windows. I cry out and put my hand up to my eyes to shield them from this torture as I hear CJ snarl. “Oh, you have got to be fucking kidding me!”
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It doesn’t take me more than a second to realise we have landed at Ponte. It takes me the next second to know my parents are going to fucking kill me, bring me back and do it again for bringing this fight to their home.

Damadere shrieks as the sun hits her skin, and she skitters off into the shadows, looking for the first time, scared and uncertain. “What is this place?” she screams.

I wince. She is going to bring my parents running.

Shaking it off, I look over at Isolde and William, who don’t appear to be in any distress. They are holding steady under the sunlight filtering in, although the brightness is affecting their eyesight.

“This is impossible,” Damadere hisses, her perfect composure completely shattered. “No realm should burn like this.”

“Welcome to my world, bitch,” I snarl, advancing on her. “Not feeling so invincible now, are you?”

“The nexus!” Isolde cries. “It’s here?”

I shake my head with a shrug. “It’s news to me if it is.”

“Then find the fuck out!” William growls as he moves into position to stop Damadere from bolting.

But before anyone else can take a single step, my father materialises at the bottom of the sweeping staircase, his dark eyes taking in the scene, analysing and assessing in a second flat. Behind him, my mother appears, looking annoyed until she sees me, and she grins, “CJ!”

“Constantine Junior,” Dad says, his voice deadly calm. “Care to explain why you’ve brought a screaming ancient vampire into our home?”

“The plan went slightly sideways,” I admit, my eyes returning to Damadere, who has pressed herself into the corner where the shadows are deepest. “We were supposed to land near the nexus point in this realm.”

“Which is where, exactly?” William asks, his voice tight with barely controlled violence. Even with the ring’s protection, the sunlight is clearly affecting him.

No one answers him. No one has an answer for him.

“It’s here?” Mom asks. “Well, that makes a lot of sense, I guess. How come you never knew?” She asks this of my dad, who simply shrugs.

“I never bothered to check,” he says. “Although, since gaining offensive magic, I do feel more connected to this place…”

“Fuck’s sake!” I roar as they have this mundane conversation. “Go away so we can end this.”

Mom’s attention is drawn back to me. “Sure you don’t want some help?”

“I’ve got this,” I grit out and blast the double front doors practically off their hinges with my offensive magic.

Sunlight floods through the doorway, bathing everything in a bright light. The sky is a glorious blue, with not a cloud in sight, making it a perfect Tuscan summer day.

Perfect for frying this bitch.

With a whip of my hand, I send her screaming outside into the baking hot summer’s day.

Damadere screams as her skin smokes and blisters, the pure sunlight acting like acid on her ancient flesh. She tries to dart back toward the shadowed safety of the entranceway, but I’m already in motion, summoning a cloud of red power that catches her mid-stride.

Weirdly, I feel it now. The nexus, buried somewhere under this ancient castle, hidden for millennia. My power feels honed and calculated here. I didn’t notice before, but now I do, and I smile.

The impact of my magic sends her tumbling across the extensive manicured lawn, leaving a scorched trail in the perfectly maintained grass. My parents are going to be pissed about that later, but I’ve got bigger problems at the moment.

“William! Isolde!” I shout over my shoulder. “Now!”

They rush forward, their protective rings keeping them from harm as they step into the direct sunlight. William’s face contorts with discomfort as he launches a barrage of blood missiles that pin Damadere to the ground like crimson spears.

Isolde follows immediately, silver fire erupting from her palms in a concentrated stream that catches Damadere full in the chest. Her scream rises to a pitch that shatters nearby windows.

“This isn’t possible,” she shrieks, her face contorting as patches of her skin blacken and peel away. “I am ETERNAL!”

“Guess again,” I snarl, approaching her.

She makes a desperate gesture with her charred hand, and a portal forms beside her in a swirling darkness that promises escape.

“No!” William roars, sending another volley of blood missiles to pin her other limbs. “You don’t get to run!”

I release another blast of power as Cassiel takes to the sky and sends an uncelestial orb directly at her. The flames engulf her, combining with Isolde’s silver fire to create a swirling vortex of destruction that rises thirty feet into the air.

For a moment, I think we’ve won. The screaming stops. The portal collapses. The inferno burns so hot that the air around it shimmers and warps.

Then the flames explode outward in all directions.

The shockwave catches me full in the chest, lifting me off my feet and sending me crashing through a topiary bush and flattening it. Pain lances through my body from the blast, but I heal almost instantly.

Through soil and shrubbery, I see Damadere rising from the charred earth. Her flesh is blackened and peeling, hair burnt away, clothing reduced to ash, but she’s still moving. Still fighting.

And she’s furious.

Power surges around her, a dark aura that absorbs the sunlight that was burning her moments ago.

William and Isolde are thrown backwards by the backlash of her power. They crash to the ground a dozen yards away, momentarily stunned but shaking it off quickly.

Golden-black energy crackles around Cass’s hands as he hurls bolt after bolt at Damadere, each impact leaving smouldering craters in her already damaged form.

She catches the last bolt in her hand, somehow absorbing its energy, and hurls it back at him with twice the force. Cassiel twists in mid-air, narrowly avoiding the redirected attack, but Damadere is already moving, impossibly fast despite her injuries and limitations.

Her hand closes around Cassiel’s ankle, yanking him from the sky with brutal force. The impact when he hits the ground is sickening, and I hear something crack even from where I’m struggling to my feet.

“I will tear the wings from your back,” she hisses, dragging Cassiel closer despite the sun continuing to burn her exposed flesh.

William stands twenty yards away, his hand extended, veins black against his pale skin as he channels his power. The blood geyser engulfs Damadere, solidifying around her in a crimson prison that halts her attack on Cassiel.

She snarls, straining against the bloody restraints. Cracks appear almost immediately, but she’s still incredibly strong, even in her damaged state.

“CJ!” William shouts. “I can’t hold her for long. We need… something.”

This is proving more challenging than I’d initially thought. She has partly adapted to the sunlight, although she remains in the shadows from the numerous trees and bushes dotted about the acres of land.

I move forward, summoning another blast of offensive magic that slams into the blood cocoon, reinforcing William’s restraints. Isolde joins us, her silver fire wrapping around the structure like chains.

For a moment, it seems to be working. Damadere’s struggles slow, the cocoon holding firm against her diminished strength.

Then a low, rhythmic chanting fills the air. Words in a language so ancient it makes my blood vibrate.

The blood cocoon shimmers with dark light from within. William’s face contorts with pain and shock.

“She’s using my blood against me,” he gasps. “Turning my own power⁠—”

The cocoon explodes outward in a spray of corrupted blood that’s black rather than red. The force sends all of us flying in different directions. I crash through a hedge, William slams into a fountain, and Isolde is thrown against a stone bench that cracks under the impact.

Damadere’s ruined body is now partially restored by whatever dark ritual she just performed on William. The sunlight still burns her, but more slowly now, as if she’s built up some resistance through sheer force of will.

“You cannot defeat me in direct combat,” she says, her voice ragged but gaining strength. “I have survived millennia. I have seen empires rise and fall. I have bathed in the blood of gods!”

She extends her hands, and the blackened blood that spattered across the lawn flows back toward her like a tide answering the moon’s call. It swirls around her feet, climbing her body, covering her burnt flesh in a living armour of corrupted blood.

“Oh, that’s disgusting!” My mother’s voice rings out, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes. I knew they wouldn’t be far away. On the battlements of the castle wall, no doubt.

“Glad we are providing you with some entertainment,” I say loud enough that they will be able to hear me with their vampire hearing.

Mom chuckles. “Just shout if you need us.”

“We don’t.”

“Then use your full arsenal,” Dad pipes up.

“William,” Damadere calls, her voice almost gentle now, cutting through this conversation. “My son. My creation. You cannot escape your purpose.”

William rises unsteadily, blood streaming from a gash on his forehead. “I’m not your sacrificial lamb,” he spits.

“No,” she agrees, a terrible smile splitting her charred face. “You are something far more precious, and I will have what I need from you, willing or not.”

She gestures, and tendrils of black blood shoot from her armour toward William. He dodges the first few, but there are too many, coming from too many directions. They wrap around his limbs, his torso, and his neck, pulling him inexorably toward her.

“Let him go!” Isolde screams, silver fire erupting around her in a corona of protective rage. She charges forward, but more tendrils lash out, catching her mid-stride and lifting her into the air.

Cassiel, barely conscious from his earlier impact, struggles to rise. Damadere doesn’t even look at him as she sends a casual wave of force that pins him back to the ground.

Drawing on every ounce of dragon heritage in my blood, my dad’s words resonate. My skin ripples as scales form, my vision sharpening as my eyes shift to their draconic state.

“Don’t even think about it,” Damadere warns, turning those terrible eyes on me. “Or I’ll crush their hearts before you can complete your transformation.”

To emphasise her point, the tendrils around William and Isolde tighten visibly. William’s face contorts with pain, while Isolde gasps for breath. She pulls William closer with the blood tendrils, until he’s suspended directly in front of her. With her free hand, she reaches out to touch his chest, directly over his heart.

William screams as her hand phases through his chest. Isolde thrashes wildly in her restraints, her silver fire flaring and dimming as she struggles to break free.

I lock eyes with Cassiel across the battlefield. He’s on his feet, golden-black energy crackling around his hands, and he is pissed off. Good. We need some wrathful rage. He gives me a nearly imperceptible nod.

Time to go for broke.
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The blood tendrils constrict around me, squeezing tighter with each struggling breath. I watch helplessly as William writhes in agony, Damadere’s hand has phased through his chest like a ghost. His scream tears through me, more painful than any physical torture she could inflict.

From my suspended position, I see CJ and Cassiel exchange a look across the battlefield.

What happens next unfolds in heartbeats.

Cassiel launches upward with explosive force, his wings carrying him in a blur of motion. At the same moment, CJ drops to one knee and slams his palm against the ground. The earth beneath us trembles, then heaves upward in a wave that ripples outward from his position.

The sudden movement disrupts Damadere’s balance just as Cassiel dives toward her from above. Golden-black energy surrounds him like a comet’s tail as he crashes into her with crushing force. The impact separates her from William, her spectral hand wrenching free of his chest as she stumbles backwards.

The blood tendrils holding me waver, their grip loosening. I summon silver fire to my hands, forcing it along the corrupted blood. The tendrils hiss and dissolve where my fire touches them, and suddenly I’m falling.

I hit the ground rolling, cushioning the impact as best I can. Pain lances through my shoulder, but I ignore it, scrambling toward William’s crumpled form. He lies motionless on the scorched grass, his skin ashen grey.

“William!” I reach him, cradling his head in my lap. His eyes are open but unfocused, staring at nothing. Through our binding, I sense something profoundly wrong. It’s a hollowness where his presence should be strongest.

CJ advances on Damadere.

“William, please,” I whisper urgently. “I need you to help me.”

His eyes flicker, focusing on my face for a brief moment. “Issy,” he whispers. “She took something.”

Across the garden, Damadere rises from where Cassiel’s attack had thrown her. Her ruined body moves with jerky, unnatural motions, black blood oozing from countless wounds.

“You’ve only delayed the inevitable,” she snarls, her voice distorted and ragged. “He belongs to me. He has always belonged to me.”

CJ and Cassiel position themselves between us and Damadere, forming a protective barrier.

The air around us suddenly grows cold. Frost forms on the grass despite the summer heat, spreading outward from where Damadere stands. Her chanting fills the air, words in a language so ancient it makes my teeth ache.

“She’s drawing power from the nexus,” I mutter.

“So can you,” William croaks.

CJ unleashes a blast of red offensive magic directly at her, but the blood armour absorbs it, growing stronger. Cassiel’s uncelestial energy meets the same fate, swallowed by the darkness surrounding her.

“Blackridge,” I mutter. “Where are you?”

Closing my eyes briefly to tap into the magic I know is still in me, even though I’m away from SilverGate, I channel my silver fire. A beam of pure silver light erupts from my palm, striking Damadere’s blood armour. Where it hits, the corrupted blood hisses and evaporates, exposing her charred flesh to the sunlight again.

She screams in rage and pain, her concentration broken. The frost recedes, the temperature rising to normal heat. For a moment, I dare to hope we’ve turned the tide.

William’s eyes roll back in his head, his body convulsing violently.

He is slipping away. Not dying, but something equally terrifying. It’s as if essential pieces of him are being torn away, leaving only a hollow shell.

“What have you done to him?” I scream at Damadere.

Her charred lips curve into an icy smile. “Only taken what was always mine. His essence. His power. The very thing that makes him special.”

Horror washes through me as I understand. She’s extracted something fundamental from William. His self. His soul.

“You monster,” I whisper, getting to my feet.

“A necessary evil,” she replies coldly. “The Blood Crown renewal requires sacrifice.”

She raises her hands, and the air ripples around her. A portal forms beside her, a precisely crafted gateway shimmering with dark energy.

“No!” CJ roars, charging towards her.

Damadere gestures sharply, and blood tendrils erupt from the ground, wrapping around his legs. Cassiel suffers the same fate, pinned in place by the corrupted blood.

She turns to me, her silver-red eyes burning with triumph. “Your protection was impressive, little defender. But ultimately futile.”

With shocking speed, she crosses the distance between us. Before I can react, she tears William from my grasp. I cling to him desperately, my fingers tangled in his shirt, but she’s impossibly strong. With a final, vicious wrench, she pulls him free, leaving me clutching only torn fabric.

“William!” I scream, lunging after them.

But Damadere is already dragging his limp form toward the portal. His eyes flutter open for a moment, finding mine in a fleeting connection.

I summon every last reserve of silver fire. The flames shoot towards Damadere. It hits her, but she steps through the portal, pulling William after her.

In desperation, I throw myself toward the shrinking portal, fingers outstretched. For an instant, I feel the cold energy of the gateway on my fingertips, memorising its signature so I can replicate it, but then there is nothing but empty air as it collapses into nothingness.

“No!” I fall to my knees where the portal stood seconds before, hands scrabbling at empty space. “William!”

The blood tendrils holding CJ and Cassiel dissolve without Damadere’s presence to maintain them. They rush to my side, but I barely register their presence.

“I can’t feel him,” I whisper, my voice breaking. “I can’t feel him at all.”

CJ kneels beside me, his face grim. “What did she take from him?”

“His essence,” I murmur, staring at the torn piece of shirt still clutched in my hand. “Not enough to kill him, but enough to subdue him. She will use him. We have to find him,” I say, rising to my feet. “Before she completes the sacrifice.”

“She still needs us,” CJ says, and looks over my shoulder, up towards the top of the castle behind us, and shakes his head. I’m glad. I don’t want his parents involved in this. It will make it worse, not better. We know this fight, we know William. We will help him.

Cassiel nods. “That’s true. She won’t kill him until she has all of us. But we don’t even know where she took him.”

I hold up my hand that still burns with dark energy. “I felt its signature. If I can get back to SilverGate, I can find it.”

“Then we go back. Now,” CJ says.

The signature is complex, layered with centuries of accumulated power, but it’s not entirely foreign. There are elements I recognise from SilverGate’s own dimensional magic.

CJ pulls out the timestone again, its obsidian surface reflecting the Tuscan sunlight. “Everyone hold on,” he says grimly.

“Wait,” I say suddenly and turn to look upwards. I hold my hand up to CJ’s parents. “I’m sorry we brought this to your door. We will fix this.”

CJ’s mum swirls in front of me in the next second. “Don’t worry about the mess. We’ve seen worse. Made worse,” she says with a sly sideways glance at CJ’s dad, who lands next to her and pointedly ignores her comment.

“We can still help,” he says.

“No,” CJ says. “We’ve got this. It doesn’t look like it, granted, but we’ve got this.”

“Check in?” CJ’s mum says, cupping his face briefly.

“I don’t know when, but yeah.”

She nods, and they step back.

We cluster together on the scorched lawn, hands gripping each other. I focus on SilverGate, on the familiar stone hallways and the nexus chamber far below.

The transition back is jarring. One moment we’re surrounded by summer heat and blue skies, the next we’re standing in the familiar gloom of SilverGate’s entrance hall. Students scatter at our sudden appearance, their startled voices echoing off the stone walls.

“The nexus chamber,” I say, already moving toward the hidden passages. “I need to tap into the foundation magic to track that portal.”

We race through the hallways, past startled professors and curious students. My heart pounds with each step. The absence of William’s presence through our binding is like a constant ache.

The nexus chamber welcomes us with its familiar silver-blue light.

“Well, that didn’t go very well,” Blackridge says dryly. “Why did you mess about so much?”

“Excuse me?” I spit out. “Where were you? We tried our best.”

“Did you, though?” he asks. “I didn’t sense a dragon present, and you…” he gestures vaguely to me, “… you were disappointing.”

“Well, fuck you,” I growl. “You weren’t there. You don’t know how difficult it was.”

“All I’m hearing is excuses.”

I snap. The silver fire erupts around me, flooding the chamber with blinding light. “Excuses?” I snarl, my power crackling through the air. “We just fought the most powerful vampire in existence while she burnt alive under the sun, and she still managed to take William. So forgive me if our ‘best effort’ wasn’t up to your impossibly high standards.”

Blackridge doesn’t flinch as my magic lashes around him. “Your best effort left Mr Harrington in the hands of a creature who will drain every drop of power from his body to fuel her immortality. You had every advantage. Sunlight, protective rings, the element of surprise. And you still managed to lose her and Mr Harrington along with her.”

CJ growls, his eyes flashing dangerously. “Watch your tone, Blackridge. We’re not your students right now.”

“No, you’re not,” he agrees coldly. “Students would have followed a coherent strategy instead of improvising like amateurs.”

Silver fire erupts around me. The nexus responds immediately, amplifying my power until the entire chamber trembles. “William is gone. Damadere has him. Standing here trading insults won’t bring him back. Leaving the SilverGate nexus was a mistake. We won’t make it again. We will go back to CJ’s realm to fight her again, but this time, I will find a way that doesn’t involve you, to bring the nexus magic with me.”

Blackridge’s expression doesn’t change, but I catch the faintest flicker of approval in his dark eyes. I realise all along that this was yet another test. Try, fail, try again. Rinse and repeat. Learn from your mistakes, blah, blah, blah. All at the cost of William’s soul. I have never hated him so much as I do in this moment.

“Better. Now, show me this portal signature you supposedly memorised.”

I place my palm against one of the handprints, feeling the ancient power flow through me. The memory of Damadere’s portal burns in my mind. Dark energy layered with dimensional magic and something else. Something that feels disturbingly familiar.

“There,” I whisper, projecting the signature into the nexus’s consciousness. The silver-blue light flickers as it processes the information. “Can you trace it or not?”
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The nexus’ light sends patterns shifting across the chamber walls. I keep my palm pressed firmly against the handprint, willing the ancient power to recognise the dark portal’s signature. My connection to William feels like a phantom limb. I know it should be there, but all I feel is emptiness.

Blackridge watches the dancing lights with narrowed eyes. “The nexus recognises it,” he says finally. “But it’s unusual.”

“What’s unusual?” CJ demands, his patience visibly fraying after the disaster of a mission.

“The resonance,” Blackridge replies, studying the crystalline structures that amplify the nexus’s power. “It’s familiar to SilverGate itself. Not foreign, but related.”

A chill runs down my spine. “Related how?”

“Like family,” he says cryptically.

The nexus suddenly flares brighter, almost blinding in its intensity. Images flood my mind through the connection, fractured glimpses of stone walls, familiar hallways, a great hall with vaulted ceilings and… the hunting tapestry.

My breath catches in my throat as recognition dawns. “No way,” I whisper.

“What is it?” Cassiel asks, moving closer. “What are you seeing?”

I pull my hand away from the nexus, breaking the connection. The images linger in my mind, confusion meshed with fear. I’d been so reluctant to try to reach out to my parents, even after they contacted me through the mirror. Their role in this was painful to bear, and I didn’t even want to think about them, let alone face them. And now it seems they are steeped deeper in this madness than even I suspected.

“Isolde?” CJ’s voice sounds far away.

“I know where she’s taken him,” I say, my voice hollow. “It’s my home. My family’s castle.”

“Your family’s castle?” CJ repeats, exchanging a glance with Cassiel. “Why?”

“Shadowhold. Mine and Isaac’s home.”

“Why would Damadere take William there?” Cassiel asks.

“Because Shadowhold sits upon a tributary of SilverGate’s nexus,” Blackridge interjects. He approaches the nexus, placing his hand on one of the crystal formations.

“A tributary?” CJ frowns. “You mean like a river?”

“Precisely like a river,” Blackridge says. “The nexus is the source, but its power flows outward through tributaries, lesser channels of magic that connect to specific locations.”

“Did my parents know?” I ask, even though it’s mostly rhetorical.

Blackridge nods, though. “Your family has guarded that tributary for generations. I suspect Damadere has known this all along.”

“That’s why your parents kept you there, kept you locked away,” CJ mutters, his intense gaze boring into mine. “To keep you close to the tributary.”

My anger flares. “Were they ever going to tell me about any of this?”

“I imagine they would have, had they not been forced to send you here.” Blackridge’s expression remains impassive.

“Forced? The Collectors found me anyway!”

“Yes, but you have fought them off. At home, you would have been… well, let’s not go there, shall we?”

I gulp. No, let’s not. “And now Damadere is there with William.”

“It makes sense,” Cassiel says.

“Power,” CJ says grimly. “It’s always about power. A tributary connected to SilverGate’s nexus would be the perfect place to perform the Blood Crown renewal. It would amplify the ritual’s effects in the instance of being cut off from the actual nexus.”

The thought of William trapped in my childhood home, being drained of his essence in a ritual of dark magic, sends protective rage coursing through me.

“We need to go there now,” I say, already moving toward the chamber exit.

“Wait.” Blackridge’s voice stops me. “Rushing in blindly will only get you killed, and Mr Harrington along with you.”

I turn back, silver fire flickering at my fingertips. “Every moment we waste is another moment she has to kill William.”

“Not without all of us there,” Cassiel reminds me. “Rushing in is playing into her hands. She needs all of us.”

I stand down at that reminder.

Blackridge nods, seemingly satisfied with my restraint. “Miss Morvoren, I need you to focus. The nexus showed you Shadowhold for a reason. It’s trying to help. I need you to connect again, but this time, look deeper. See not just the castle, but the tributary itself.”

I return to the handprint, hesitating only briefly before pressing my palm against it. The connection forms instantly, stronger than before. Silver-blue light engulfs my vision as I’m pulled deeper into the nexus’s consciousness.

I see Shadowhold again, but differently now. Beneath the stone foundations runs a channel of pure silver light, thinner than the nexus itself but just as vibrant. It beats with the same rhythm as SilverGate’s heart, a distant extension of its power.

But something is wrong. Where the tributary flows beneath my bedroom tower, the silver light darkens, turning a sickly red-black. Corruption spreads outward from that point, tainting the tributary’s flow.

In the centre of that corruption, suspended in a web of dark energy, hangs William.

I gasp, pulling away from the nexus. “She’s corrupting the tributary,” I say, my voice shaking. “She’s using William’s essence to taint it.”

“As I feared,” Blackridge says. “If she succeeds in corrupting the tributary completely, the taint will eventually reach SilverGate itself. The nexus will fall.”

“And if the nexus falls?” Cassiel asks, though his expression suggests he already knows the answer.

“Chaos, Mr Cassiel. Pure, undiluted chaos,” Blackridge replies.

CJ runs a hand through his hair. “So, this is a mission to save the entire realm.”

“Multiple realms, probably,” Blackridge muses. “If one nexus goes haywire, who knows what it will do to the nexuses elsewhere?”

The burden I never asked for but now cannot ignore settles over me like a wet cloak. It’s about something much larger than we thought, which I thought was monumental enough. Apparently, my naïveté knows no bounds.

“How do we fight this?” I ask, looking between Cassiel, CJ, and Blackridge. “How do we stop her from corrupting the tributary?”

“With the very thing she fears most,” Blackridge says, his gaze fixing on me. “Your blood, Miss Morvoren. The blood of a defender. Your family has guarded the tributary for centuries,” he explains. “That connection has altered your bloodline over generations. Your blood can purify what has been corrupted, it can restore balance to the tributary.”

I think of the silver fire that comes so naturally to me now, the power that flows through my veins when I defend SilverGate. “That’s why I’m the defender, isn’t it?”

Blackridge nods. “Precisely. SilverGate recognised you because your blood resonates with its power.”

“So, I use my blood to purify the tributary,” I say, trying to work through the implications. “But how does that help William? Help us? How do we get his essence back?”

“The same way,” CJ interjects, his eyes lighting up with understanding. “If your blood can purify the tributary, it might be able to reverse what Damadere did to William. Purify his essence, too.”

Hope flickers in my chest for the first time since losing William. “Is that possible?”

“In theory,” Blackridge says cautiously. “But it would require direct contact with both the corrupted tributary and Mr Harrington himself. You would need to enter the heart of Damadere’s power.”

“I’ll need to make weapons,” I say, thinking aloud. “Something that can channel my blood’s purifying properties.”

“The faerie silver,” Cassiel suggests. “It’s already enchanted, and it responded well to your magic before.”

I nod, glancing down at Cordelia’s ring. If William is still wearing his, maybe I can connect them somehow.

“Cass and I will research the tributary system,” CJ volunteers. “Figure out how they connect to the nexus, how they can be manipulated.”

A grim determination settles over us all. The task ahead seems impossible after our earlier defeat, yet the alternative of doing nothing is unthinkable.

“We need to hurry. He’s in pain, and he’s suffered enough.”

My quiet words are sobering and create an urgency to our mission.

I’m returning home as SilverGate’s defender, with the power of my bloodline flowing through my veins.
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Consciousness returns in fragments. Pain. Darkness. Cold stone beneath my back. The scent of ancient dust and my blood.

I try to move, but my limbs feel disconnected from my mind, responding sluggishly if at all. Opening my eyes requires monumental effort, as if my eyelids have been weighted with lead.

When I finally manage it, I wish I hadn’t.

I’m in a circular chamber with high vaulted ceilings. Black stone walls curve upward, inscribed with runes that glow with red light. Directly above me, a dome of crystal panels captures what scant ambient light there is, refracting it into prismatic patterns that dance across the floor.

“Ah, you’re awake. How inconvenient.”

Damadere glides into my field of vision, restored after the damage she sustained in CJ’s realm. Her silver-red eyes study me with clinical detachment.

“Not fully conscious, of course,” she continues, circling the stone slab where I lie immobilised. “Just enough awareness to experience the process. A quirk of the ritual, unfortunately. I’d prefer you remained completely unconscious.”

She doesn’t sound particularly regretful about my suffering.

My voice emerges as a hoarse whisper, “What... have you... done to me?”

“The first phase is complete,” she replies, gesturing to a series of crystalline vessels arranged on a nearby altar. Each contains a swirling mist of silver with crimson threads.

My essence. Pieces of my very being, extracted and contained like specimens in a laboratory.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Damadere lifts one of the vessels, examining it in the refracted light. “The essence of a Sanguinarch I created personally. So much potential.”

Horror washes through me as I grasp what she’s done. The emptiness I feel isn’t just weakness from blood loss or magical drainage. She’s literally removed parts of what makes me me.

“You won’t... succeed,” I manage, though the words lack conviction.

Damadere laughs, the sound echoing off the stone walls. “I already have, my son. The first phase is complete. Your essence is mine to shape, to corrupt, to use as I see fit.”

She places the vessel back on the altar and approaches a basin carved into the floor. I hadn’t noticed it before. It’s a circular depression filled with quicksilver, its surface perfectly still despite the slight tremors that run through the chamber.

“Do you know where you are?” she asks, trailing her fingers just above the liquid’s surface. The quicksilver responds, rippling outward from where her hand passes.

“Couldn’t give a fuck,” I croak.

Her eyes narrow fractionally. “Your little wannabe’s family built this castle for a purpose, just as I cultivated you for a purpose.”

She gestures, and the quicksilver in the basin rises, forming a three-dimensional model of a castle and the surrounding landscape. Within this miniature castle, threads of light shine beneath the foundations, converging in one place.

“A tributary,” Damadere explains, noticing my focus. “A channel of pure magic flowing from SilverGate’s nexus. The Morvoren family has guarded it for generations, keeping its power balanced and contained.” Her lip curls in disgust. “Such waste. Such misuse of potential. I enjoyed eating them.”

I gulp. She killed Isolde’s parents. I shouldn’t be surprised, really. This bitch will murder anything that stands in her way to ultimate power.

“The Blood Crown renewal requires power beyond what any single Sanguinarch can provide away from the nexus. Even one as perfect as you. But a tributary connected directly to a nexus?” She smiles, revealing fangs. “That provides possibilities.”

I struggle against whatever force holds me immobile, managing only the slightest twitch of my fingers. “Isolde will stop you.”

“Isolde,” Damadere repeats, as if tasting the name. “Yes, I’m counting on her attempt. I will crush her in front of your eyes before I pop them like grapes.”

Cold dread settles in my stomach. “You need them all, but they won’t make it easy for you. We failed earlier, but we won’t fail again.”

The quicksilver model collapses back into the basin as Damadere turns her attention to a book that I know, without knowing, is a living grimoire. She flips through pages covered in script so ancient I can’t decipher it.

She returns to the altar, selecting another crystalline vessel containing my extracted essence. This one pulses with a darker energy, the silver mist now threaded with black rather than crimson.

“The corruption proceeds well,” she murmurs, more to herself than to me. “By the dark of the moon tomorrow night, your essence will be fully prepared for the second phase.”

I feel a wave of nausea as I watch the darkness spreading through what was once part of me. Each vessel contains memories, experiences, and pieces of my personality. As they darken, I sense those aspects of myself slipping away, replaced by something alien and cold.

“What happens in the second phase?” I ask, hoping to keep her talking. The more information I have, the better chance I will have of getting myself out of this.

“Corruption and binding,” Damadere explains, surprisingly forthcoming. She must believe I’m no threat, that I’ll never leave this chamber alive. “Your corrupted essence will be bound to the tributary, tainting its flow. The corruption will spread along the tributary, eventually reaching SilverGate’s nexus itself.”

“You’ll destroy the nexus.”

“Transform.” She places the vessel back among the others. “But that is merely a side effect of the Blood Crown.”

She approaches the slab where I lie, placing a cold hand on my forehead. “The third phase will complete the renewal.”

I try to recoil from her touch, but remain paralysed. “It won’t work,” I insist. “Isolde is stronger than you know.”

“Perhaps,” Damadere concedes. “But strength without knowledge is useless. She doesn’t understand what she is, what her blood can do. By the time she learns, it will be too late.”

A sharp pain lances through my chest as Damadere presses her palm against my sternum. “Enough conversation. The vessels require more essence.”

The agony intensifies as I feel her hand phasing through flesh and bone, reaching for something intangible at my core. It’s not a physical intrusion but something far worse. It’s a violation of my very self.

I grunt, the sound echoing off the chamber walls. As darkness crowds the edges of my vision, I reach desperately for the binding between Isolde and me.

Damadere snarls, sensing my effort. Her hand twists within my chest, severing the momentary connection. “Even if she receives your message, it only hastens her arrival.”

Fresh agony washes through me as she extracts another portion of my essence. I watch, helpless, as she transfers the swirling silver mist to a new vessel, where it joins the others on the altar.

“Rest now,” she says, almost gently. “Conserve what strength remains. Tomorrow night, we complete the second phase, and your long service to the Blood Crown will reach its culmination.”

As she glides from the chamber, the runes on the walls pulse brighter, their light washing over me in waves. Each beat draws more energy from my depleted body, feeding the corruption spreading through the tributary beneath.

I fight to remain conscious, to maintain some sense of self despite the violation I’ve endured. Pieces of me are missing now, contained in those crystalline vessels. Yet I cling to what remains. My name, my memories, my connection to Isolde, CJ, and Cassiel.

They will come for me. Isolde will come. I know this with absolute certainty.

The question is whether anything of William Harrington will remain when she does.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
CJ


The SilverGate library smells of dust and ancient paper, a scent I’d found pleasant until today. Now, as I pull another crumbling tome from the shelves, the musty odour only reminds me that I’m running out of time. William is running out of time. We are all running out of time.

“Any luck?” Cassiel asks from across the table, his stack of books towering precariously.

“Nothing specific about tributaries yet,” I reply, flipping through yellowed pages covered in faded script. “Plenty about nexus points in general, but nothing about how they connect to other locations.”

We’ve been at this for hours now. The library has yielded volumes of information, but finding the specific knowledge we need is like searching for a specific grain of sand on a beach.

I slam the book shut in frustration, raising a cloud of dust. “This is useless. Everything here is theoretical or historical. We need practical information about how these tributaries function.”

Cassiel looks up from his research, his expression grim. “The renewal ritual needs the nexus, but without access to that for Damadere, she will use the tributary. The ley line. There has to be a way we can corrupt it from the other side so she can’t use it.”

“From the other side?”

He nods. “The corruption spreads from the tributary to the source, tainting it permanently, in a one-way flow. If we can get to the other side of the tributary and corrupt the corruption.”

“Okay, I see what you mean. Where is there a juncture on the other side of it that we can get to?”

“I’ll keep looking.”

I nod and pull another volume from the stack. Nexus Architectures and Magical Conduits and scan its contents.

“Here,” I say after a few minutes, pointing to a faded diagram in a text so old the pages crumble at the edges. “Tributaries branch from the nexus at specific anchor points. Each has a corresponding terminus. In this case, Shadowhold.”

Cassiel leans closer, studying the illustration. “So, the corruption flows from terminus to source?”

“According to this, yes. Damadere is using William’s essence to corrupt the tributary at Shadowhold, and that corruption will eventually reach SilverGate’s nexus.”

“But if we could access the anchor point,” Cassiel muses, “we might be able to sever the connection temporarily. Or at least filter the corruption before it reaches the nexus.”

“Where would the anchor point be located?” I wonder aloud, flipping through more pages.

“It would have to be somewhere within SilverGate itself,” Cassiel reasons. “Somewhere connected to both the nexus and Shadowhold.”

The realisation hits us both simultaneously.

“Isolde’s and William’s room,” I say.

Isolde was sent to SilverGate by her parents because of her connection to the tributary. They placed her where she could serve as a living filter between Shadowhold’s tributary terminus and SilverGate’s nexus.

“We need to find Isolde,” I say, gathering the most useful books. “And we need to see her room with fresh eyes.”

As we exit the library, we nearly collide with her, her arms full of metal components and what appears to be silver wire.

“Found anything?” she asks, her voice tight with controlled urgency.

“Possibly,” I reply. “We think your bedroom might be the anchor point where the tributary connects to SilverGate’s nexus. Your parents and Blackridge would have arranged it deliberately.”

“Speaking of Blackridge,” Isolde says with a nod, shifting her armload of materials, “he’s granted us access to the Ancestral Archives. Said something about ‘extraordinary circumstances requiring extraordinary measures.’”

“The Ancestral Archives?”

“He’s waiting for us there now,” she continues. “Said he has information about guardian bloodlines and the tributary system that we need to see.”

We follow Isolde through a series of hallways I’ve never explored before, descending several flights of stairs until we reach a massive vault door inscribed with runes similar to those on the nexus chamber. Blackridge stands before it, his expression as unreadable as ever.

“Mr Cassiel, Mr Aquila,” he acknowledges us with a slight nod. “I trust your research has been productive?”

“We think Isolde’s room is the anchor point for the tributary,” I explain without preamble.

He nods, but I can’t tell if he already knew that or not. He places his hand on the vault door. The runes glow briefly, and the massive door swings open silently to reveal a circular chamber lined with books, scrolls, and artefacts that radiate magical energy.

“The Ancestral Archives,” Blackridge announces, gesturing for us to enter. “Everything known about the nexus network, tributary system, and defender bloodlines is contained within these walls.”

The chamber feels ancient, the air thick with accumulated magic and knowledge. Glass cases display artefacts I can’t begin to identify, while shelves hold books bound in materials I’ve never seen before.

“The tributary guardians,” Blackridge says, selecting a slim volume bound in silver, “are as old as SilverGate itself. When the nexus was first contained, it became apparent that its power would seek outlets, tributaries through which excess energy could flow.”

He opens the book, revealing illustrations of silver lines spreading outward from a central point. “These tributaries needed protection, both from those who would exploit their power and from natural corruption. The defender bloodlines were established to provide that protection.”

“My family,” Isolde says quietly.

Blackridge nods. “The Morvoren bloodline was entrusted with the northwestern tributary, the one that runs beneath Shadowhold. Your ancestors built the castle specifically to guard that power source.”

“And you knew this all along,” she accuses.

“Of course,” he acknowledges without apology. “Your parents entrusted you to SilverGate’s care precisely because of your heritage. When the Collectors found you, they knew they couldn’t keep you safe any longer.”

“Do you think my parents are dead?” she asks quietly.

I instinctively reach for her, pulling her close. It’s a thought that had crossed my mind as well.

“Very likely,” Blackridge says, not even trying to sugarcoat it.

Isolde chokes back her sob but rallies remarkably quickly.

Blackridge’s expression darkens. “Damadere would have wanted direct access to Shadowhold without interference.”

“What about the Blood Crown renewal?” I ask, bringing us back to the immediate threat.

“The guardian’s blood contains the same purifying properties as the tributary it protects,” he explains. “When properly channelled, it can reverse corruption, restore balance.”

“Blood-forged weapons,” Cassiel says, holding up one of the books we found. “Faerie silver infused with guardian blood.”

Blackridge examines the diagram with raised eyebrows. “Yes, that would be effective. But crafting such weapons requires precise magical control and direct access to faerie silver.”

“I have the rings,” Isolde says, showing Cordelia’s ring on her finger. “And I’m working on something more substantial.” She indicates the materials she’s been carrying.

“Can these weapons save William?” I ask. “Can they restore his essence?”

Blackridge hesitates. “Theoretically, yes. The corruption of his essence is directly linked to the corruption of the tributary. Purify one, and you may purify both.”

“Theoretically,” I repeat sceptically.

“Nothing like this has been attempted before,” Blackridge admits. “The Blood Crown renewal is ancient magic, dark and complex. Countering it will require equal complexity.”

“And Isolde’s room?” Cassiel asks. “How can we use the anchor point to our advantage?”

Blackridge moves to a different section of the archives, selecting a rolled parchment from a cylindrical container. He spreads it on a central table, revealing a detailed map of SilverGate’s grounds with glowing silver lines running beneath the structures.

“The tributary anchor points serve as junctions where the flow can be regulated,” he explains, pointing to a bright spot beneath Isolde’s room. “From here, you could potentially create a barrier against the corruption. A filter of sorts.”

“Using my blood?” Isolde asks.

“Precisely. By establishing a purification ritual at the anchor point, you could cleanse the corruption before it reaches the nexus.”

“But that doesn’t help William,” I point out. “He’s still at Shadowhold, being used to generate the corruption in the first place.”

“Which is why we need a two-pronged approach,” Blackridge says. “Miss Morvoren will need to create blood-forged weapons capable of disrupting the ritual at Shadowhold. Simultaneously, we must establish a purification barrier at the anchor point as a fallback defence.”

“We need to split up,” Cassiel says, clearly uncomfortable with the idea but seeing its necessity.

“No,” Isolde says firmly. “We stay together. I’m not losing anyone else to her.”

“Miss Morvoren,” Blackridge begins, but she cuts him off.

“I can create the barrier first, then we go to Shadowhold together. The barrier will buy us time, slow the corruption while we deal with Damadere directly.”

I exchange a glance with Cassiel, silently evaluating the plan. It’s risky. If the barrier fails while we’re at Shadowhold, there will be nothing stopping the corruption from reaching the nexus. But Isolde is right about one thing: we’re stronger together.

“It could work,” I say. “If the barrier is strong enough to hold temporarily without Isolde’s direct presence.”

“It would need to be anchored to something,” Blackridge muses. “Something connected to both Miss Morvoren and the tributary.”

“The rings,” I suggest. “Isolde and William both have faerie silver rings that were forged as a pair. If William’s ring is still with him...”

“We could use my ring as a focus for the barrier,” Isolde finishes, her eyes lighting up with hope. “And if William still has his, it could serve as a conduit for the purifying energy when we reach Shadowhold.”

Blackridge studies the rings thoughtfully. “Yes, that could work. The paired nature of the rings creates a magical resonance that might be strong enough to maintain the barrier in your absence.”

“So, we have a plan,” I say, feeling a surge of determination. “Isolde creates a blood barrier at the anchor point, focused through her ring. Then we go to Shadowhold together, use the blood-forged weapons to disrupt Damadere’s ritual, and try to restore William’s essence.”

“I’ll work on the blood-forged weapons and the barrier ritual. CJ, Cassiel, I need you to find everything you can about countering the specific type of corruption Damadere is using.”

“And what of direct confrontation with Damadere?” Blackridge asks. “She is ancient and powerful, with centuries of blood magic at her disposal, and I’m unable to help you.”

“She needs all of us for her ritual. She needs to strip William of the bond, and that will effectively kill us,” Isolde says. “Believe me when I say, I will fight to the death to stop that from happening. Erm, her death, obviously.”

As we leave the Ancestral Archives, laden with books and knowledge, I know one thing with absolute certainty: Damadere has no idea what she’s unleashed by targeting the people Isolde cares about.

But she’s going to find out.

And then she will find out how threatening the woman I love will end in her painful, hopefully burnt at the stake, death.

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
ISOLDE


My blood sizzles as it meets the faerie silver, sending wisps of steam curling toward the ceiling of my room. The pungent, metallic smell fills the small space, oddly comforting despite its intensity. I’ve laid out my materials on the desk. The silver wire from Cordelia, faerie silver filings I’ve carefully scraped from non-essential parts of the rings, and several pieces of metal Cassiel acquired from the forge.

The cut on my palm throbs as I squeeze another droplet onto the small crucible. Blackridge’s ancient texts described the process in clinical terms: the blood of the defender, the heat of intention, and the silver of the fae. What they failed to mention was how intimate it would feel, how each drop drawn from my veins connects me more deeply to the tributary flowing beneath SilverGate.

My mind drifts to Shadowhold as I work. All my memories take on new meaning now that I understand what my family truly guarded.

The silver in the crucible glows as I apply heat from beneath. Not too much, the texts warned that excessive heat would destroy the blood’s magical properties. Just enough to blend the materials, to forge a connection between my heritage and the weapons we’ll need.

“How’s it coming?” CJ asks from the doorway, his voice low and respectful of the ritual nature of what I’m doing.

“Almost ready for the first casting,” I reply, not looking up from the crucible. “The dagger mould is prepared.”

He moves to the window, keeping a respectful distance from the ritual space I’ve created. “Blackridge gave us more information about the corruption process. It’s not good.”

“I don’t need details to know it’s not good,” I mutter, carefully lifting the crucible with tongs. “I can feel it through our connection. William is dying.”

The molten silver pours smoothly into the dagger mould. It’s a simple design with a straight blade and crossguard. It flashes brightly, responding to my surge of anger. I take a deep breath, forcing myself to calm down. Emotional instability during the forging process could compromise the quality of the weapons.

“He’s fighting it,” I say with certainty. “I can feel him through our connection. It’s weak, but it’s there.”

“That’s something, at least.” CJ moves closer, examining the cooling dagger. “How many weapons can you make with what we have?”

“Three, maybe four. The dagger is first. Then arrowheads for a crossbow, and something for Cassiel, perhaps a pair of fighting knives.”

The silver in the mould has solidified now, though it still glows with internal light. I carefully break the clay form, revealing the dagger. It’s beautiful in a deadly way. The blade gleams with swirling patterns where my blood has mixed with the faerie silver.

I lift it carefully by the tang, avoiding the blade itself. The metal feels warm to the touch, almost alive. “It needs a handle.”

CJ nods, retrieving a piece of polished wood from his pocket. “Rowan. Blackridge said it conducts magical energy almost as well as silver.”

“Did you know,” I say quietly as I bind the handle with silver wire, “that my mother had a workshop in the west tower? She forbade me from touching anything in it. Said the items were family heirlooms, too delicate for a child’s hands.”

“Blood-forged weapons,” CJ realises. “She was maintaining your family’s arsenal.”

“All those years, and I never knew.” The bitterness in my voice is difficult to suppress. “They kept me ignorant of my heritage, my purpose.”

“I want to say they thought they were doing the right thing, but who knows anymore?”

I hold up the completed dagger, testing its balance. “I appreciate that bluntness,” I mutter.

The dagger catches the light, sending prismatic reflections dancing across the walls. Without warning, the blade flares with silver fire, the same energy that manifests when I defend SilverGate, but concentrated and controlled.

I extinguish the fire with a thought, surprised at how natural it feels. “The weapons should channel my blood’s properties, but this is more responsive than I expected.”

A sharp pain lances through my chest, stealing my breath. My knees buckle, and CJ catches me before I hit the floor.

“Isolde! What’s wrong?”

“William,” I gasp, clutching the dagger tighter. “She’s taking more of his essence. I can feel it.”

The pain subsides to a dull ache, but the connection remains, a thin thread of awareness linking me to William across the distance. Through it, I sense his struggle, his determination to hold onto core pieces of himself despite Damadere’s violations.

“He’s still there,” I whisper, more to myself than to CJ. “He’s still fighting.”

CJ helps me to my feet, his expression a mixture of concern and determination. “Then we’d better finish these weapons. Cassiel should be back soon with the rest of the materials we need.”

I nod, turning back to the workbench where the second crucible waits. The arrowheads will be trickier, smaller, and require more precision. But the process is clearer to me now, the connection between my blood and the faerie silver stronger after the first success.

As I prepare the next casting, I send a silent promise through the tenuous bond I share with William. Hold on. Just a little longer. We’re coming for you.

From somewhere distant, I feel an answering of sorts. Weak but unmistakable.

He’s waiting for us. Damadere will regret ever taking him from me.

I lift the knife, studying the swirling patterns of silver and blood. This weapon isn’t just metal and magic, it’s a physical manifestation of my heritage, my responsibility as a defender. With it, I’ll reclaim what’s mine: William, Shadowhold, and the tributary my family has protected for generations.

Damadere thinks she’s won. She thinks William’s essence is hers to corrupt, the tributary hers to taint.

She’s wrong.

Dead wrong.

Emphasis on the ‘dead’.
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Hours later, my workbench holds an arsenal of blood-forged weapons. The dagger rests beside a quiver of arrows tipped with silver points that glow with the same inner light. A pair of slender fighting knives for Cassiel lie nearby, their handles wrapped in leather and silver wire. And lastly, a silver chain with three charms that will theoretically protect against direct blood magic attacks.

“These are remarkable,” Cassiel says, carefully examining one of the knives I’ve crafted for him. “I can feel the power in them.”

“Be careful,” I warn. “They respond to intention. The texts mentioned that blood-forged weapons attune themselves to their wielder’s purpose.”

“And our purpose is to save William, the nexus, and stop Damadere for good,” CJ says, testing the balance of one of the arrows.

“Precisely.” I slip the dagger into a sheath at my waist. “Which is why we need to test them before we leave. I’d rather discover any unexpected properties here than in the middle of a fight. Cassiel, try channelling your energy through the knives,” I suggest. “Nothing too dramatic, just enough to see how they respond.”

He nods, taking a fighting stance with a knife in each hand. Cassiel closes his eyes, concentrating, and the blades shimmer with a golden-black light that mirrors his uncelestial energy. When he opens his eyes again, they match the glow of the weapons.

“They amplify my perception,” he says with surprise. “I can see the tributary’s flow beneath us.”

“CJ, your turn,” I say, intrigued by this development.

CJ nocks one of the arrows in the crossbow, aiming at a target above my bed. When he fires, the arrow leaves a trail of orange-red fire in its wake, clearly his dragon heritage manifesting through the blood-forged weapon. The arrow strikes the centre of the stone, which erupts in silver-orange flames that burn intensely for a moment before extinguishing themselves.

“Controlled destruction,” CJ murmurs, examining the stone, which shows a perfect circular burn pattern. “The fire didn’t spread beyond the target itself.”

“My blood must be directing the energy,” I theorise. “Containing it to the intended purpose.”

I draw the dagger, feeling its weight and balance. Unlike the others, I’ve forged a direct connection with this weapon. As I focus my intention on the blade, silver fire engulfs it completely, yet the handle remains cool in my grip.

I throw the dagger at another stone. It flies straighter than any normal blade should, the silver fire leaving a glittering trail in the air. When it strikes, the fire spreads across the stone in patterns that resemble the tributary’s flow.

“The weapons are linked,” Cassiel observes. “Look, when your dagger activates, our weapons respond.”

He’s right. CJ’s arrows and Cassiel’s knives glow brighter when my dagger is active, as if drawing power from a common source.

“This could be useful,” CJ says, already thinking tactically. “If we coordinate our attacks⁠—”

A wave of pain interrupts his planning, doubling me over. The connection to William flares suddenly stronger, flooding me with his agony. I drop to my knees, gasping, as the dagger—still embedded in the stone—bursts into intensified silver flame.

“Isolde!” Both men are at my side instantly.

“She’s hurting him,” I manage through clenched teeth. “Extracting more essence.”

The pain is different this time. It’s existential. I sense pieces of William’s self being torn away, fragmented, and corrupted. It’s all being twisted into something dark and alien.

“The weapons,” Cassiel murmurs. “They’re amplifying your connection to him.”

Through tear-blurred eyes, I see he’s right. All the blood-forged weapons are flaring with energy, responding to William’s distress through my blood. The dagger in particular has become a beacon of silver fire, so bright it’s painful to look at.

“Can you use this?” CJ asks, his voice steady despite his obvious concern. “Can you reach him through the connection?”

I close my eyes, focusing on the thread of awareness that links me to William. The weapons have strengthened it, making what was a tenuous bond into something more substantial. Through it, I push not just emotion but intention, my will to protect, to purify, to save.

William. Feel me. I’m coming.

For a moment, there’s nothing. Then, like a distant echo, I hear his voice.

Isolde. Hurry.

The connection wavers, then stabilises. I open my eyes to find both CJ and Cassiel watching me intently.

“He answered,” I say, my voice stronger now. “He knows we’re coming.”

“Then we need to finalise our preparations,” Cassiel says, helping me to my feet. “The barrier ritual at the anchor point, then Shadowhold.”

I nod, retrieving the dagger from the target. The silver fire has subsided to a gentle glow, but I can feel the weapon’s power thrumming beneath my fingers, ready, waiting for my command.

“One more thing to try,” I say, an idea forming. “Give me your weapons.”

They comply without question, placing their blood-forged arms on the ground before me. I arrange them in a circle and add the protective charms to the arrangement.

“What are you doing?” CJ asks.

“Creating a connection,” I explain, pricking my finger with the dagger’s tip. A drop of blood falls onto each weapon in turn. “If the weapons are linked through my blood, we should be able to sense each other’s locations and status no matter where we are in Shadowhold.”

The blood sizzles as it touches each item, and the weapons glow briefly. When the light fades, a subtle bond remains, a magical tether linking the items to each other and to me.

“It worked,” Cassiel says, picking up his knives. “I can sense both of you through the weapons.”

“This will make coordination easier,” CJ agrees, gathering his arrows. “Especially if we’re forced to separate in the castle.”

I slip the dagger into a sheath, feeling its reassuring weight at my hip. “We stay together,” I remind them firmly. “No matter what happens at Shadowhold, we face it as one.”

CJ and Cassiel nod in solemn agreement.

As we prepare for the barrier ritual, another pulse of pain comes through my connection to William. It is weaker this time, but no less concerning. Damadere is systematically dismantling him, piece by piece. With each extraction, the William I know fades further, replaced by something corrupted and foreign.

Time is running out. The barrier ritual, then Shadowhold. And then Damadere will learn exactly what happens when you take something that belongs to a defender of SilverGate, of the nexus and everything that connects it.

These weapons are more than tools, they’re extensions of my bloodline, my heritage, my purpose. With them, I’ll reclaim what’s mine.

William is waiting. And I won’t fail him or us.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
CASSIEL


Hearing the muffled crying coming from the bathroom, my heart hurts for Isolde. She is being so strong when all she wants to do is collapse. Anything we can do to make this easier for her to bear, we have to try.

“These markings weren’t put here by accident,” I mutter, running my fingers along the intricate carvings beneath Isolde’s windowsill. The symbols remain invisible to normal sight, but my uncelestial perception reveals them clearly. Silver-blue lines etched into the stone, forming complex patterns that shimmer with magical energy.

CJ crouches beside me, squinting at where I’m pointing. “I can’t see anything.”

“Trust me, they’re here.” I trace the pattern with my index finger. “Runes for protection, containment, and channelling. Someone went to extraordinary lengths to prepare this room.”

We’ve been examining every inch of Isolde’s room. It’s a carefully constructed anchor point for the tributary connecting SilverGate to Shadowhold.

“These markings aren’t recent. They’ve been here for years, dormant until activated.”

More symbols reveal themselves to my perception. Spiralling patterns on the ceiling beams, protective circles around the bed frame, channelling runes beside the door. The entire room forms a complex magical circuit, designed to regulate the tributary’s flow.

“Here,” CJ calls, lifting a loose floorboard beneath Isolde’s bed. “Something’s underneath.”

I join him, kneeling to peer into the small cavity he’s uncovered. Nestled in the darkness sits a crystalline node, a polished stone about the size of my fist that glows with the same silver-blue energy as the nexus.

“A tributary focus,” I explain, carefully lifting it from its hiding place. “It’s directly connected to the flow beneath us.”

The crystal grows warm in my hand, reacting to my uncelestial nature. Through it, I can see the tributary’s path more clearly now. There is a silver current running beneath the floorboards, connecting to the massive nexus at SilverGate’s heart.

“Can you see where it leads?” CJ asks, watching my face intently.

I nod, my perception following the tributary’s flow. “It branches from the nexus chamber, runs beneath this building, and extends northwest. I can sense the corruption spreading along it from Shadowhold. It’s dark energy moving against the natural flow, like ink in water.” I place the crystal back in its cavity, not wanting to disrupt its position. “It’s reached about halfway between Shadowhold and SilverGate.”

CJ’s expression darkens. “How long before it reaches the nexus?”

“At its current rate? A few hours.” I replace the floorboard, ensuring it sits exactly as we found it. “But that assumes Damadere doesn’t accelerate the corruption.”

We continue our inspection, discovering more hidden elements of the anchor point.

“The bed is positioned directly over the strongest flow,” I note, sensing the energy beneath it. “That’s why her connection to William remained even when Damadere tried to sever it. The tributary reinforced their bond.”

“Convenient,” CJ remarks dryly, pulling a piece of chalk from his pocket. “Let’s mark the key points for the barrier ritual. Isolde will need to know exactly where to position everything.”

I direct him to the points where the tributary’s energy concentrates most strongly—the four corners of the room, the centre beneath the bed, and the window facing northwest toward Shadowhold. CJ marks each location with a small chalk symbol.

“This should work,” I say when we’ve finished. “When Isolde performs the ritual, her blood will create a filter at the anchor point, purifying the corruption before it reaches the nexus.”

“For how long, though?” CJ questions. “The barrier needs to hold while we’re at Shadowhold.”

“That depends on how much power Isolde can channel through her ring.” I pull out one of the fighting knives she crafted for me, studying its golden-black glow. “These weapons have strengthened our connection. If we coordinate properly...”

My voice trails off as a vision slams into me without warning. It’s a glimpse of potential futures branching from our current path.

I see Isolde standing in a circular chamber, silver fire cascading from her hands as she confronts Damadere. William is suspended in a web of dark energy, his essence fragmented. CJ wields a flame that burns silver-orange, destroying crystalline vessels. I’m moving between planes, disrupting a ritual circle with my knives.

But I also see darker possibilities. William lost entirely to corruption. Isolde’s blood is used against her. The tributary is fully tainted, the nexus falling. SilverGate in ruins.

“What did you see?” CJ asks, perceptive as always.

I blink, the vision fading. “Possibilities. Too many to interpret clearly.”

“Anything useful?” he presses, accepting this anomaly better than I am.

“The ritual chamber is circular,” I offer, clinging to the clearest images. “William’s essence is stored in crystal vessels. Damadere will try to use Isolde’s blood against her if she can before she kills her.”

CJ nods, filing away this information for our planning.

Shaking off the unsettling feeling from the vision, I wonder where it came from. Heaven? The other side? Blackridge? The nexus? The possibilities are endless.

We work methodically, arranging the furniture to optimise the tributary’s natural flow patterns. I place protective charms at the key points we’ve identified, while CJ prepares the ritual circle using chalk and silver filings.

“We’ve marked the key points for the ritual,” I tell Isolde, when she reappears visibly shaken but with a defiant gleam in her eye, indicating the chalk symbols around the room. “The tributary flows most strongly here, here, and here.”

She nods, examining our work. “Perfect. Let’s do this.”

As Isolde prepares for the ritual, I move to the window, gazing out toward the northwest—toward Shadowhold. My uncelestial perception stretches along the tributary’s path, sensing the corruption’s progress.

What I feel sends a chill through me. The darkness is moving faster now, accelerating its approach toward SilverGate.

“Isolde,” I say urgently. “The corruption is accelerating. Damadere must have intensified the ritual.”

She looks up from her preparations, understanding immediately. “Then we have less time than we thought. How long?”

I focus, measuring the corruption’s new pace. “Not long.”

“Then we establish the barrier now,” she says firmly, “and leave for Shadowhold immediately after.”

As Isolde places drops of her blood at the marked points around the room, I share a grave look with CJ. Damadere is one step ahead of us, forcing our hand before we’re fully prepared.

But looking at the determined set of Isolde’s jaw, the steady hands placing her blood in precise patterns, I feel a flicker of hope. Damadere may be ancient and powerful, but she has never faced a defender with a purpose as clear as Isolde’s.

The tributary beneath us vibrates in response to Isolde’s blood, the energy pushing back against the encroaching darkness. The battle for the nexus has begun, and we’re about to take the fight directly to its source.

William is waiting. And so is Damadere.
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As I kneel at the centre of the ritual circle, my blood calls to the tributary beneath my room. Each drop placed at the marked points connects me more deeply to the ancient power flowing beneath SilverGate. The same power my family has guarded for generations.

“Ready?” CJ asks, positioning himself at the north point of the circle.

I nod, unsheathing the blood-forged dagger. “Cassiel, take the south position. We need to create a perfect triangle around the focal point.”

Cassiel moves into place, his fighting knives drawn and glowing with golden-black energy. The three of us form a triangle around the point where the tributary’s flow is strongest, which is directly under my bed, where CJ discovered the hidden crystal.

My hands tremble slightly as I slice a shallow line across my palm. Not from fear, but from rage. Every minute we spend preparing is another moment William suffers at Damadere’s hands. I feel his pain through our connection, distant but constant.

I take a deep breath, centring myself. A rushed ritual will fail, and then we’ll have nothing protecting SilverGate when we leave for Shadowhold.

Blood wells from the cut on my palm, silver-bright in the dim light of my room. I hold my hand over the central point, allowing seven drops to fall onto the crystalline focus CJ has placed on the floor.

“Blood of the defender,” I murmur, making up words as I go, “flow to your purpose. Guard what is guarded, protect what protects.”

The blood doesn’t splatter on the crystal’s surface but absorbs into it, causing the stone to shimmer with silver light. The runes Cassiel identified around my room respond, glowing faintly as they activate.

“Now the ring,” CJ prompts.

I twist Cordelia’s ring on my finger, positioning the faerie silver directly over the glowing crystal. “Ring of binding, forged in silver, carry my will through distance and darkness.”

The ring flares with sudden heat, though it doesn’t burn my skin. Its connection to William’s matching ring pulls at my awareness, a tether stretching northwest toward Shadowhold.

“I feel him,” I whisper. “The connection is stronger through the ring.”

“Stay focused,” Cassiel says quietly. “Complete the barrier first.”

Nodding, I continue the ritual, dipping the blood-forged dagger into the pooled blood on my palm. The blade drinks it eagerly, its silver patterns swirling more vibrantly.

“Barrier of blood, rise from the flow. What corrupts shall not pass. What taints shall be cleansed. By my blood, by my right as defender, I command it.”

The room temperature drops suddenly as power floods through the tributary beneath us. The chalk marks CJ placed earlier glow silver-blue, connecting to form a complex pattern across my floor, walls, and ceiling. The pattern mirrors the tributary’s flow, creating a magical circuit with my blood as its power source.

“It’s working,” Cassiel confirms, his sight seeing what we can’t. “The barrier is forming at the junction points.”

A sharp pain lances through my chest, doubling me over. Through our strengthened connection, I feel William’s agony as Damadere extracts more of his essence.

“Isolde!” CJ moves toward me, but I wave him back.

“Stay in position,” I grit out. “We need to complete the circle.”

Fighting through the pain, I press my bloodied palm against the crystalline focus. “Blood to blood, defender to tributary. What is mine guards what is mine.”

Power explodes outward from the crystal, rushing along the chalk lines and illuminating the hidden runes throughout my room. The energy forms a dome above us, then sinks into the floors and walls, becoming invisible to normal sight, though I can still feel its presence.

“Is it done?” CJ asks, looking to Cassiel for confirmation.

Cassiel nods, his eyes tracking energy patterns we can’t see. “The barrier is established. It’s filtering the corruption before it reaches SilverGate’s nexus.”

I sag with relief, momentarily exhausted by the ritual. “How long will it hold?”

“Hopefully, long enough,” Cassiel replies.

“Then we need to move quickly.” I rise to my feet, retrieving my dagger and wiping it clean. “We leave for Shadowhold now.”

CJ nods, already gathering his blood-forged arrows. “I’ll teleport us, it’s the fastest route.”

They move to my sides, each gripping one of my arms. Their blood-forged weapons glow in response to my proximity, the connection between our arsenal strengthening. CJ nods once and then teleports us out as I concentrate on going home. We land with a thud, bouncing back from the gates and sprawling over the ground in surprise.

“What the hell?” I mutter, getting quickly to my feet. A barrier, similar to the one I created at SilverGate but inverted, is designed to keep things out rather than in.

“Damadere has warded the chamber. She’s blocking access.”

“Doesn’t she want us inside, though?” Cassiel asks carefully.

“Yeah,” I mutter.

“Can we break through?” CJ asks.

“We have to.” I draw my dagger, feeling its connection to my blood and to the tributary itself. “When we reach the barrier, strike with everything you have. Focus on a single point.”

“Now!” I shout as we hit the barrier.

All three of us strike simultaneously, our blood-forged metal connecting with the barrier at precisely the same point. For a moment, nothing happens. Then my blood recognises its home.

“Blood of the guardian,” I command, “return to what is guarded!”

The barrier shatters like glass, dark energy dispersing into the tributary’s flow. We burst through the opening, crashing through Shadowhold’s gates and into the courtyard beyond.

The castle looms before us, its familiar black stone towers twisted into grotesque shapes by Damadere’s influence. Crimson light bleeds from the windows, and the air tastes of copper and decay. This isn’t the home I remember; it’s been transformed into something monstrous.

“The corruption is everywhere,” Cassiel observes, his uncelestial sight revealing the full extent of the damage. “It’s not just the tributary. She’s tainted the entire structure.”

The stones that once protected my family are now filled with malevolent energy, turning Shadowhold into a conduit for Damadere’s power.

“Where would she take him?” CJ asks, scanning the twisted architecture.

“The foundation chamber,” I answer without hesitation. “Beneath the west tower. That’s where the tributary runs strongest.”

We race across the courtyard, past withered gardens and corrupted fountains that now run black instead of clear. The main doors hang open, an invitation that reeks of a trap.

“She wants us to come,” I mutter.

“Of course she does,” CJ replies grimly. “But we don’t have a choice.”

Inside, the familiar hallways have become a labyrinth of shadows and whispers. Portraits of my ancestors hang in shreds, their painted eyes weeping blood. The corruption has turned Shadowhold’s protective magic inside out, using the very stones that once sheltered my family to amplify Damadere’s power.

“This way,” I whisper, leading them through passages I know like the back of my hand. Every stone, every crack is committed to memory from long years with only these halls to roam. The blood-forged dagger in my hand grows warmer with each step, responding to the tributary’s proximity.

The dagger hums in my hand, a low thrum that vibrates up my arm. It’s pulling me downward, deeper into the castle’s guts. We move through the great hall, our boots crunching on shattered stained glass that depicts my family’s history. A history now trampled and defiled.

“Issy... is that you?” A voice whispers from the shadows, soft and familiar. My mother’s voice.

“It’s a trick,” CJ snarls, his hand gripping my arm.

The whisper echoes around us. She calls my name, her voice filled with sorrow and accusation. You left us. You abandoned your duty.

“Don’t listen,” Cassiel says, his fighting knives glowing. “It’s the castle’s magic, twisted to her will.”

I grit my teeth, pushing the voices away. “She’s trying to slow us down.”

Ahead, a suit of armour, one that has supposedly stood in this hall for centuries, shudders to life. Its steel plates groan, and crimson light leaks from the visor. It draws a massive broadsword, the metal scraping against stone, and lumbers toward us.

CJ meets its charge, a blast of orange-red fire from his blood-forged arrow melting a patch on the creature’s breastplate. It stumbles but doesn’t fall. Cassiel darts in, a blur of black wings and silver blades, his knives finding the gaps in the armour’s joints.

“Go!” CJ shouts, dodging a clumsy swing of the broadsword. “We’ll handle this!”

I hesitate for only a second before trusting them, sprinting past the fight. The dagger’s heat is almost painful now, a burning beacon leading me to a spiral staircase I know all too well, one that leads to the oldest part of the castle. The foundation chamber. The air grows colder with each step down, thick with the stench of blood and raw, corrupted magic. At the bottom, a heavy iron-banded door stands closed. And waiting before it are two of Damadere’s Collectors.

“Ah, fuck,” I grit out and prepare to fight my way through.
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The two Collectors move in perfect, terrifying unison, their faces obscured by the shadows clinging to them like shrouds. Blades of solidified darkness form in their hands as they advance, silent and implacable. My dagger hums, the silver fire licking along its edge, eager.

The first one lunges, its shadow blade a blur. I meet the attack, the blood-forged silver clashing against the corrupted energy with a sound like tearing silk. A jolt runs up my arm, but the dagger drinks in the dark magic, its glow intensifying. It’s feeding off the corruption, converting it.

I pivot, spinning away from the second Collector’s flanking manoeuvre. It’s fast, but I have no intention of dying today. I duck under a wide swing and drive my blade into the first Collector’s side. The silver fire flares violently, and the creature lets out a soundless scream, its form dissolving into black dust that settles on the cold stone floor.

One down.

And one replaces it.

Of course.

The new Collector doesn’t hesitate. It presses the attack. Shadows lash out from the walls, animated by Damadere’s will, trying to snare my ankles. I dance back, my dagger a blur of silver light as I parry and slash. I don’t have time for a prolonged fight. William is just beyond this door, dammit.

“Issy!” CJ yells. “Duck!”

I crouch down as an arrow goes whizzing over my head to slam into the original Collector. He dies a painful death, but one pops up to take its place.

“Of course,” CJ mutters. “So, it’s whack-a-fucker.”

“Huh?” I ask, straightening up and slashing with my dagger.

“You smash one, and another pops up. I suppose it’s better than being surrounded.”

“Oh, you just had to say that, didn’t you?” Cassiel groans, and I look over my shoulder at the swarm of Collectors lunging towards us.

But it becomes apparent that they don’t want to kill us, only incapacitate us. They are going for ankles and wrists, rather than death blows to the head or midsection.

“She’s trying to slow us down!” I snarl, twisting my dagger to block a shadow whip aimed at my legs. “She needs us alive, remember.”

“Then let’s disappoint her and hurry this up a bit,” CJ growls. An arrow tipped with fire explodes in the midst of a cluster of Collectors, momentarily scattering them. The respawn is almost instantaneous, but it gives us a precious second.

Cassiel is a whirlwind of black wings and golden-black light, his knives slashing their way through the Collectors. CJ aims for their heads, kill shots.

“We need to get to the door!” Cassiel shouts, his voice strained. “We can’t kill them all.”

He’s not wrong. We’re being worn down and held up, and it’s pissing me off.

“Then we don’t try!” I shout back, my voice raw. “Cover me!”

I race forward. The dagger in my hand feels like an extension of my will, a conduit for my rage. Silver fire erupts from the blade as I carve a path through the sea of creatures. For every one I cut down, another takes its place, but they recoil from the pure energy of my weapon, giving me a precious inch of ground each time.

CJ lets loose another explosive arrow, blasting a hole in the swarm directly in front of me. “Go, Issy! Now!”

Cassiel is a dark angel at my flank, his knives a blur of light and death, his wings beating back the encroaching Collectors. They’re creating a moving pocket of relative safety around me as I close the distance to the iron-banded door.

My free hand slams against the cold metal. It’s sealed with Damadere’s magic. I can feel the corruption thrumming beneath the surface, a sickening pulse that makes my skin crawl.

“It’s warded!”

I plunge my dagger into the iron, right beside the handle. The blood-forged silver bites deep, and the effect is instantaneous. The pure nexus magic from my blade meets Damadere’s corrupted version, and the two forces collide with a shriek of protesting power. Black energy spiderwebs across the door, trying to push my dagger out, but I hold firm, pouring all my will, all my rage, all my desperate need to reach William into the blade.

The iron groans, the wood splinters. With a final, guttural roar, I twist the dagger. The door bursts inward with a concussive blast of energy that throws the nearest Collectors back, momentarily clearing a space around us.

Beyond the threshold lies darkness and the cloying smell of Blood Magic.

And William’s pain.

I don’t hesitate. I pull my dagger free and dive through the opening, into the heart of the nightmare.

The air inside is colder than a grave, thick with the power of the corrupted tributary. Red light glows ominously from runes etched into the circular walls, casting the chamber in a hellish glow. On a black stone slab, lies William. He’s deathly still, a network of dark energy tendrils tethering him to the floor, syphoning what remains of his essence into a series of crystalline vessels that flicker with a sickening, corrupted light.

Damadere stands over him, a priestess at her profane altar. She doesn’t look surprised to see me. She looks triumphant.

“You’re just in time for the final act,” she says. “I was beginning to think you’d be late.”

CJ and Cassiel burst in behind me, slamming the iron door shut. The sound echoes with a grim finality. The three of us stand together, our blood-forged weapons glowing in the oppressive gloom.

“Let him go,” I say, my voice low and shaking with a rage so profound it feels like a physical force.

Damadere’s smile widens. “But the ritual has barely begun. I need to purify William’s blood of your pathetic bond. Then I’m going to crush your skull with my bare hands, to rid you of this world, once and for all.”

“You are such a scared, threatened piece of shit, aren’t you?” I scoff, moving closer. “Afraid I’m going to take your stupid Blood Crown. News flash, bitch, I don’t want it. But I can tell you one thing, you aren’t going to keep it. I will crush your skull with my bare hands so that this world never has to hear your name again.”

She doesn’t look impressed by my trash talk. Can’t say I blame her, really.

Damadere’s lips curl into a smirk of pure disdain. “Such fire. Such misplaced bravado. You speak of crushing skulls, little girl, but you don’t even comprehend the power you’re facing.” She makes a subtle gesture with one hand, and William convulses on the slab, a choked cry escaping his lips. The sudden realisation hits me and chokes me. This is the process that The Collectors, her minions, use on the living grimoire victims. I force back the bile that rises in my throat. Breaking apart now is the last thing William needs. If I do that, he, and all of us, will die at the hands of this woman. Only this death will be infinite.

She coils her magic while I falter, trying desperately to push these thoughts aside.

That’s all the opening CJ needs. An arrow flies, a streak of orange-red fire that screams across the chamber. But it never reaches her. The crimson runes on the walls flare, and a shield of swirling black blood rises to meet the attack, swallowing the flames whole.

“You won’t survive this!” I roar, lunging forward.

Cassiel is already a blur of movement, his knives flashing as he darts towards the altar holding the crystalline vessels. Damadere flicks a wrist, and shadow tendrils erupt from the floor to intercept him, but he’s too fast, weaving between them like a phantom.

My path is straight for William. The tendrils holding him are my target. My dagger burns in my hand, but I bring the blade down on the closest tendril. When it makes contact, there’s a violent shriek of energy. The dark magic sizzles, evaporating into smoke, and the tendril dissolves into nothing.

For a single, blessed moment, a flicker of clarity returns to William’s eyes. He sees me. He knows I’m here. “Hold on, William. This is nowhere near done yet.”

I slash at another tendril as a crashing sound reverberates around the chamber.

Damadere shrieks, but I focus on getting William free.

“You little shit!” she screams as magic flashes all around us.

The sound of shattering crystal is music to my ears as I sever another tendril. My gaze snaps briefly to Cassiel, who stands amidst a glittering cloud of silver and black mist. William’s fragmented essence, now freed from its prison. The air thrums as the scattered power searches for its source.

Damadere’s scream of fury is the sound of a predator denied its kill. “I will flay the flesh from your bones!”

A torrent of pure, necrotic energy, blacker than the void, erupts from her hands, aimed directly at Cassiel. But CJ is ready. His crossbow sings, and a flaming arrow meets the torrent mid-air. The resulting explosion shakes the chamber to its foundations, a violent clash of draconic fire and ancient death magic that sends cracks splintering across the stone floor.

The blast gives me the opening I need. With a final, desperate slash, I sever the last tendril binding William to the slab. He slumps sideways, and I catch him, his body unnervingly light. His skin is cold, but he’s breathing.

“William,” I whisper, helping him to his feet. He leans heavily against me, his gaze unfocused. The swirling motes of his essence drift aimlessly around the room, some drawn to him, others repelled by the lingering corruption.

Damadere hisses, her rage coiling into something colder, more terrifying.

With a gesture, she draws the scattered essence to herself. The silver and black mist spirals towards her, a vortex of stolen power coalescing around her like a storm.

“Sorry about this,” I mutter and drop William as I lunge forward. “No! You aren’t taking anything that doesn’t belong to you.”

I drive my dagger into the swirling vortex of stolen soul. It’s like plunging my arm into a storm of broken glass and ice. The pure silver motes of William’s essence cling to the blade, drawn to my blood, while the corrupted black parts recoil with a hiss.

Damadere snarls, her power fighting mine for control of the swirling fragments. “It is already mine!”

A wall of shadow slams into me, throwing me back, but I don’t release my hold on the dagger. It’s a tug-of-war for William’s essence, and I’m not letting go.

“Oh, bad move, bitch,” CJ says, taking aim. “Hurt her and you die.” He fires an arrow that hits her, but she brushes it off. Then another. And then he adds his magic to the swirling mass of power circulating the chamber in a nauseating wave that makes my nose bleed as I cling to William’s essence with every ounce of strength I have.

CJ’s red cloud of power floods the vortex, a chaotic inferno that clashes violently with Damadere’s cold, black magic. The swirling mass of essence destabilises, the opposing forces tearing it apart. It’s like holding onto a lightning strike. The dagger shudders in my grip, the purifying silver fire warring against the encroaching corruption.

“Isolde.” William’s voice, a raw whisper beside me, cuts through the din. His hand, shaking but resolute, closes over mine on the dagger’s hilt. The twin rings flare with an intense, sympathetic light, a beacon in the storm. Our bond, battered but not broken, rises like a phoenix from the ashes between us.

The effect is instantaneous. The pure, silver motes of his soul, the parts of him that are wholly William, break free from the vortex and rush towards us, drawn by the magnet of our shared connection. They flow into the dagger, up my arm, and into him, a river of light returning to its source.

Damadere screams, a sound of pure, unadulterated fury as the corrupted black essence, now all that remains in her control, whips back into her body. She staggers, her power momentarily diminished by the loss.

William grunts, his back arching as his soul begins to knit itself back together. Colour returns to his face, his eyes sharpening with a clarity I thought I’d lost forever. He’s not whole, not yet, but he’s here. He’s back.

And now we can finally end this.
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My strength returns, coursing through me like a river of lava and fury that this bitch dared to take what’s mine. I have suffered enough for one lifetime, and she is going to pay with her life. She is so proud of the Sanguinarch she spawned, but now she is going to see what that really means.

The blood burns in my veins, a symphony of vengeance. The ring on my finger scalds with the cold fire of our bond as Isolde’s strength pours into me, replenishing what was stolen. My power, my self, floods back, and with it comes a clarity I haven’t felt since before I died. I am not just a resurrected ghost. I am a Blood Lord. A King. A Sanguimonarch. And Damadere has just made a fatal mistake.

“You took from me,” I snarl, my voice no longer a whisper but a resonant growl that makes the stones vibrate. “You tried to unmake me.”

My power answers the call of my rage. The blood spilt on this floor, the moisture in the air, coalesces at my command. It forms a swirling vortex of crimson blades, each one honed to a razor’s edge by a century of fury.

“Now you will see what a true Sanguinarch can do, Mother,” I say, the word tasting like filth in my mouth.

The vortex of blades slash forward, a hurricane of death aimed at the creature who gave me life, only to treat it as a resource. Isolde doesn’t hesitate. Her silver fire wraps around my bloody tempest, amplifying it, purifying it of any lingering corruption. We move as one. CJ’s arrow, a comet of draconic flame, flies true, striking at the corrupted runes on the wall, disrupting her connection to the tributary. Cassiel is a shadow at her flank, his knives a blur, forcing her to divide her attention. We are a single unit, a four-headed hydra of retribution, and she is our prey.

Damadere snarls, a cornered animal lashing out. She throws up a shield of raw, necrotic energy, but it’s a desperate defence against a relentless storm. My blades hammer against it, shattering into droplets of blood that sizzle and evaporate. But it’s a feint. A distraction.

With my returned clarity, I see her magic for what it is: ancient, powerful, but ultimately flawed. It’s a tapestry woven with threads of arrogance and desperation, and I can see every single stitch.

“Isolde, the floor!” I command, my voice resonating with the chamber’s power.

She doesn’t question it. They know this is ultimately my kill. They will give this to me without question.

Silver fire erupts from her hands, spreading across the stone in a purifying wave, cutting Damadere off from her immediate connection to the tainted tributary below. Damadere snarls as her shield flickers, weakened.

That’s the opening.

But I don’t throw the storm at her shield. I send a single, perfect blade of solidified blood, honed by a hundred years of distilled hatred. It slips through the wavering defence like a needle through cloth, aimed at her heart.

She catches the movement at the last second, but the blood blade is too fast, too precise. It strikes true, sinking into the flesh over her heart with a wet, sickening thud.

For a moment, there is only silence. She looks down at the hilt of pure, solidified blood protruding from her chest.

“Impossible,” she breathes, a trickle of black blood escaping her lips.

Then the true assault begins. The blade in her chest acts as a conduit. My power floods into her, a raw, untamed force seeking to reclaim what was stolen. Isolde’s silver fire joins it, and it erupts in a pillar of light that engulfs Damadere completely. The necrotic energy and corrupted blood that formed her armour boil away with a shriek, revealing the charred and broken flesh beneath.

CJ’s final flaming arrow strikes the centre of the ritual circle, shattering the primary rune and severing her final anchor to the tributary. The chamber groans, the stones rejecting her presence. Cassiel is a wraith at her back, his knives slicing through the last vestiges of her magical defences, leaving her utterly exposed.

Her scream is one of outrage. Cracks of pure silver light spread across her skin, erupting from within. The stolen power, the millennia of corruption, turns on itself, consumed by the purifying onslaught. She shatters into a million motes of black and crimson light that are instantly annihilated by the silver inferno.

Then, silence.

The fire dies down. The red glow of the runes fades into inert stone. The air, once thick with malice, is clean. We stand in the centre of the chamber, breathing heavily, the adrenaline slowly draining away to leave an aching void. It’s over. The Blood Crown has been disrupted. Damadere is gone.

For a long moment, no one moves. We stand in the epicentre of our victory, the weight of the battle slowly lifting, leaving a hollow ache in its place.

I look at Isolde, her face smudged with soot and blood, her eyes shining with victory, fierce and defiant. The bond between us is a roaring inferno, a solid, unbreakable thing that sings in my blood. She is the anchor that brought me back from the brink.

CJ lowers his crossbow and looks at me. “You okay, Harrington?”

“Better than ever,” I reply.

Beside him, Cassiel sheaths his knives. He looks at me, then at Isolde, and a slow smile touches his lips. “Is she gone for good?”

“I’d say so,” I say. “Fucking bitch.”

The corrupted runes on the walls are now just inert carvings in the stone. The tributary’s flow beneath us, though still weak, feels pure. My stolen essence settles back into place, a homecoming that is both painful and deeply satisfying.

“What about the Blood Crown? Won’t someone else try to take it now?” Isolde asks.

“Is it actually an object?” CJ asks with a frown. “Do we need to find it?”

“I’d say that’s it right there,” I remark, pointing to where Damadere was last seen.

A shimmer in the air reveals a crown of thorns, dripping with blood and aeons worth of stolen power.

Isolde steps forward and scoops it up without a second thought. “We should take this back to SilverGate and place it in a vault that will never be opened.”

“Or you put it on and become what you were always meant to be,” I say, giving her a shrewd stare.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
ISOLDE


I want to argue. I should argue with William, but there is something about this crown of bloody thorns that feels right in my grasp.

It hums in my hands, warm and alive with ancient power. It’s not the cold, corrupted thing I expected, but something that resonates with the silver fire in my blood. The thorns wriggle as I hold it, daring me, wanting me to place it on my head.

It is calling to me.

“The Blood Crown was never meant to be what Damadere made it. She corrupted it, twisted it to serve her hunger for power. But originally, it was the defender’s crown. The heir to SilverGate, to the nexus.”

“So, you?” CJ asks, raising an eyebrow. “Or Blackridge?” he adds with a smirk.

I widen my eyes in amused warning, shaking my head. “Don’t even. This fucker is mine.”

“William was Damadere’s son,” Cassiel points out. “Should it not go to him?”

My mouth drops open, and I turn to him in annoyance. “What? No!”

“Why not?” His fallen angel innocence is still alive and well, I see, but I suppose he has a point. Why me and not William?

“Because I don’t want it, for a start,” William states. “And secondly, I am not the defender of SilverGate. Issy is and always will be.”

I nod. It makes sense to me. With shaking hands, I lift the crown and place it gingerly on top of my head. The thorns scratch my scalp, and it settles heavier than I expected.

“Suits you,” CJ says with a smile and crosses over to give me a lingering kiss.

“Thanks,” I mutter and look around at the chamber. “My parents⁠—”

“Damadere killed them,” William cuts in quietly.

“I know. Or at least, I suspected. I feel guilty about not trying to contact them. I was hurt and angry. I need…” I run from the room, making my way through the now empty hallways, where it appears The Collectors left, or vanished when Damadere died.

I head for my parents’ room, taking the stone steps two at a time, using my vampire speed to reach it in record time. I pause in front of the heavy door and then, with a deep breath, push it open.

My breath catches. It looks exactly the same as the last time I saw it. Pristine and beautiful. Isaac and I weren’t allowed in here often. It was their space. But when we were allowed in, we took in all the details with awe and spoke about it for hours afterwards. The ornate antiques, the four-poster bed draped in midnight blue velvet, and the enormous fireplace that could fit three people standing inside it. Everything is untouched, as if they’d simply stepped out for a moment.

I walk slowly inside and sit on the bed, wiping away the tears that have sprung. How am I going to break all of this to Isaac?

“Isolde.” William’s voice is the gentlest I’ve heard.

“I’m okay. I just need a minute.”

He nods. “Take all the time you need. We’re here if you need us.”

“Thanks.”

“Thank you,” he says after a beat. “For saving me. Again.”

I smile. “Third time’s the charm.”

“Let’s hope. But I am grateful that you care.”

“Always. I will always save you, William.”

“Hopefully, you don’t have to do it again.” He thumps his fist lightly on the door and leaves me alone with my thoughts and guilt. But it doesn’t take away the anger that they kept me locked up here to keep me close to the tributary, to keep me safe. Kept me locked away out of fear of what might happen. I deserved to know. But it’s all too late now. I flop back to the bed and close my eyes, feeling the Blood Crown dig into my scalp, but I don’t care. I just need a minute.

Miss Morvoren.

I groan. “Go away.”

You are needed, Isolde.

“What now? We killed Damadere.”

I’m aware. But come home.

My eyes snap open. Home? I am home. I could choose to stay here and live out my life with CJ, William and Cass, and be happy for once in my life.

SilverGate is your home. And there is someone waiting to see you.

Isaac. I need to go back to him and tell him everything.

I sit upright, and then my heart clenches. That’s not who Blackridge meant.

“Elise!” I roar and leap off the bed, flying through the door and downstairs, almost crashing into Cassiel as the guys hover near the bottom of the steps.

“What?” CJ asks.

“Elise! We have to go.”

CJ nods and takes our hands. He teleports us back to SilverGate. We land in the main courtyard, and I turn as I sense Blackridge’s gaze on me. My breath hitches.

Standing next to him is a woman so beautiful that I nearly cry. She looks just like my mum. Just like me. I gulp and shift my gaze to Blackridge. He has a weird look on his face as he gazes at her, and I shudder.

Oh no, you don’t! I hiss at him in my head.

Whether he hears me or not, who knows? He doesn’t reply, and I fear I’m way too late anyway.

“Isolde,” Elise says, her voice a lovely lilt as she moves closer to me. I meet her halfway and grip her outstretched hands. They’re freezing, but alive. She is alive. That means we won.

She blinks back tears and pulls one hand from mine to cup my face. “You did it.”

I nod, too choked up to speak.

“Thank you.”

I let out a soft giggle. “No need to thank me, and it was all of us.” I look back over my shoulder at my guys, giving us some space. “We did it.”

“And the Blood Crown?” Elise asks, her eyes widening as she takes in the thorny circlet that has fallen askew on my head. “It suits you.”

I touch the crown self-consciously. “It feels right, but I’m still getting used to it.”

“You’ll grow into it,” she says with a knowing smile. “The crown chooses its bearer, and it’s chosen well.”

“The Collectors?”

“All gone with Damadere’s demise,” Blackridge says, seemingly unable to tear his eyes from Elise. “The four of you finally got your act together. Dare I say I feel something akin to pride?” His gaze finally turns to me.

“Gee, what an accolade.”

“It is,” he says. “I hold disdain and contempt for most creatures.”

I snort. “You don’t say.”

“The nexus requires your attention, Miss Morvoren. The tributary damage needs to be assessed and repaired if required.”

I nod, though I’m reluctant to leave Elise so soon after finding her alive. “I know we never met, but my mum told me about you. A female twin. I felt a kinship with you.”

“Because we are the same. Only you did what I could not. You defeated her.”

“You were meant to be SilverGate’s defender.”

She nods, even though it wasn’t a question but a realisation. “The Collectors overpowered me and forced me into the ritual. I wasn’t strong enough.” She squeezes my hand. “But you are, Isolde. You have no idea what you’ve done, the good you’ve done.”

“Does this mean the living grimoires are also saved?”

She nods, but sadness clouds her features. “They will never be the same.”

I lower my gaze, feeling their pain and wishing I could take it away. “But they’re free,” I say firmly, meeting her eyes again. “And that’s what matters. They have a chance now to heal and to rebuild their lives.”

Elise nods, her expression softening. “You’re right. Hope is more than many of us had for centuries.”

“Miss Morvoren,” Blackridge interrupts, though his tone lacks its usual sharp edge when addressing me. “The nexus grows impatient.”

I glance toward the academy, feeling the pull of responsibility like a weight on my shoulders.

“Go,” Elise says gently. “I’ll be here when you return. We have much to discuss, but the nexus comes first.”

I nod reluctantly and turn to my guys. “Ready for one more trip to the nexus chamber?”

“Always,” CJ says, moving to my side.

William and Cassiel fall into step beside us as we make our way through SilverGate’s familiar hallways. Students and staff we pass seem to sense something has changed. They look at us with curiosity but respect, though their gazes linger longest on the crown adorning my head.

“They know,” Cassiel observes quietly.

“Word travels fast in a place like this,” William adds with a slight smirk.

The nexus chamber welcomes us with its familiar silver-blue glow, but something feels different. Cleaner. The corruption that had been seeping through the tributary system is gone, leaving the nexus pure and vibrant in a way I hadn’t experienced before. The air itself feels lighter, charged with positive energy rather than the underlying tension that had become so familiar.

I approach the centre, placing my palm against one of the handprints. The connection forms instantly, stronger than ever before. The Blood Crown amplifies my natural affinity with the nexus, creating a bond that feels both ancient and newly forged.

Through the connection, I can sense the entire network. The tributary to Shadowhold now runs clear, its corruption purged. But I can also feel other tributaries, other connections spreading out like veins from this central heart. Some are strong and healthy, others feel distant. Dormant, perhaps.

“What do you see?” William asks, his voice carefully neutral.

“Everything,” I whisper, my consciousness expanding along the magical pathways. “The entire network. There are more tributaries than I ever imagined. Some leading to places I don’t recognise.”

But then something taints it, and I curl my lip in disgust.

“Blackridge. Where is he?”

“Awaiting your arrival, Miss Morvoren.”

“Permission to kill-kill him this time?”

“I think you will find that Mr Benz has no lives left, Miss Morvoren.”

“Benz?” CJ snaps.

I catch his gaze. “It seems that our resident aggressive werewolf has been working for The Collectors the entire time. His family is… connected.”

“Allow me,” CJ growls, his face darkening. “I have been itching for this fight since he first laid hands on you.”

“Oh, I’m not going to stop you,” I say, knowing how much CJ wants this.

Through the nexus, I can sense Benz’s location. He’s in the old astronomy tower, where shadows gather thickest. His werewolf nature has been corrupted by Collector magic, twisted into something that reeks of desperation and malice.

“He’s been feeding information to them all along,” I say, the knowledge flowing through. “Every move we made, every plan we formed, he reported it all.”

William’s expression turns deadly cold. “That’s how they always seemed one step ahead.”

“And why they knew exactly when to strike at Shadowhold,” Cassiel adds.

I withdraw my hand from the nexus, the connection maintained through the Blood Crown. “He’s alone now. Cut off from his masters. Probably terrified.”

“Good,” CJ snarls. “He should be.”

We leave the chamber as Blackridge vanishes. He can’t have any part of this, but he won’t stop us. Making our way to the tower, it looms ahead, its ancient stones scarred by centuries of magical experiments. As we climb the spiral staircase, I can smell Benz’s fear. It’s sharp and acrid, mixed with the scent of blood.

I step back and allow CJ to go ahead. I want to see this.

Benz deserves everything he gets.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
CJ


The door at the top of the stairs is splintered, hanging off its hinges. I kick it open the rest of the way, the wood slamming against the stone wall. The scent of fear is so thick up here I can taste it, sharp and sour, a welcome appetiser.

Benz is backed against the far wall, trapped between a crumbling wall and me. He’s in his human form, which is going to make this even more fun for me. He looks cornered, desperate. Perfect.

“Nowhere left to run, Benz,” I say, my voice dangerously soft. Isolde, William, and Cassiel hang back at the doorway, a silent, intimidating audience. This show is all mine.

“Aquila,” he rasps, his eyes wide. “You don’t understand. They forced me. My family…”

“I don’t give a single flying fuck about your family,” I interrupt, taking a slow, deliberate step forward. My power coils under my skin, the dragon in me eager for a taste of this traitor. “You laid your hands on her. You put her life, all our lives, in danger for a master who is now dust. That was your first mistake. And your last.”

He snarls, a pathetic, cornered sound.

My control snaps. The air around me crackles, my vampire magic flaring to life. “Everything she is, is mine to protect.”

I close the distance in a blur, my hand clamping around his throat and slamming him against the stone wall. The impact cracks the stone behind him. He chokes, scrabbling uselessly at my arm.

“You are going to regret every breath you ever took,” I promise. “And I’m going to enjoy every second of it.”

His growl is cut short as I tighten my grip, lifting him clean off the floor. My fangs elongate, and my claws dig into his neck. He whimpers as blood gushes out around my hand.

“I’ve been waiting a long time for this, Benz. You thought you could touch what’s mine and live?” I slam him against the wall again, harder this time. The sound is a harsh, satisfying crunch.

A gurgle is his only answer. His struggles weaken, his terror a heady perfume in the cold night air. I feel Isolde’s gaze on my back, a silent, burning approval that fuels the fire in my gut. This isn’t just for me. This is for her.

I let my magic bleed into my touch. Not a torrent, but a slow, excruciating burn. Red smoke curls from his skin where my fingers dig into his throat. He convulses, a high-pitched whine escaping his throat.

But this is too easy. I’m letting him off too easily if I kill him now. I want to get my hands dirty. I drop him and give him a swift kick to the ribs. “Get up.”

He scrambles backwards on his hands and knees, spitting a glob of blood onto the stone floor. He’s trying to shift, I can see it in the way his bones contort, the animalistic desperation in his eyes.

But I don’t give him the chance. I cross the distance in a single, silent step, and my boot connects with his jaw, snapping his head to the side with a sickening crack. The shift stutters and fails.

“No,” I say, my voice a low growl. “You don’t get to hide behind your beast. You’ll die as the man who hurt her.”

I haul him to his feet by the front of his shirt, my fist connecting with his stomach, then his face, then his stomach again. Each blow is precise, calculated to inflict maximum pain without granting the mercy of unconsciousness. He’s a sack of broken bones in my grasp, his pathetic whimpers a symphony to my rage.

I sense her watching, sense the dark satisfaction in my actions. It’s intoxicating. This is what it means to be hers, to be the weapon she wields against those who wrong her.

I let him go, and he slumps to the ground. “I said, get up,” I growl. “Fight me like you would fight her. Or are you too scared?”

He coughs, a wet, ragged sound that echoes in the stone chamber. Blood and saliva dribble down his chin. He tries to push himself up, one arm trembling violently, but he collapses back onto the dusty floor. His eyes, hazy with pain, lock onto mine. They hold the raw, animal terror of prey that knows its time is up.

“Pathetic,” I sneer, circling him slowly. “You had so much fight in you when you were grabbing at her. Where did all that courage go?”

A flicker of something, desperate rage, perhaps, crosses his face. With a final, guttural heave, he lunges. Not at me, but towards the opening that once held an enormous window pane.

A coward’s last gamble.

He doesn’t even make it two steps.

My shadow moves faster than he does. I’m in front of him in a nanosecond, my hand seizing the front of his torn shirt. I lift him, his feet dangling uselessly above the floor, and turn him so his back is to the cold, empty night sky.

“You wanted to run?” I ask, my voice a low, conversational whisper against his ear. “Let’s see how well you fly.”

His eyes widen in horrified understanding. He opens his mouth to scream, but the sound is cut off as I drive my other hand, claws extended, straight through his chest. I feel the fragile resistance of his ribs, the frantic, terrified flutter of his heart before it stills.

I hold him there for a long moment, letting the life drain from his eyes, before I casually release my grip. His body falls into the darkness below.

I turn back to the doorway. Isolde is there, the Blood Crown a dark halo in her hair, her expression unreadable but for the fierce, possessive light in her eyes.

This is our kingdom now. And we are its undisputed rulers.

“Have fun?” she asks, as we hear a distant thud as Benz hits the ground.

“Nowhere near enough. I expected more of a fight,” I complain.

“Yeah, that wasn’t happening,” William says. “But it’s nice to see you in action, Aquila, to see you protect our woman from all harm. Even from idiot creeps like Benz.”

I give William a sharp, predatory grin. “It’s what I do.” My gaze snaps back to Isolde, drawn to her like a moth to a silver flame. She steps fully into the room, the moonlight from the empty window tracing the cruel thorns of the crown, casting shadows that dance across her face. The power coming from her is a physical thing, a heady mix of ancient magic and raw, untamed woman. It calls to every dark instinct I possess.

“It’s over,” she says, her voice resonating with the authority of the crown. It’s not a question. It’s a declaration.

“For now,” I murmur, closing the distance between us. I lift a hand, my fingers tracing the line of her jaw, careful not to touch the crown itself. “But you, my sweet, are just getting started.”

Her silver-blue eyes flare, a promise of chaos and dominion that makes my black heart sing. Behind us, William and Cassiel exchange a look that I don’t need to see to understand. The fight is won, and the traitors are punished. The world has changed.

And we are the ones who changed it. We turn our backs on the tower, leaving the broken door and the bloodstains as a warning. SilverGate has new rulers now.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
ISOLDE


The Blood Crown sits heavy on my head as I stare out of the window of the same room, even though Blackridge has formally moved me up to Upper Third Year. I have to remain close to the tributary for one, but also, we don’t want anyone else to get near it and manipulate it.

It has been a day since we defeated Damadere, since I claimed the Blood Crown, and I haven’t fully adjusted to the weight of responsibility that comes with it.

A knock at the door pulls me from my thoughts. My heart lurches. Isaac. I’ve been avoiding this moment, but it can’t be postponed any longer.

I open the door to find my twin standing there, his expression a storm of emotions. He looks exhausted, with dark circles under his eyes, his normally perfect hair dishevelled.

“Issy,” he breathes, pulling me into a fierce hug before I can speak. “We need to talk, right now.”

I return his embrace, guilt washing over me. In the chaos of everything, I haven’t given my brother the explanation he deserves.

“Come in,” I say, stepping back. “I know.”

His gaze fixes on the Blood Crown still perched on my head. I can’t seem to bring myself to take it off.

“What the fuck is that?” he asks, giving it the side-eye.

I gesture for him to sit while I perch on the edge of my desk, the crown a constant pressure against my scalp. “It’s called the Blood Crown. And it’s part of a very long story.”

I gulp, and then I tell him everything.

My role as SilverGate’s defender. My court, my knights, who are as much a part of this as I am. Elise. Our parents’ fate at Damadere’s hands. Shadowhold’s true purpose as guardian of a tributary to SilverGate’s nexus. Our family’s centuries-long role as defenders. William’s capture and the extraction of his essence. The blood-forged weapons. The final confrontation.

Isaac listens in stunned silence, his face cycling through disbelief, horror, grief, and finally a hollow acceptance. When I finish, he stands up and moves across the room to stare out the window for a long moment.

“They’re really gone,” he says finally, his voice flat. “Our parents.”

“Yes.” There’s no gentle way to say it. “Damadere killed them to gain access to Shadowhold.”

“And they never told us any of this? About tributaries and being defenders?” His voice rises with a mixture of anger and pain.

“They thought they were protecting us. Protecting me.” I twist Cordelia’s ring on my finger. “I was angry about it, too, at first. Still am, sometimes.”

“We deserved to know, Issy. We could have been prepared.”

“I know. But they did what they thought was right. And in the end, we figured it out anyway.”

He looks at the crown again, his expression unreadable. “So, you’re what, SilverGate’s defender now? Like, officially?”

“Looks that way. Blackridge and Elise say it’s so.”

Isaac laughs, but there’s no humour in it. “And I’m just... what? The spare?”

“You’re not a spare, Isaac,” I say firmly. “You’re my brother. My twin. My other half. Just because I was chosen for this doesn’t mean you are anything less than an incredibly powerful vampire with your own fate.”

He falls silent again, digesting my words. I give him time. This is a lot to process, especially the news about our parents.

“You should meet Elise. Our great-grandmother. She is an amazing woman.”

“I remember hearing about her once or twice. She was a female twin, yes?”

“Yes, like me.”

He nods as I lead him through SilverGate’s halls, now familiar with the most direct route to the room where Elise has been staying in the staff quarters. Students and staff alike move aside as we pass, their eyes lingering on the crown. Isaac notices, his expression darkening.

“They’re scared of you,” he observes.

“Not scared,” I correct. “Respectful. There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

I don’t answer. We reach Elise’s door, and I knock. The door opens almost immediately, as if she’s been waiting for us.

Elise stands framed in the doorway, her resemblance to our mother and me so striking that Isaac actually takes a step back. Her silver-blue eyes, identical to mine, move from me to my brother, softening with emotion.

“Isaac,” she says, her voice warm. “You look so much like your father.”

Isaac stares, speechless. I place a hand on his shoulder, gently guiding him into the room.

Elise moves forward, carefully taking Isaac’s hands in her own. “I’m glad to meet you.”

“Why didn’t we know about you?” Isaac asks, his voice rough. “I mean, about what happened to you?”

Pain flashes across Elise’s face. “It was safer that way. After my capture by the Collectors, our family decided to protect everyone by erasing all knowledge of my capture from your lives.”

“They did that a lot,” Isaac mutters. “Keeping secrets to protect us.”

“Yes,” Elise agrees with a sad smile. “Morvoren stubbornness. It runs in the family, I’m afraid.”

The three of us sit, and Elise tells us more about our family history, filling in gaps that neither Isaac nor I knew existed. The Morvorens have guarded the northwestern tributary for seventeen generations. The females in our bloodline have always had a stronger connection to the tributary’s magic, which explains why I was chosen as the defender.

“And now you’re going back to Shadowhold,” I say, watching Elise’s reaction carefully. It belonged to her at some point, so it makes sense now that she is free.

She nods. “It’s where I belong. The castle needs a guardian again. It’s my responsibility now.”

“What about us?” Isaac asks. “Shadowhold is our home, too.”

“And it will remain so,” Elise assures him. “You’ll always be welcome there. But Isolde’s place is here now, at SilverGate. And I suspect yours is as well, at least for the time being.”

Isaac glances at me, a question in his eyes. I nod slightly. Yes, we’re staying together.

I stand, feeling suddenly drained. “Thank you, Elise. For everything.”

She rises as well, pulling me into an embrace. “You’ve done well, Isolde. Your parents would be proud.”

“I hope so,” I whisper, the crown feeling heavier than ever.

As we leave Elise’s quarters, Isaac is quiet, lost in thought. We walk in silence through the corridors, back toward my room.

“Are you okay?” I ask finally, unable to bear the silence any longer.

He stops, looking at me fully. His eyes travel to the Blood Crown, then back to my face. “You look different, Issy. Older.”

“I feel older,” I admit.

“This is real, isn’t it? All of it. The defender thing, the tributary, the crown.”

“Yes. It’s real.”

He nods slowly, then reaches out to touch the crown, his fingers just brushing one of the thorns. “My sister, the defender of SilverGate.” A small, sad smile touches his lips. “I always knew you were special, Issy. Now everyone else knows it too.”

I swallow the lump in my throat. “I’m still me, Isaac. I’m still your sister.”

“I know.” He takes my hand, squeezing it tightly. “And I’m still your brother. No matter what.”

For the first time since placing the Blood Crown on my head, the weight feels a little lighter now that I have my brother as close to me again as he belongs.
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CHAPTER FORTY
CJ


The training grounds are empty at this early hour, where the mist still clings to the grass. Perfect. I need the solitude to work through the storm of emotions that’s been building since our return from Shadowhold. Killing Benz was satisfying but brief, a fleeting release that did nothing to address my deeper concerns.

I draw my crossbow, loading it with standard bolts rather than the blood-forged arrows Isolde crafted. Those are too precious to waste on training. Taking aim at a distant target and I fire shot after shot. I’ve become fond of this weapon, even though my vampire prefers to fight up close and personal. This gives you clarity, a way to focus, to be less hot-headed and clearer. I see now why my dad trains with equipment. That has always been a mystery to me until now.

Thoughts scatter around my brain, drawing my attention away from the training. Isolde with the Blood Crown. William’s change in behaviour since his last trauma-inducing experience. Cassiel’s unspoken conflict between SilverGate and his celestial origins. And Isaac. I’ve been avoiding him, my guilt over keeping secrets from him nearly as strong as my pride in Isolde’s accomplishments.

“Thought I’d find you here.”

I freeze, then slowly lower my crossbow. Isaac stands at the edge of the training ground, his expression guarded. He looks like hell, his usual pristine appearance rumpled, dark circles under his eyes.

“Isaac,” I acknowledge, turning back to the target. “It’s early.”

“Haven’t slept.” He steps closer, his footsteps silent on the dewy grass. “Talked to Isolde. She told me everything.”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak. This confrontation has been inevitable since we returned.

“You knew,” he continues, his voice tight. “About our parents. About Shadowhold. About the Blood Crown. All of it.”

“Yes.” No point denying it.

“And you didn’t think to tell me? Her brother? Her twin?”

I turn to face him fully. “It wasn’t my place to tell you, Isaac. It was hers.”

“Bullshit.” His hands clench into fists at his sides. “You’ve been right in the middle of this from the start. You, Harrington, and that fallen angel. The three of you circling my sister like she’s the centre of the universe.”

“Because she is,” I snap, my patience fraying. “She’s the defender of SilverGate. The tributary guardian. The Blood Crown chose her.”

“And what am I supposed to do with that? Stand aside while she risks her life? While the three of you follow her into danger?” His voice breaks slightly. “She’s all I have left now, Ceej.”

The use of my nickname hits me in the chest. I set down the crossbow carefully.

“I know.” My voice softens. “And she needs you, Isaac. More than ever.”

“What she needs is protection. Safety.”

“What she needs is understanding,” I counter. “She’s carrying the weight of centuries of responsibility on her shoulders now. She needs her brother to help her.”

He falls silent, studying me. “You love her.”

It’s not a question, but I answer anyway. “Yes. I do.”

“And Harrington and Cassiel?”

“They do too.”

Isaac laughs humourlessly. “My sister never does anything halfway, does she?”

“No,” I agree with a small smile. “She doesn’t.”

He moves to the weapons rack, selecting a training sword. “Spar with me.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Isaac...”

“I need this, CJ.” His eyes are fierce. “I need to hit something, and you’re the most deserving target right now.”

Fair enough. I select a matching sword, testing its weight. “Rules?”

“First blood or yield.”

We circle each other on the damp grass. Isaac strikes first, a lightning-fast attack that I barely parry. He’s good, better than I expected, his form nearly perfect. But I was taught by a Roman warrior.

I counter, driving him back with a series of controlled strikes. He recovers quickly, adapting his style. We fall into a rhythm, the clash of training swords echoing across the empty grounds. He fights with a controlled fury that I recognise all too well.

“You think you can protect her better than I can,” I say as we separate, circling again.

“I’m her brother,” he grunts, launching another attack.

“And I’m her champion,” I reply, blocking his strike and countering. “Her protector by choice.”

“You weren’t there,” he snarls, his sword whistling past my ear. “When we were younger. When she used to cry, I was the one who made sure she felt safe.”

I step back, recognising the raw pain in his voice. “And you did well, Isaac. But she’s not that little girl anymore. She’s the defender of SilverGate. The Blood Crown bearer.”

“She’s still my sister!” He lunges, his guard dropping due to his emotion.

I exploit the opening, disarming him with a quick twist. His sword clatters to the ground, and I bring my blade to his throat.

“Yield,” I say quietly.

He glares at me, chest heaving, but nods once. I lower my sword.

“She’ll always be your twin sister,” I say, offering him his fallen weapon. “But she’s also more than that now. And she needs all of us. You, me, William, Cassiel. Each in our own way.”

He takes the sword, then suddenly drives it into the ground, the blade quivering with the force of his anger.

“You should have told me what was happening,” he says, his voice raw. “You should have included me.”

“You’re right.” I drop my own sword. “I should have. I’m sorry, Isaac.”

The simple apology seems to catch him off guard. He blinks, some of the anger draining from his expression.

“So, what now?” he asks.

“Now we both support her. In different ways, but with the same goal.”

“And what goal is that?”

“Keeping her alive,” I say bluntly. “Helping her bear the weight of that crown. Making sure she doesn’t lose herself to the responsibility.”

He studies me for a long moment. “And us? Where does this leave us?”

“As my best friend and brother-in-law. I wanted to come to you, but the weight of the secrets… I couldn’t risk feeling guilty and blurting it out. Issy wanted to keep you safe from it all. She didn’t want to lose you.”

“I get that, I suppose,” he says grudgingly. “But no more secrets.”

I nod and notice movement at the edge of the training ground. William and Cassiel approach, Isolde between them.

“Everything okay?” she calls, her gaze moving between Isaac and me.

“Yeah,” I reply, meeting her eyes.

“Just working through some things,” Isaac says.

“With swords?” William asks, eyebrow raised.

“Most effective form of therapy,” Cassiel observes with a slight smile.

Isolde moves forward, looking between Isaac and me with concern. “No one’s bleeding, so I assume you’re friends again?”

“Your brother has graciously acknowledged that he’s not the only one who cares about your well-being,” I say, unable to resist the small dig.

Isaac snorts. “And your boyfriend has admitted that keeping me in the dark was a mistake.”

“Progress,” William murmurs to Cassiel, who nods sagely.

Isolde relaxes slightly, the tension in her shoulders easing. “Good. Because I need all of you right now. Blackridge has called a formal assembly for this afternoon. He’s going to announce my new position officially.”

“The entire academy?” Isaac asks, frowning.

“For what purpose?” I ask, mimicking Isaac’s frown.

She shrugs. “I guess we’ll find out.”

I move to her side, taking her hand. “We’ll be right there with you.”

“All of us,” Isaac adds, coming to stand on her other side.

William and Cassiel complete the circle around her, a silent affirmation of support. For a moment, we stand together in what passes for morning, a strange, mismatched family united by our connection to the silver-eyed girl with a crown of thorns.

“Well,” Isolde says, a small smile playing at her lips, “this is new.”

“What is?” Cassiel asks.

“All of you, getting along. Not arguing. Not competing.”

“Don’t get used to it,” William warns with a smirk. “I’m sure we’ll be at each other’s throats again by lunchtime.”

“Probably sooner,” Isaac agrees dryly.

I meet Isolde’s eyes over their banter, seeing the relief there. She needs this, the normalcy, the familiar dynamic to ground her amidst the chaos of her new role.

“Breakfast?” I suggest. “I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving,” Isolde says, but her smile widens.

As we head toward the dining hall, I find myself walking beside Isaac, slightly behind the others. He glances at me, his expression thoughtful.

“Brother-in-law?” he asks.

“I will formally marry your sister in my realm, where this is a thing.”

He nods slowly. “Take care of her.”

“Always,” I promise, my voice equally low. “With my life if necessary.”

He nods once, satisfied. “Good. Because if you hurt her, I’ll kill you.”

I smile. “I would expect nothing less.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
WILLIAM


The whispers follow me through the corridors of SilverGate. Three days since our return from Shadowhold, and I still can’t escape the stares, the hushed conversations that halt when I approach. I keep my eyes forward, my expression neutral, refusing to acknowledge the attention.

“Harrington!”

I turn at the sound of Professor Wynfield’s voice. The Ancient Languages instructor beckons me into his lecture hall, empty now between classes.

“You missed yesterday’s session,” he says, adjusting his spectacles. “Everything okay?”

Is it? I’m not sure anymore. My essence has mostly returned, but the process has left scars that go deeper than flesh. Fragments of memories still missing, emotions that feel disconnected, moments when I’m not entirely sure who I am.

“Fine, Professor,” I lie smoothly. “Just catching up on other work.”

He studies me, clearly not believing me, but unwilling to press the issue. “Well, don’t fall behind. Even with your unique circumstances, coursework still needs completing.”

Unique circumstances. What a delicate way to phrase it. I was murdered by our Headmaster, existed as a ghost for a hundred years, was temporarily resurrected, returned to being a ghost, fully resurrected, and had my essence extracted by an ancient vampire who happened to be my mother, used to corrupt a magical tributary, and then partially restored through a combination of Blood Magic and a mystical bond with SilverGate’s new defender. Unique is about right.

“Yes, Professor,” I say. “I’ll have the translation completed by tomorrow.”

He nods, dismissing me with a wave. As I exit the hall, the corridor is filling with students changing classes. The sea of bodies parts around me, giving me a wider berth than necessary. I spot Isolde ahead. Like me, the crowd shifts away from her, though with deference rather than the uncertain fear they show me.

She hasn’t seen me yet. I could avoid this by taking another route to my next class. But watching her navigate the corridor, head high despite the weight of the crown, fills me with a strange pride. We survived. We won. The cost was high, but we’re still here.

A first-year student bumps into me, startling us both. The boy looks up, his eyes widening in recognition and fear.

“S-sorry,” he stammers, backing away quickly.

“It’s fine,” I say, trying to sound reassuring. “No harm done.”

But he’s already disappeared into the crowd, fleeing as if I might drain him dry for the slight. I sigh, continuing down the hallway. This is what I am at SilverGate, a monster. The Sanguinarch who was broken and remade.

“Don’t take it personally.” Cassiel materialises beside me, his uncelestial nature allowing him to move through crowds with unnatural ease. “They fear what they don’t understand.”

“And they don’t understand me,” I finish, glancing at him. “Can’t blame them, really. I barely understand myself these days.”

He studies me with those unsettling silver eyes. “The fragments are still settling. Give it time.”

Of course he would know. His perception sees beyond the physical, to the essence beneath. He’s probably watching the pieces of me still knitting themselves back together, a jigsaw puzzle with missing pieces.

“Time,” I repeat. “Right.”

We reach the central courtyard, where students gather between lectures. Isolde stands near the fountain, deep in conversation with Blackridge. She looks up as we approach, her expression softening.

“There you are,” she says. “I was just discussing the assembly with Professor Blackridge.”

Professor? Is this her way of distancing herself from him?

“Mr Harrington,” Blackridge acknowledges with a slight nod. “I trust you’re recovering adequately?”

“As well as can be expected,” I reply neutrally.

“Hmm.” His gaze is assessing, clinical. “The corruption appears to be receding. Good.”

Before I can respond, he turns back to Isolde. “Remember, Miss Morvoren. Four o’clock in the Great Hall. Do try to be punctual.”

With that, he sweeps away, his dark robes billowing behind him.

“How are you really?” she asks, turning to me.

I shrug. “Functional. Most of the time.”

“William,” she presses, her voice softening. “Talk to me.”

“Later,” I say, acutely aware of the eyes on us. “Not here.”

She nods, understanding. “My room, after the assembly?”

“I’ll be there.”

Students begin dispersing, heading to their various classes. I should go too, but the thought of sitting through another hour of pretending to be normal exhausts me.

“Go,” Cassiel says quietly. “I’ll cover for you in Elemental Theory.”

I glance at him, grateful for the offer. “You sure?”

“Professor Lightwood won’t notice the difference,” he says with a small smile. “Just be at the assembly. Isolde needs all of us there.”

I nod, turning away before anyone can question my departure. There’s one place in SilverGate where I might find some peace, some quiet to sort through the chaos in my head.

The library is bustling as I make my way to the far corner, to a secluded alcove hidden behind shelves of ancient texts. It’s my refuge, has been since I first arrived at SilverGate over a hundred years ago.

I sink into the worn leather chair, closing my eyes. The memories come uninvited, fragments of pain and darkness. Damadere’s cold hands reaching into my chest, pulling out pieces of who I am. Each extraction a violation worse than any physical torture. The corruption spreading through those fragments, twisting them into something alien and wrong. It’s no worse than the things I used to do, but I was the victim here, and that puts it all into a perspective I didn’t want to see.

My hands tremble slightly, and I clench them into fists. This weakness is unacceptable. I survived. I won. She’s gone. Why can’t I simply move past it?

“Because trauma doesn’t work that way.”

I open my eyes to find CJ standing before me, his expression uncharacteristically sombre.

“Reading minds now, Aquila?” I ask, trying for my usual sarcasm.

“Don’t need to. Your face says it all.” He drops into the chair opposite mine. “Shouldn’t you be in lectures?”

“Shouldn’t you?”

He shrugs. “Free hour. Saw you heading this way, thought you might want company.”

“I came here to be alone,” I point out.

“Yeah, well, sometimes what we want isn’t what we need.” He pauses. “Look, Harrington, I’m not going to pretend I understand exactly what you went through. But I’m here. We all are.”

I study him, seeing beyond the confident exterior for perhaps the first time. CJ Aquila, always so certain, so secure in his place.

“How do I deal with it?” I ask finally.

“One day at a time. Finding purpose helps. People who matter. Reasons to keep going.”

“Isolde,” I say, understanding.

He nods.

We sit in silence for a moment, an unexpected moment of connection between rivals turned reluctant allies.

“The assembly today,” I say finally. “It makes it all official. Her as defender, with the Blood Crown.”

“Yeah.” He runs a hand through his hair. “Things are changing around here.”

“Are you worried?”

“About Isolde?” He considers this. “No. She was born for this. I just don’t want her to lose herself in the role.”

“That makes two of us.”

Another silence falls, but one more comfortable this time. The library clock chimes the hour, reminding us that time continues its inexorable forward march, regardless of our personal crises.

“We should head back,” CJ says, standing. “Class will be over soon, and Isaac wanted to meet before the assembly.”

I rise as well, feeling strangely better for the conversation. “Thanks, Aquila.”

He raises an eyebrow. “For what?”

“For not asking if I’m okay. For not offering empty platitudes.”

A small smile tugs at his lips. “You will never get that from me.”

“I appreciate it.”

We leave the library together, rejoining the flow of SilverGate’s daily life.

“Does this mean we’re friends now?” I ask with a smirk.

“Well, fuck,” he replies, returning it. “I think it might make us something akin to friends.” He sticks his middle finger up at me, and I snort, feeling more myself than I have in a while. This experience has changed me, but fundamentally I am the same arsehole that made SilverGate tremble in my wake. I have no intention of changing that. And I know now that I don’t need to.

The whispers still follow me, but they seem less important somehow. I have a purpose now, people who matter. Reasons to keep going.

One day at a time.
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
CASSIEL


The call comes while I’m reading in the library, a subtle tug at the edges of my consciousness. At first, I dismiss it as background magic from SilverGate’s nexus, but it persists, growing stronger.

A summons.

From Heaven.

My hand freezes on the page, a text about tributary flow patterns suddenly forgotten. They forced me from Heaven, made me fall, and now, after everything we’ve been through, they choose to call me back?

The timing is suspect. Three days after Isolde claims the Blood Crown, after we defeat Damadere, after the balance of power shifts in this realm. Of course Heaven would want a report, would want to assess the situation. They would want to decide if I should be allowed back or be banished for eternity.

I close the book, pressing my palms flat against the ancient wooden table. The golden-black energy of my uncelestial nature ripples beneath my skin, responding to my agitation. The summons pulls again, insistent, a hook in my very essence.

“Unusual energy patterns, Mr Cassiel.”

I look up to find Blackridge watching me from across the library, his piercing black gaze noting every detail of my struggle.

“A summons,” I explain simply. “From above.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Oh? That is most unusual.” He slides into the chair opposite me, his expression neutral. “Want to twist the knife, do they?”

The irreverence would shock most celestial beings, but I’ve grown accustomed to Blackridge’s particular brand of disdain for authority, any authority.

“It seems so,” I reply, forcing my hands to relax. “Or they want me to return.”

“And will you return if that is their agenda?”

The directness of the question catches me off guard. Will I? A few weeks ago, my duty, my purpose, my entire existence was defined by Heaven’s commands. But now, since the second I fell, I knew it was the right path for me.

“No.”

Blackridge studies me, his head tilted slightly. “Your uncelestial nature has grown stronger since your arrival, Mr Cassiel. I wonder if you’ve noticed.”

I have, though I’ve tried not to dwell on it. The golden-black energy that marks me as different from my celestial siblings has deepened and expanded, becoming more integral to my being rather than a flaw to be hidden.

“Is that a problem?” I ask. “Has SilverGate ever dealt with someone like me before?”

“On the contrary.” A rare smile flickers across Blackridge’s face. “It makes you infinitely more interesting than a standard angel. And potentially far more useful to SilverGate. Let’s just say, I’m not unfamiliar with your kind.”

The summons tugs again, stronger this time. A physical pain blooms behind my eyes, the cost of resistance.

“They won’t stop calling,” I say, wincing. “I need to at least respond.”

“Yes, I suppose you do.” Blackridge rises, straightening his immaculate robes. “The Bell Tower provides excellent conditions for interdimensional communication. You might find it suitable for your needs.”

I nod my thanks, recognising the offer for what it is, permission to use a space where my conversation with Heaven won’t be overheard, won’t be interrupted.

“Mr Cassiel,” Blackridge adds as he turns to leave. “SilverGate values those who choose to remain of their own free will.”

He glides away, making it very clear that if I’m coerced into going back up, he will be heavily disappointed in me. I don’t know why that matters or why I care. The summons intensifies, impatient now. I gather my books and head for the Bell Tower, my thoughts churning.

The tower is, as Blackridge described, a perfect place for communication between realms.

I stand to the side, close my eyes, and finally, deliberately, open myself to the summons.

Light floods the chamber, the cold, perfect radiance of Heaven. A voice fills my mind, speaking in the language of angels, beautiful, lyrical and utterly disenchanting.

“Cassiel. Are you ready to come home? Have you seen the harsh and ugly side of the questions you were asking?”

I keep my eyes closed, knowing what I would see if I opened them, a manifestation of celestial judgement that would sear mortal retinas.

“You forced me from my home,” I reply in the same language, though the words feel strange on my tongue after so long speaking human languages. “I am no longer yours to command.”

“You have interfered. You have participated. You have aligned yourself with her cause.”

There’s no point denying it. “Yes.”

The silence that follows is heavy with disapproval, a cold weight pressing down on me. The light in the chamber flickers, its purity momentarily tainted by my defiance.

“Her cause is one of chaos,” the celestial voice returns, stripped of its melodic quality, now sharp as splintered glass. “A vampire with a crown of blood will only bring destruction. You have chosen to align with an agent of darkness.”

“You see darkness where there is strength,” I counter, my voice firm, unwavering. “You see chaos where there is a new order. I stand with the defender of this realm. I stand with Isolde.”

The name hangs in the air, a mortal word in a divine conversation. It feels like a declaration of war.

“You have been given a chance to repent, to return to the light,” the voice booms, a final, thunderous warning. “Forsake these bonds. Forsake her. Or be forsaken by Heaven for all eternity.”

The choice is laid bare. My old life, my duty, my place among the stars. Or this new life, this found family, this purpose that feels more real than anything Heaven ever offered. I look at my hands, at the golden-black energy that coils around my fingers. This is who I am now.

“Then I am forsaken,” I say, the words a release, a final severing.

The celestial light shrieks and retracts with the violence of a lightning strike. Pain, white-hot and absolute, rips through me as the last tether to Heaven is torn away. I grunt, falling to one knee as the light vanishes, leaving me in the sudden, quiet gloom of the Bell Tower.

And for the first time since I fell, I feel truly free.

I think of Isolde, of William, of CJ. Of SilverGate and its nexus. Of the Blood Crown and the battles still to come.

The light withdraws completely, leaving me standing alone in the tower room. The summons is gone, the hook in my essence dissolved. In its place is a peculiar lightness, an absence of pressure I hadn’t even realised was there until it vanished.

I flex my hands, watching the golden-black energy dance across my skin. It feels stronger now, more integrated, as if my choice has somehow solidified my uncelestial nature rather than weakening it.

My wings unfurl without conscious thought, stretching to their full span in the confined space. They’ve changed. Again. The feathers that were once pure black are now black with veins of gold running through them. No longer fallen. A unique creature. First of its kind.

Isolde appears at the top of the steps. I hadn’t even heard her ascent. Behind her, William and CJ hover.

“We felt something,” Isolde says, her eyes going to my transformed wings. “Are you okay?”

“I made a choice,” I say simply.

Her gaze softens with understanding. “Heaven called you back.”

“And I declined the invitation.”

CJ snorts from the doorway. “Bet that went over well.”

“About as well as you’d expect,” I reply with a small smile.

William steps into the room, his eyes on my wings. “They’re different.”

“I’m different,” I acknowledge. “More myself, perhaps.”

Isolde moves closer, reaching out to touch one of the feathers, her expression thoughtful. “You chose us, and you were rewarded.”

“By whom?” I ask, with an arched eyebrow.

“By SilverGate.”

Something passes between us, an understanding deeper than words.

“Well,” CJ says, breaking the moment, “if the celestial dramatics are finished, we have an assembly to attend. Blackridge will have our heads if we’re late.”

I nod slowly and glance skyward. The flash of lightning is a warning. They are watching, but I don’t actually give a fuck. In an act of rebellion that would have never crossed my mind a few weeks ago, I raise my hand and stick my middle finger up in a blasphemous gesture that makes CJ and William snicker in delight.

“Come on,” Isolde says, holding back her giggle. “The future’s waiting.”

I take her hand, feeling the guys’ presence in her touch as well. We are a circle of unlikely allies united by choice rather than duty. As we leave the tower, my wings fold away, feeling heavier but somehow lighter at the same time.

For the first time since my creation, I am truly free. Not fallen, not risen, but somewhere gloriously, terrifyingly in between. Uncelestial. Unique. Home.
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
ISOLDE


The Great Hall of SilverGate has never felt so crowded. Students from all years fill the rows of seats, their whispers creating a constant background hum. At the front, Blackridge waits on the raised dais, his expression as inscrutable as ever.

I stand in the antechamber, the Blood Crown feeling particularly heavy today. I still haven’t grown accustomed to its weight or to the way the thorns occasionally prick my scalp when I move too quickly. A physical reminder of the burden I’ve accepted.

“Nervous?” Elise asks, adjusting my formal robes, her silver-blue eyes, so much like my own, filled with understanding.

“Terrified,” I admit. “I never wanted to be the centre of attention, just to live a normal life.”

She smiles, the expression softening the ageless beauty of her face. “You were never going to be normal, Isolde,” she says, smoothing a non-existent wrinkle from my shoulder. “But you’ll grow into it. The Blood Crown chose well.”

I touch the crown self-consciously and nod. My purpose is clear and true.

She glances toward the hall where CJ, William, and Cassiel wait with Isaac. My support system. My strength.

“It’s time,” Blackridge announces, appearing in the doorway. His gaze moves between us, lingering perhaps a moment too long on Elise before settling on me. “Are you prepared, Miss Morvoren?”

“As I’ll ever be,” I reply, straightening my shoulders.

He nods once, then turns to Elise. “The eastern gallery has been reserved for your observation, should you prefer a… less conspicuous position.”

The innuendo is unmistakable, and I shudder again.

Elise inclines her head gracefully. “Thank you, Headmaster. I believe I will avail myself of that option.”

I exchange a look with CJ, who is trying his best to hide his smirk. Guess I’m not the only one picking up on these vibes.

She squeezes my hand once more before gliding away, her raven hair coiled in a tight bun as she moves toward the side gallery. Blackridge watches her go, his expression unreadable.

“She intends to leave tomorrow,” he says, still gazing after her. “To return to Shadowhold.”

“Yes,” I confirm. “She believes it’s where she belongs now.”

“Perhaps,” he murmurs, almost to himself. Then, more briskly, “Well, Miss Morvoren, shall we proceed? SilverGate awaits.”

The murmurs fade to silence as we enter, hundreds of eyes turning to watch our progress down the central aisle. I keep my gaze forward, focused on the dais where my future awaits. From the corner of my eye, I catch glimpses of familiar faces. Professor Wynfield nods approvingly. Cordelia smiles from her seat near the front, giving me a wave and blowing me a kiss.

My anchors, follow us in and move to the front. CJ’s expression is fierce and proud. William, still too pale but standing tall. Cassiel, his golden-black eyes steady. Isaac, a mixture of worry and pride on his face.

Blackridge leads me to the dais, then turns to address the assembled crowd. His voice fills the hall with apparent ease, a reminder of the power he possesses.

“SilverGate Academy has stood for centuries as guardian of the nexus, protector of the tributary system, and bastion of magical knowledge. Throughout its history, SilverGate has been defended by those with the blood and will to stand against darkness.”

He turns slightly, gesturing to me.

“Today, we formally recognise a new defender, one who has proven her worth through trial and sacrifice. Isolde Morvoren, bearer of the Blood Crown, guardian of the northwestern tributary, and protector of SilverGate’s nexus.”

The hall remains silent. No one really knows what any of this means. Personally, I think Blackridge has just done this to keep everyone off my back, staff included, to conduct whatever business needs conducting with the nexus.

“The defender’s role is not merely ceremonial,” Blackridge continues, maybe to ease some confusion. “It is a sacred trust, a bond between the nexus and those with the blood to channel its power. Miss Morvoren has demonstrated this bond through her actions against those who would corrupt the tributary system.”

He doesn’t mention Damadere by name, but the reference is clear to those who know the truth. I wonder briefly how much the general student body has been told about recent events.

“As bearer of the Blood Crown, Miss Morvoren assumes certain rights and responsibilities within SilverGate. She will continue her studies as an Upper Third Year student, but will also undertake additional training appropriate to her role.”

This revelation is news to me. Additional training? I glance at Blackridge, but his expression reveals nothing.

“The defender stands as SilverGate’s sword and shield and its connection to the tributary system. We honour her sacrifice, her bloodline, and her courage.”

He turns to me fully now, extending his hand. On his palm rests a small silver key, intricate and ancient-looking.

“The Key of SilverGate,” he explains, his voice lower now, meant for me rather than the audience. “It grants access to all areas of SilverGate, including those normally restricted to students. Use it wisely, Miss Morvoren.”

I take the key, feeling a subtle vibration as it touches my skin, as if the metal recognises my blood. “Thank you, Headmaster.”

He nods, then faces the hall again. “Let it be known throughout the realm that SilverGate stands defended, its nexus protected, and its tributaries guarded. Let those who would threaten this balance be warned: the Blood Crown has found its true bearer.”

A moment of absolute silence follows his declaration, then a sound I don’t immediately recognise. Applause. It starts from the front rows, where the staff sit, then spreads backwards through the students, growing in volume until the hall rings with it.

I stand frozen, overwhelmed by the response. This isn’t what I expected, this approval, this acceptance. I expected fear and confusion. Maybe there is still all of that, but these creatures are trying to accept what Blackridge has told them.

Blackridge waits for the sound to subside before continuing. “In light of recent events, classes will be suspended tomorrow to allow for a day of celebration. A feast will be held tomorrow evening to honour our new defender.”

More applause follows this announcement, particularly enthusiastic from the younger students. Blackridge raises a hand for silence.

“Miss Morvoren, do you wish to address SilverGate?”

I hadn’t prepared for this, hadn’t expected to speak. But looking out over the sea of faces, some curious, some admiring, some still wary, I realise there are things that need saying.

“I didn’t ask for this role,” I say, my voice steady despite my nerves. “The Blood Crown, the defender’s duty, came to me through circumstances I never could have predicted. But I accept it willingly now, with full knowledge of what it means.”

I scan the crowd, finding my knights, my loves, drawing strength from their presence.

“SilverGate isn’t just an academy. It’s a nexus of power, of knowledge, a place where the talented amongst us can thrive. What we protect here matters far beyond these walls. I’ve seen what happens when that protection fails, when corruption spreads through the tributary system.”

My hand rises unconsciously to touch the Blood Crown. “I won’t let that happen again. Not while I wear this crown, not while I stand as defender.”

I pause, gathering my thoughts.

“But I don’t stand alone. No defender does. SilverGate’s strength lies in its unity, in all of us working together to protect what matters. So I ask not for your fear or your deference, but for your support. Your understanding. Your partnership in this duty we all share.”

It’s not an eloquent speech, not carefully crafted like Blackridge’s, but it’s honest. As I fall silent, the applause returns, stronger than before. And this time, I allow myself to accept it, to feel the weight of the Blood Crown not just as a burden but as a connection to everyone in this hall.

The formal ceremony concludes, and the crowd disperses, many lingering to speak in small groups, gossiping about me and the guys, I’ve no doubt. I step down from the dais, immediately surrounded by my circle of protectors.

“Not bad,” Isaac says with a grin. “For someone who never saw another person outside her family in real life for twenty-one years.”

“Fuck you,” I growl but shoot him a smile. He’s not wrong. Outside of him and my parents, I had no one. “I survived,” I add contemplatively.

“More than survived,” CJ says, his expression thoughtful. “You sounded like a real leader up there.”

William nods in agreement. “The crown suits you, Issy.”

I turn to Cassiel, who hasn’t spoken yet. His silver eyes study me with that particular intensity that always makes me feel he’s seeing more than just my physical form.

“What?” I ask, suddenly self-conscious.

“You’re glowing,” he says simply. “Not just metaphorically. The Blood Crown is responding to your words, your intent. It’s channelling the tributary’s power differently now.”

I touch the crown again, feeling the subtle vibration of energy flowing through it. “Is that good or bad?”

“Good,” he assures me. “Very good. It means the crown recognises you as its true bearer, not just someone wearing it.”

I know it to be true. But right now, I’m simply relieved the ceremony is over, that this first public acknowledgement of my role has gone smoothly, whatever Blackridge’s true intentions were.

“Miss Morvoren.”

I turn to find Blackridge beside us.

“A word, if you please. Privately.”

CJ’s hand tightens on mine, a silent question. I squeeze back reassuringly before releasing him.

“Of course, Professor.” I’m trying to be more respectful, but also to distance myself from him in ways that my guys can see and understand. I know it hasn’t gone unnoticed, although none of them will say anything about it.

Blackridge leads me to a small antechamber off the main hall, closing the door behind us. The room is sparsely furnished with a single table and two chairs, clearly meant for private conversations.

“You performed admirably,” he says, taking one of the seats and gesturing for me to take the other. “The students responded well to your sincerity.”

“Thanks,” I reply, uncertain where the conversation is heading.

“There are aspects of your new role we haven’t yet discussed,” he continues, his gaze direct. “Aspects that extend beyond SilverGate’s immediate boundaries.”

“The tributary system,” I guess.

He nods. “Among other things. The Blood Crown connects you not only to SilverGate’s nexus but to the entire network of tributaries. You will need to learn how to monitor them, how to sense corruption before it spreads to SilverGate.”

“And who will teach me that?” I ask. “Elise?”

“To an extent,” he acknowledges. “But her focus will necessarily be on Shadowhold, on maintaining the northwestern tributary. Your responsibilities are broader.”

“So you’ll teach me,” I conclude, studying his inscrutable face.

A slight smile touches his lips. “Indeed, Miss Morvoren. Beginning next week, you will report to my office three evenings weekly for specialised instruction. I suggest you use tomorrow’s celebration as an opportunity to rest. You will need your strength in the days ahead.”

It’s not a request, nor is it even really an offer. It’s simply how things will be. I’m learning that much of my new role comes with such non-negotiable aspects. I groan, knowing the guys will definitely have something to say about this, but I can’t refuse. It’s my fate. My dark, dark fate, for my dark soul.

He rises, signalling the end of our conversation. “Rest well, Miss Morvoren. Tomorrow marks the beginning of a new chapter for SilverGate, for Shadowhold, and for you.”

As I leave the antechamber, I find my guys waiting exactly where I left them, their expressions varying degrees of curious and concerned.

“Everything alright?” CJ asks immediately.

“Fine,” I assure him. “Just details about my new curriculum, I suppose you’d call it.”

“Blackridge as a personal tutor,” William remarks with a raised eyebrow. “That should be interesting.”

“Terrifying, more like,” Isaac mutters.

Cassiel simply watches, his perception no doubt picking up more than I’m saying. He nods, but that is all.

As we leave the Great Hall, I catch sight of Elise in the eastern gallery, watching us with an expression of mingled pride and sadness. Tomorrow, she returns to Shadowhold, to the castle that was once her home, now hers again to guard. Another change in a season of changes.

The Blood Crown shifts slightly on my head, the thorns pressing against my scalp in what almost feels like reassurance. This is where I belong now. This is who I am.

Defender of SilverGate. Bearer of the Blood Crown. Guardian of the nexus and its tributaries.

Not what I expected when I first arrived at this strange academy after being shunted through a portal, but somehow, I know this is exactly where I need to be.
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EPILOGUE


Isolde

The Blood Crown no longer feels strange upon my head. After a month of wearing it daily, in private, where no one can see me, the weight has become familiar; the occasional prick of its thorns is almost comforting. Like a friend nudging me awake when my mind wanders.

I study the ancient tome spread in front of me on Blackridge’s desk, careful not to damage the fragile pages. It details the tributary system in greater depth than anything in SilverGate’s main library, with hand-drawn maps showing connections I never knew existed.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Blackridge’s voice draws my attention from the text. He stands by a tall window in his office.

“Very,” I agree, deliberately vague about which aspect I find most interesting. “Though I’m curious why you’ve chosen to share these private archives with me now.”

Blackridge turns from the window, his expression as unreadable as ever. “You’ve proven yourself capable, Miss Morvoren. The Blood Crown has accepted you completely. It’s time you understood the full scope of what that means.”

He moves to a cabinet, removing a decanter and two small glasses. “Wine? It’s quite old, even by my standards.”

I nod, watching as he pours a deep red liquid that seems to shimmer slightly in the lamplight.

“How old are you?” I ask directly, even though I don’t expect a reply.

He hands me a glass, the faintest smile touching his lips. “Old enough.”

I roll my eyes and take a sip of the wine, surprised by its complex taste, neither sweet nor bitter but something altogether different. “What is all this really about?”

Blackridge settles into the chair opposite mine, his gaze direct. “I am growing weary. Even beings such as myself feel the weight of centuries eventually.”

“Beings such as yourself,” I repeat carefully. “Which are?”

“A discussion for another time.” He waves the question away. “What matters is that I’ve been searching for my successor for quite some time.”

His words hang in the air between us. I set down my glass carefully.

“You can’t possibly mean me.”

“Can’t I?” That ghost of a smile again. “SilverGate doesn’t choose randomly, Miss Morvoren. Neither do I.”

“I’m twenty-one,” I point out. “A student.”

“For now.” He leans forward slightly. “But students graduate. They become scholars, teachers, and leaders. It is a natural progression.”

“And you really think that is something I can progress to?” I should be terrified of this responsibility he is going to dump on me, but all I feel is a sense of things falling into place, puzzle pieces clicking together to reveal a picture I hadn’t fully seen before. “You want me to become Headmistress someday,” I say, making it a statement rather than a question.

“Eventually,” he confirms. “Not immediately, of course, or even in the near future. There is much you must learn first. I propose a path. Upon graduation, you would become my teaching assistant, specialising in nexus studies. Later, a professor in your own right. And when the time is right, my successor.”

“And how long would this path take?” I ask, genuinely curious despite my reservations.

“That depends entirely on you.” Blackridge rises, moving to one of the glass cases. “Decades, centuries, who knows? Consider my proposal. We can discuss your decision when the new term begins.”

I take the key, feeling its weight in my palm. “And if I decline?”

“Then you remain SilverGate’s defender, nothing more.” His expression gives nothing away. “The choice is entirely yours, Miss Morvoren. That is perhaps the most important qualification of all, the willingness to choose this path rather than having it thrust upon you.”

Rising from my chair, I nod. “I’ll think about it.”

“That’s all I ask.” He glances at the ornate clock on his desk. “Now, I believe there’s an end-of-term celebration you should be attending. Your friends will be wondering where you’ve disappeared to.”

The dismissal is clear. As I reach the hidden door, Blackridge speaks once more.

“Miss Morvoren.”

I turn, waiting.

“Whatever you decide, know that I chose well.”

It’s the closest thing to a compliment I’ve ever received from him, and more than that. He knew. He knew all along what I was, what I would become. I nod once, then slip through the door into the corridor beyond.

The sounds of the celebration reach me before I arrive at the Great Hall, music and laughter spilling out into the evening air.

I pause at the entrance, taking in the scene. The hall has been transformed with floating lights in silver and blue, tables laden with food and drink, and students and staff mingling in cliques. The atmosphere is one of genuine celebration rather than formal ceremony.

“There you are!” Isaac spots me first, weaving through the crowd to reach me. He looks more relaxed than I’ve seen him in weeks, his usual composure softened by genuine happiness. “Blackridge keep you late?”

“Something like that,” I reply, not quite ready to share the full details of our conversation. “You seem to be enjoying yourself.”

“Oddly enough, I am.” He hands me a glass of something sparkling. “Spoke to Elise today. She says Shadowhold’s restoration is coming along well. The tributary is flowing stronger than ever.”

“That’s good news.” I take a sip, the bubbles tingling pleasantly.

“There she is!” CJ’s voice cuts through the crowd as he approaches, William and Cassiel in tow. CJ’s smile widens as he reaches us, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “Blackridge finally release you from whatever mysterious defender business he had planned?”

“Eventually,” I say with a smile.

“How are the research plans coming along?” I ask William. He is back to his usual badass self. His essence is fully restored after Damadere’s violations, and he hasn’t looked back.

“Confirmed for the summer programme,” he replies. “Professor Wynfield thinks my experience might provide unique insights into essence magic.”

“That’s a diplomatic way of saying ‘having your soul partially extracted makes you an interesting lab specimen,’” CJ remarks, earning a glare from William.

“Better than your summer plans,” William retorts. “Endless meetings with the Aquila family council about which hedge should be shaped into a squirrel next.”

CJ grimaces. “Don’t lay that at my feet. My mom is weird with her garden.”

“At least you’ll have a break from us,” I tease, leaning against his shoulder.

His expression turns suddenly serious. “Actually, there’s something I wanted to discuss with you. Privately.”

Isaac, William, and Cassiel exchange glances so quickly that I almost miss it. Something’s happening here that I’m not privy to.

“Now?” I ask, glancing around at the celebration in full swing.

“Perfect timing,” CJ confirms, offering his arm with unusual formality.

I look to the others for an explanation, but they’ve all adopted expressions of studied innocence that fool absolutely no one.

“Fine,” I say, taking CJ’s arm. “Lead on.”

As we exit the Great Hall, the sounds of celebration fade behind us. The air is chilly after the warmth of the crowded hall. Summer seems so long away in the dead of winter.

CJ guides me along a familiar path, but something seems different tonight. Tiny lights float among the foliage, not the standard illumination but something more deliberate, creating a pathway deeper into the gardens.

“What have you done?” I ask, unable to keep the smile from my voice.

“Nothing much,” CJ replies with feigned nonchalance. “Just made a few adjustments to our usual route.”

The path leads to a small clearing I’ve never noticed before, sheltered by ancient oak trees and overlooking the western grounds of SilverGate. A blanket has been spread on the grass, surrounded by more of the floating lights that cast a soft, golden glow over everything. Beyond the clearing, SilverGate’s towers rise against the dark sky.

“This is beautiful,” I say softly, taking in the scene.

“I had help,” CJ admits, guiding me to the blanket. “Cassiel’s light manipulation came in handy.”

We sit together, gazing out over the grounds.

“Summer will be strange,” I say after a comfortable silence. “Everyone scattered to different places.”

“Not for long,” CJ assures me, his hand finding mine. “Or at all, if I have my way.”

“Oh?” I raise an eyebrow.

CJ shifts slightly, his usual confidence suddenly tinged with something I rarely see in him: nervousness.

“Isolde,” he begins, his voice more formal than usual. “This past year has been unexpected, to say the least.”

I laugh softly. “That’s one way to put it.”

“When I first met you, I thought of you as Isaac’s younger sister. Hot and innocent. Something I could corrupt.” His thumb traces circles on my palm as his eyes dare me to comment on that. I don’t. I knew it all along. “I had no idea you would become essential to me.”

The intensity in his voice catches me off guard.

“I had a whole speech prepared,” he continues with a small, self-deprecating smile. “Very eloquent. Completely forgotten now.”

“CJ,” I begin, but he shakes his head.

“Let me try again.” He takes a deep breath, his gaze holding mine. “I’ve never felt this way before.”

He reaches into his pocket, removing a small box covered in midnight blue velvet. My breath catches as he opens it, revealing a ring that gleams in the soft light. A massive square sapphire surrounded by diamonds, set in what appears to be white gold or platinum.

“Dad gave this to Mom a while back. It was a promise ring that she would one day marry him,” he explains, his voice softening. “It’s worth a large fortune where I come from, but that isn’t what makes it so special. My parents had a strange relationship dating back over a thousand years. It’s sordid, complicated, and downright terrifying at times. But this, this was the beginning of the new start for them. She wanted me to give it to you.”

The significance of this hits me hard.

“I told you that I would give you my last name, and this is part of that.” He removes the ring from its box, holding it between us, the sapphire catching the light of the floating lanterns. “Will you marry me?”

“Yes,” I say with a smile, feeling the rightness of it settle over me like a familiar cloak. “Yes, I will.”

His smile could outshine the floating lights as he slides the ring onto my finger. It fits perfectly, the weight of its history and meaning everything. Another symbol, another connection.

CJ leans forward, his kiss carrying all the emotions words fail to capture.

“I take it that the others know about this?” I ask, when we pull apart, remembering their suspicious behaviour earlier.

“They might have been consulted,” CJ admits. “And they might be waiting somewhere nearby with Champagne.”

William’s voice calls from just beyond the clearing. “Is it time now?”

“Come on out,” I call back, laughing.

William appears first, carrying a bottle of Champagne and glasses, followed by Cassiel and Isaac. None of them appear remotely surprised by the ring now adorning my finger.

“Congratulations,” Isaac says, genuine happiness in his voice as he embraces me. “Though I reserve the right to threaten CJ with bodily harm if he ever hurts you.”

William pops the Champagne, filling glasses and passing them around. “I don’t understand this ritual, but I know it means a lot to Aquila. I also know this doesn’t diminish how you feel about me and Cassiel.”

“It doesn’t,” I say, shaking my head. “I love you all.”

Cassiel grasps my chin and gives me a lingering kiss.

CJ’s arm wraps around my waist, pulling me close against the chill. The sapphire on my finger catches each twinkle of light.

“Quite the year,” William remarks, watching the display. “I had no idea I’d become whole when you all arrived here at the start of term.”

“And next year?” Isaac asks, glancing at me. “What new chaos awaits?”

I think of Blackridge’s offer, the potential path stretching before me. Teaching assistant, professor, Headmistress. A future I never imagined but one that suddenly seems possible, even right.

“Whatever comes, we’ve got this.”

The Blood Crown has become a part of me now, not just physically but essentially. Defender of SilverGate, guardian of the tributary, perhaps, someday, successor to Blackridge. I have three guys who will do anything for me, and I will lay down my life for them in return. I have my brother closer than ever, and I couldn’t be happier right now if I tried.
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BLOOD TETHER - CHAPTER 1


Matilda

The plate frisbees at my head, whizzing through the air at rapid speed. I duck, feeling the breeze as it sails over my head and hits the wall directly behind me, showering my hair with bits of porcelain.

“Useless,” my mother spits out. “It’s filthy. You can’t even clean the dishes properly.”

Dad chuckles from his armchair by the fire. It’s a freezing cold night, but we aren’t allowed to have heating, magickal or otherwise. It’s just another form of punishment.

My younger sister giggles as I brush the bits of plate from my hair. She doesn’t have to worry about this kind of thing. My parents dote on her. And my older sister and brother. It’s just me.

The black sheep. The witch with wonky powers and is easy prey.

In several different senses.

“I’ll try harder,” I mutter, even though I know the plate was spotless. I make sure it is so shit like this doesn’t happen. Or happens less. I’m not an idiot. I know the score.

“Get out of my sight, worthless witch,” Mum hisses, and I scamper off, not one to argue about removing myself from their wicked presence. I don’t know what I did to make them hate me so much, but it must’ve been truly heinous. Trying not to cry, I rush up the stairs and burst into my room to find Janice standing by the window in the dark. I come up short as she turns around with an anxious smile.

“Tilly,” she says. “Are they at it again?”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

She nods back once and moves forward, coming into my personal space as she whispers, “Go, Tilly. Run and don’t look back.”

“What?” I stammer, shivering in the cold and at her tone.

She gestures to a backpack on the bed. “It’s not a lot. Just what I’ve been able to gather over the last few months. Take it and head north. There is a place there called MistHallow. You will be welcomed. You can’t stay here, Tilly. It’s getting worse. I’m scared for you.”

The tears I was trying to hold back seep out. She isn’t wrong. “I can’t just leave. They will find me.”

“MistHallow will protect you. Go tonight, Tilly. Take the bag and go.”

She kisses my forehead and reaches out to grasp the necklace she gave me. A delicate silver chain with a tiny amethyst crystal pendant. She gave it to me about ten years ago for protection. I never take it off, not daring to, just in case it actually is working to some degree. It’s a theory I’m not willing to test. “Keep it on you at all times, Tilly,” she whispers. “To remember me by.”

“Janice,” I croak, but she lets the necklace go and steps back with a finger to her lips. “Be free, Tilly.”

I just stare at her like a deer in headlights.

“I’d better go downstairs and clean up the mess,” she murmurs. Then she is gone, slipping through the door and closing it quietly.

I blink and surge forward to open the backpack. I gasp when I see what’s inside. Gold and jewels stuffed to capacity in the small, cheap canvas bag.

“Fuck,” I mutter. I don’t even want to know. But this is my opportunity. She has given me the out I so desperately need, and I’m taking it. I don’t even have to think about it. I can’t. I’ve never been out on my own despite being twenty-one. But my parents have kept me shackled here, making sure I have no money, no friends, no clothes except a wash and a wear, no contact with the outside world at all. I cast a quick feather light spell on the canvas bag, needing it to work. The pink sparks flash momentarily, and I lift it to test it. “It worked,” I breathe. I move quickly then, across to the window, as I hear the sound of male laughter coming up the stairs.

My older brother, Zayne. My blood runs cold when I hear his friend, Stryker, say something, and then Zayne’s bedroom door opens and slams shut. The heavy metal music starts up instantly and thumps through the adjoining wall. I gulp as my bedroom door opens, and Stryker saunters in, closing it behind him and leaning against it.

His dark eyes rake over me, undressing me in his mind as he pushes off from the door and stalks towards me.

I back up until my feet hit the backpack on the floor by the window.

“On your knees, Tilly-girl,” he says.

“No,” I say, shaking my head.

“That’s what you always say, and you always end up doing it anyway,” he says, coming closer and gripping my long, rainbow-streaked blonde hair. “Now, get on your knees.”

“N-no,” I stammer as he twists his fist in my hair.

He growls and unzips his pants with his free hand. I whimper as he tries to force me to my knees.

“No,” I say louder, but I know no one will come to my rescue.

“Little bitch,” he hisses and shoves me up against the dressing table. It crashes against the wall. Zayne must’ve heard it, but he won’t come to help me. None of them will. They all know what Stryker does to me, and they don’t care. But not tonight. Tonight I have a way out of here, and I won’t let this arsehole warlock stop me.

I cry out as he rams me into the dressing table, pressing his cock against my backside, his hand still tight in my hair. His free hand goes up my skirt, and he shoves my knickers aside.

“You don’t say no to me, little bitch. Do you hear?”

“Fuck you,” I growl as he slides his fingers over my pussy. We’re not doing this. Forcing me into a blow job is one thing; sex is a whole different thing, and I will fight with my life to protect my body from him. I jab my elbow back into his stomach and he grunts, but it’s like a gnat trying to move a mountain. I’m no match for him physically, or magickally, and he knows it.

He chuckles darkly. “Oh, you like it rough do you, little bitch?” He yanks my head back and wraps his other hand around my neck, squeezing tightly. I thrash, trying to get free as he tries to get his cock inside me.

“Get off me…” I choke out, kicking back and catching him in the shin.

Stryker grunts and loosens his grip slightly as he stumbles back, and I take the chance. I can’t not take it. I bring an orb of pink magick to my hand and throw it over my shoulder with all the power behind it I can muster. It fizzles out before it even hits him.

He laughs cruelly. “Is that all you’ve got? Pathetic.”

He shoves me forward again and presses hard on my back. He kicks my feet to get me to open my legs, and I cry out again.

Come on, Tilly. You can do this. Focus.

I breathe in deeply and close my eyes. I bring another orb to my hand and infuse it with everything I’ve got. I wrench my shoulder as I slam my hand back onto his thigh, and this time, it hurts him.

“Cunt,” he snarls and flings me across the room.

I hit my head on the window, but all it does is make me even more desperate to get away. Magick crackles on my fingertips in my anger, misery, and fear. Lightning sparks, and I send it straight into his chest.

His eyes go wide before it knocks him out, surprised I had it in me.

Well, he’s not the only one. I gape at my hands, but only for a second. I don’t know how long he will be out cold, but I’m not hanging around to find out. I grab another backpack from the bottom of my wardrobe, stuffed in there years ago when I was still allowed to attend school. I fling my jeans, tee, hoodie and the other set of underwear into it. I grab my journal and a pen from under the mattress, and I turn to the window, opening it as far as it will go. I throw the two backpacks out the window and climb through when I hear them hit the ground. I can’t jump because I don’t know if I can soften my landing with magick. I could try but would probably fail and end up hurting myself worse. With my heart pounding in my ears, I edge along the windowsill until I’m almost at the drainpipe. The cold is arctic and already I’m feeling the effects of it. My fingers are numb as, with a shaky hand, I reach for the pipe.

I grasp the drainpipe; my frozen fingers are barely able to grip the cold plastic. Slowly, carefully, I swing around, stifling my exclamation of fear. Gripping it with my knees, I somehow shimmy down through the haze of fear, praying the old pipe will hold my weight. Every creak and groan sends my heart racing, but I keep going. I have to get away.

Halfway down, panic surges through me, and I lose my grip on the pipe. I slide the rest of the way down and hit the ground hard, pain shooting up my ankles, but there’s no time to recover.

I snatch up the backpacks and run, sprinting across the frosty lawn toward the road. The more distance I put between me and them before they discover I’ve gone, is crucial.

I don’t look back. I just keep running as fast as I can. My lungs burn in the frigid air, and my legs ache, but I push on.

Head north.

That’s what Janice said, but which fucking way is north? I don’t even have time to stop and figure it out. I just keep running, possibly in the wrong fucking direction, but that’s okay. As long as I’m away from that house and those people, I don’t care if I end up on the moon.

So, I push myself to run faster, tasting freedom with every step.
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