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OBSIDIAN AND FROST Blurb



Damage. Craving. Ruin.

I didn’t see them coming.

Now I’m in their sights.

And it’s already too late.

I was made for war and twisted by shadows.

For years, I was hunted for what I am.

Now I’ve come to Wraeven Academy to build a new life.

Home to the feared, the hunted, and the deadly.

On my very first day, complications abound.

Three dangerous men orbit my new world.

Sylas Morgrave – A necromancer marked by death, he wears punishment like a second skin. His magic tangles with mine, both menacingly and irresistibly.

Lazriel Thaine – A werewolf-vampire hybrid and underground warrior, all snarling dominance and savage restraint. He circles me like prey—a fixation barely tamed.

Cassius Ashmoor – A Fallen Celestial, cold and commanding. He sees our connection as a threat to his tightly controlled existence.

My enemies were meant to be gone.

It’s supposed to be safe at long last.

Until whispers turn to screams.

Threats become sinister promises.

The ones who tormented me are rising again.

I’ve always been afraid of the darkness within me.

Then these three circling me at the Academy wear theirs like armor.

They teach me to do the same.

But there’s always a price to power.

And that just might mean giving in to their hunger for me.

We’re all battle born.

But together, we’re merciless monsters.
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This is a Dark Academy Paranormal Reverse Harem Romance with scenes of M/M.

A list of TWs can be found here.

There are spoilers for the Immortal Flame series in this book.
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Welcome to Wraeven Academy.

Home to the feared, the hunted, and the deadly.
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~Velra~



Broken.

Tainted.

Wrong.

The surrounding darkness wanted me to know it.

It wanted me to feel the brutal, undeniable truth, and drink it down.

And the shadows swirling all around desired more than that.

They sought to bleed it out of me.

There was no ground beneath my feet—nothing solid—but I kept moving forward.

This place was nothing and everything.

I couldn’t turn back—there was nowhere to turn to.

That was long gone.

It had been for a while.

A chill sent a shudder through me.

And that was more than a little worrying, considering that I didn’t actually feel the cold.

I was that chill.

It was what I brought to everything I touched.

Everyone.

I stilled in my step—not everyone. There was one exception.

But he was gone now too.

As that thought resonated, the static darkness enveloping me came alive.

Swirling tendrils of shadow reached for me, drawing closer and closer.

Echoing screams reverberated all around me, a brutal cacophony of pain, judgment, and punishment.

“You were supposed to fall!”

“You are poison!”

“There is no place for you!”

“Kneel to your fate.”

“Fall!”

“Fall!”

“Fall, tainted half-breed!”

The shadows brushed against my skin, the leather of my pants and my corset top, even sinking into my hair.

I shrieked as searing pain tore through me, threatening to rip me apart at the seams.

And then a detonation of white light blasted them away from me. As I saw them retreat into the darkness, still hovering, but at a distance, I spun toward the light.

And then he stepped through.

“Cassius,” I breathed.

The one who’d saved me.

Former True Celestial and now a Fallen.

He was still very much a powerhouse with the body of a warrior god, all broad shoulders and girth, towering with sculpted muscle.

His ethereal white-blond hair brushed the shoulders of his white linen shirt, and his gold leather pants pulled taut across his thick thighs as he strode toward me with all that natural might and commanding presence.

He stopped right in front of me, concern bleeding through. “You don’t belong here.”

“What?” I rasped.

“We’ve done this, little shadow.”

“I… I don’t understand.”

“You shouldn’t be here. You are beyond this.” He gestured around at the shadows that had partially retreated, but still remained in our vicinity. “You are the shadows—these here cannot control you.”

I reached up and cupped his face. “Help me cast them away.”

His eyes shone, need he’d always fought so hard clear as the brightest day now.

Finally.

He dipped his head.

And that was it.

I locked my hands around his neck and rose to it, our mouths clashing.

Fiercely.

Hungrily.

Desperately.

He fisted my hair, tugging and stroking in a delectable way, giving away how wild and unhinged his desire for me was in that moment, how he was barely holding it together.

Because of me.

Because of what I did to him.

Because of what we did to each other.

Sensations so long denied for both of us surged forth like an inferno of uncontrollable passion and need that I could hardly breathe through.

I didn’t want to breathe in this moment.

I just wanted to feel and to feel deeply.

For once.

After so fucking long.

I deepened the kiss and moaned into his mouth as he grasped my thighs and wrapped them around him, hauling me up against him.

And then I was grinding on him, feeling his hard dick right where I needed him.

He gave it right back to me, rubbing me against him roughly, frantically, until sexy rumbling growls were spilling from him, even as he devoured my mouth.

I grasped his shirt, intending to rip the thing off him so I could feel him skin-to-skin.

“Velra,” he choked, suddenly breaking our kiss.

“What are you—”

He put me down and stepped back, and an awful coldness rolled over me again.

“This cannot be.”

“It just was, Cassius.”

“A mistake.”

My gut twisted. “No. It wasn’t. It was far from that.”

“We don’t belong.”

“Don’t. Stop doing this. Every fucking time!” I slammed my hands into his chest and screamed at the top of my lungs, “Stop! Stop! Stop doing this to me!”

He stared at me impassively.

There was nothing there.

I went to scream again, but no sound came out.

I screamed and screamed but it just continued to go unheard.

And then he turned away.

I bolted forward to reach for him, to stop him from leaving yet again.

But a flash of white light swallowed him in a blink.

It was too late.

It was always too late.

Those taunts from the shadows started up again.

They started to come for me.

“Not this time,” I ground out.

I called my shadow magic and slammed my palms together.

A shockwave of my own shadows radiated out, decimating the enemy all around.

And then it all slipped away.

I shot up in bed, panting, and slapping my hand to my chest.

Sweat drenched me.

Not again.

I grounded myself by focusing on the room around me.

The guestroom in the home of Cornelius Martel and Warlow Boyd where I’d been staying for the last few months.

The light from the rising sun in the distance spilled in through the grand arched window, illuminating the gray stone floor. The whole space was restrained opulence and elegance, from the deep charcoal walls trimmed with faux silver, to the plush tufted headboard of the bed. Even the bed itself was covered in deep gray and midnight linens.

A crystal chandelier hung low from the ceiling. An upholstered chair that was beyond comfy stood near the window where I’d spent a lot of time looking out at the expansive grounds deep in thought.

I shot a burst of my purple magic through the bedroom and into the ensuite to my left, turning on the shower.

Then I stripped myself of my pajamas with a snap of my fingers, before teleporting myself right into the shower.

It was what I always did when I woke up like that.

When I jolted back to reality panting and sweating.

I reached for a bottle of lavender shower gel, needing to cleanse my skin of the sweat—and other things—before washing my long ombre hair that was a striking contrast with stark white at the top, which then gave way to deep black half way down.

As I soaped up, I worked to ground myself back in the moment by focusing on my surroundings while the soothing warm water and soap worked in tandem.

The bathroom was no less lavish than the bedroom, with black tiles cloaking the walls and floor, gleaming faintly under the soft lights overhead. A freestanding soaking tub was situated in one corner beneath another stunning chandelier.

The shower surrounding me was built into the wall and framed by slate-toned tile that gave off cool luxury vibes. I looked out through the arched window mirroring the one in the bedroom, taking a moment to use the picturesque view of the surrounding forest to center myself.

I finished washing my body, then moved to my hair.

He fisted my hair, tugging and stroking in a delectable way, giving away how wild and unhinged his desire for me was in that moment, how he was barely holding it together.

I blinked away that memory, forcing it down quickly.

Son of a bitch.

Those hellish nightmares.

The symbolism was the same—always with the shadows and the taunts, then with my screams going unheard—but the part with Cassius was only once in a while.

I slapped my hand to my head. Holy hell. Having him on my mind and in that physically appetizing way, no less, was one of the worst days for it.

I was starting my new life today.

And Cassius wasn’t a part of that.

He’d made it clear that he didn’t ever intend to be.

Even though there was an undeniable connection between us.

Not just metaphorically or attraction-wise—we were Soul Branded.

It didn’t make us mates or anything like that, but we were tethered in a different way, a way in which neither of us fully understood. A way he didn’t want to understand.

A few months ago, he’d saved my life from a murder attempt orchestrated by my brother, Sorin, who was an agent of Puritas, a fanatical group who wanted to rid the world of what I was—a hybrid. Cassius had pulled me from death. It had been a violation of Celestial Law and he’d risked the wrath of those he’d served at the time—the True Celestials of the Celestial Plane—those up on high. Almighty deities.

He’d been sent here to train Ariana Martel, the only angel—True Celestial—ever birthed outside the Celestial Plane. When he’d discovered their true despicable intent behind that, that they’d wanted to take Ariana out and also gain a dangerous and controlling foothold over the supernatural world, he’d allied with her, her boyfriends, and her powerful family which consisted of other Fallen and leaders of the supernatural world.

That alliance had resulted in them managing to sever the connection between the Celestial Plane and our mortal world a couple of months later. Cassius had almost died fulfilling his part of that Severance spell. I’d felt him through our Soul Brand bond and assisted just in time to save him.

But not before the Celestial Plane had punished him by making him a Fallen—or an Immortal as was the more common term.

Since that day, about three months ago, I hadn’t seen or heard from him.

Not once.

And that’s okay.

It was okay.

Honestly, it had to be.

Especially today.

I was starting out on a new path.

One that would change everything—in the best ways imaginable.

Not more hiding for me.

No more running from Puritas or my family who loathed what I’d been made into through those Chimera Circle experiments. Those despicable magical scientists were gone now, too. The supernatural governing body, the Guardian Movement, had shut them down once and for all. No more forcibly turning supernatural beings into hybrids, like they’d done to me. I’d once only been Dark Fae, hailing from a prominent family of the Royal Fae Court, but those sick bastards had made me part Wraith as well. Their kidnapping had turned into torture and torment, forever altering my genetic and supernatural makeup and causing my family to disown me for no longer being a pure Dark Fae being.

It had altered everything.

And until a few months ago, I’d been living my life in hiding from my parents and my brother, especially, due to his ties to Puritas.

Then I’d been offered a role by Warlow Boyd in a hybrid-only team, Crossborn, that existed to assist others like me and improve their lives.

The decision to come out of hiding to see to that had shifted a lot for me.

And today would be a step even further in that direction.

It was to be my first day at Wraeven Academy.

There were many academies across the supernatural world, but this one seemed truly perfect for me. It was geared toward darker beings, the curriculum, its policies, and even the housing arrangements reflecting that.

Home to the feared, the hunted, and the deadly.

That was its kind of tongue-in-cheek motto.

And I loved it.

It was going to be perfect.

Smiling to myself and managing to shake off the emotional remnants of that nightmare as I focused on Wraeven, I finished in the shower and stepped out.

Then I dried and dressed myself with my magic, even putting on my deep, smoky eye makeup and my black lipstick in the same burst of power.

I walked to the mirror and checked my appearance.

I’d chosen my go-to outfit, which functioned like a security blanket, I figured.

My sleek black corset with the faux silver charms over my lower stomach that were shaped like broken chains. I’d actually made them—one of my hobbies and another grounding strategy that I used when the trauma rose up and got too much in the moment. The corset gave way to a pair of black leather pants that were tucked into combat boots.

Yeah, I was good to go.

I walked back into the bedroom and grabbed my watch from the nightstand—a black leather band with an opalescent face that had no hands or numbers, but magical symbols instead etched into the surface.

It wasn’t any old watch.

In fact, it didn’t actually tell the time.

It was a Watch of Warding, which Warlow had made for me.

It was specially created and spelled to detect blood-relatives with hostile intent. The face glowed when one neared, flickering more intensely the closer they came.

Despite the heaviness of why I had it, as I strapped it on, I didn’t focus on that and instead the sweet gesture that it had been from Warlow.

Just like him and Cornelius inviting me to stay here in their home after that attempt on my life up at the Guardian Compound. I’d been living at a Guardian Movement safehouse before that, but given that Cornelius Martel was an Immortal and one of the most powerful beings across the supernatural world, Warlow had insisted I came here as it was more protected than even a safehouse. And, although he hadn’t spoken to it directly, I got the impression that he hadn’t wanted me to be alone either.

It was sweet.

They’d both been incredible toward me.

I looked up at the crystal clock on the wall opposite the bed, seeing that it was time for breakfast.

Perfect again!

I walked to the door, threw it open, then headed downstairs.
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“Weaving & Shadow Architecture,” I told Warlow.

We were sitting at their breakfast nook tucked into an alcove with the arched windows that were synonymous with the architecture of their mansion. A round white marble table with gray veins was at its center, the surrounding walls a slate-blue. Curving around half the table was a tufted seat where he and Cornelius sat together, the curve of the seat drawing them naturally inward.

Opposite them was where I sat on a high-backed chair upholstered with the same silvery velvet. The table was covered in a lovely breakfast spread of croissants, bowls of raspberries, blueberries and blackcurrants, stacked pancakes, a glass syrup pitcher full of fresh maple syrup, and a big jug of my favored lemonade that I was sipping from a glass as we talked.

“That’s the subject you’re most looking forward to?” he continued on.

He brushed a strand of shaggy blond hair from his eye, the ends brushing the shoulders of his red flannel shirt. His jeans grazed Cornelius’ dark pants as they sat close together. While Warlow had a boxer’s physique, Cornelius’ powerhouse form eclipsed him, towering, and his light-gray tee barely containing all that rigid bulk of his. Par for the course with an Immortal, really. The light in the room kind of made his long silver hair sparkle with an ethereal glow, too.

I smiled out at Warlow. He was being so sweet with his questions about today, making sure I knew he cared and was taking an interest.

Of course I knew. He’d been so great with me.

And Cornelius, despite his stoic reputation, had also been kind and gentle with me.

They’d both been amazing.

It was actually going to be hard to leave here from that respect.

Being in their home and having them treat me so well… it was the first time in years that I’d experienced anything like that. The first time also that I’d actually felt safe.

“Yep. It’ll really help me to hone my Wraith abilities, the part of me that, unlike the Dark Fae aspect, I’m not as confident in. But more than that, the course is being taught by a Shadowmancer—Selix Nyvarra. That’s about as close to meeting another Wraith as I’ll ever get. They’re rare too. Not as much as Wraiths, but still.”

Cornelius looked up from his breakfast with a thoughtful gleam in his eyes. “One of the main ways in which Shadowmancers draw power is from the absence of light—shadows and veils. This will directly correlate to your Wraith abilities. Also, the illusionary aspect will connect with your Dark Fae side. There is a great deal you will learn from this course.”

“Even how to meld those abilities together more so,” Warlow said.

“Exactly,” Cornelius agreed. “This course will assist you with merging your hybrid abilities.” He smiled. “Something you already demonstrated when you pulled Cassius from the Celestial Plane by harmonizing both sides of yourself and creating that impressive gateway from both shadow magic and your Dark Fae power.”

I jolted at the mention of Cassius.

“Yeah,” I murmured. “That was really something.”

Cornelius reached out and touched my hand softly. “I know from firsthand experience how disorientating becoming a Fallen can be, how deep an existential crisis is brought forth. It will take him some time.”

“But you don’t need to wait or even concern yourself with it,” Warlow cut in. “Forget his bullshit and dickish ghosting. You have a whole new life to begin today, a lot to look forward to. Your work with Crossborn as well. Forget about him.”

Wow.

Cornelius raised his eyebrows. “Another take, sweet boy. And an empowering one.” He stroked Warlow’s hair and lowered his voice. “Are you all right?”

“Fine. Just… she deserves better. She opened herself for the first time ever and he…” He trailed off as he saw me looking more than a little off from the way this discussion had veered. “I mean—let’s talk more about today. Are you all packed up? Ready to go?”

I pushed the Cassius stuff down—again—and brightened as I told him, “All packed and prepared. I just have to head to The Archive when I get there and pick up my course books. I had them reserved and—”

“They’re already in your dorm room,” Warlow told me.

“They’re… what?”

Cornelius informed me, “Warlow had me transport them there from The Archive last night so you’d be prepared.”

“And in case you needed some solitary time in your dorm to acclimate. We didn’t want you having to worry about traipsing through the whole place to get your books. This way you get time to adjust—bits at a time.”

The way he knew I operated.

“Thank you so much,” I told them both.

“Any time,” Warlow said.

Cornelius lifted a shoulder. “It was no problem at all.”

Warlow shoveled four raspberries into his mouth and one leaked out. He went to grab a napkin, but then Cornelius was already there, leaning in and licking the mess off the corner of his mouth. He lingered, swiping his tongue over Warlow’s bottom lip.

“Cor,” Warlow said, ushering him back, and giving me an apologetic look.

Cornelius grinned. “I can’t tell what’s more delicious—you or the raspberries.”

“Stop!” Warlow laughed.

Cornelius nuzzled him. “Who am I kidding? It’s most assuredly you, my darling boy.”

“Not gonna miss this, are you?” Warlow asked me.

“Actually, I think it’s really sweet.”

Well, I’d actually walked in on things that were not just sweet, and actually dirty as hell. But it was adorable at its heart. That they were this in love still, this into each other. The way they couldn’t get enough of each other. The way they adored and fought for each other.

“Sweet,” Cornelius chuckled. “See?”

“Please. She’s being incredibly nice about it and restrained.” He looked out at me. “So, any thoughts on how you’re going to handle the Lazriel of it all when you inevitably encounter him in the halls?”

Cornelius frowned. “I thought you said you had a word with him about his fixation?”

“You did?” I asked.

“Just a little chat. Possibly an Alpha wolf growl that assisted as well.”

I slapped my hand to my head. “Oh, holy hell.”

“It’s all right. I merely explained that you weren’t in a place to be able to reciprocate and that the wolf and vampire in him were having his interest in you as coming off… uh..”

“Rather predatory,” Cornelius finished for him.

“Predatory… that’s a little extreme,” I said. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“It very well could have reached that point if Warlow hadn’t checked him.”

Warlow nodded. “He was also wracked with guilt about taking off when you rejected his interest, that it happened to be just before the Guardian Compound attack by Puritas, so that ramped things up for him. I had to shut it down. I mean, unless you feel different where he’s concerned now? Ready to reciprocate his interest, perhaps?”

Before I could get a word out, Cornelius warned, “But if you do, you take control and keep the power in your hands. Given how he is, it will need to be that way or he could very well overwhelm you.”

Wow. This discussion was… a lot.

I hadn’t exactly handled the Lazriel Thaine situation well before. He was on the Crossborn team with me and he’d made his interest known, flirting heavily and then even asking me out. And I’d turned him down, not ready, and also concerned that his vampire side was drawn to my Wraith side—that he was drawn to me just for that. It had been a thing with vampires—especially younger ones—in the past.

But I had been curious. He had a real forthright attitude about him that I liked. He was hot as hell, funny… there was a lot there to like. I just… I hadn’t been ready at the time.

“I don’t know,” I told them. “My focus is on classes and acclimating. The rest… I’m not sure.”

“And you don’t need to be,” Warlow assured me.

Right. I didn’t need to be.

“Thank you,” I told them. “For this… for everything you’ve done for me.”

“No gratitude needed,” Cornelius told me with a smile.

Warlow beamed out at me. “It’s really been our pleasure, Velra. And we’re going to miss you being here.”

“I’m going to miss the both of you too.”

We fell into light conversation then, talking more about the subjects at Wraeven Academy, Warlow’s day ahead at Crossborn, Cornelius’ day as Inter-Realm Ambassador and some secret work he was doing with some clandestine magic-wielder group I didn’t know the details of. And then Warlow’s other job at Polaris, an erotic supernatural nightclub owned by his friend, Lucian Black. Lucian was also one of the three loves of Cornelius’ daughter, Mia Snow.

I savored the moment, the breakfast, the conversation, being around them as a guest in their home for the last time.

And even though this part of my life was changing, coming to an end, I was actually really excited about what lay ahead.

I couldn’t wait to begin.
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Leaving for college.

Wraeven Academy, here I come.

Motherfucker.

I, Sylas Morgrave—twenty-four-year-old, renowned and revered necromancer, elite magic-wielder, and highly accomplished in my field with supreme control over my power and abilities—was being forced to attend a fucking academy.

Unfortunately, it had been made clear to me, after suffering several arrests for my vigilante activities and unsanctioned use of necromantic dominance, that it was either this or time in The Void, a supernatural prison devoid of magic.

It had gone along the lines of this:

“I did what was necessary!” I boomed at the Guardians surrounding me, the fuckers having me bound by Inhibitor cuffs that were meant to nullify magic usage. They didn’t know that they didn’t work on me. Only one person did.

And I saw that person round the corner and take in what was happening.

Ryker Morgan. Head of the Guardian Movement.

He looked as smoking as ever with his overgrown brown crew cut, those striking green eyes, and that silky white shirt over a pair of tight leather pants that did his ass a hell of a lot of justice.

Mmm. Too bad he was taken.

The Guardians jolted me forward and it had my frustration at the entire situation sparking again. “They would have torn that village apart if I hadn’t intervened!”

“Necromantic domination is outlawed,” one of them retorted.

“As is vigilante activity,” the other said.

“So I should have simply turned away when I happened upon those bloodsuckers ravaging innocent people? Was that the solution?”

Ryker strode up to me.

“You know very well what you should have done, Sylas. Reached out to the Guardian Movement. To me. I gave you my card and you know I can respond in seconds. However, you wished to be the one to handle it. And, worryingly, it wasn’t to play hero. It was to act as judge, punisher, and executioner.”

I smiled to myself. That last part had been true.

I wasn’t gonna deny it.

I didn’t want to deny it.

The people I went after deserved my wrath.

Unfortunately, the Guardian Movement hadn’t seen it that way, and that day I’d been given my marching orders:

“These two are going to escort you to the Unity Council wherein you’ll sit with an Academy Induction Advisor and enroll in an academy that they determine will best suit you and your abilities.”

“A… what? You can’t be serious?”

“This is your fifth offense. Given the nature of it, you’re looking at several years in The Void. Or you can choose this.”

“An attempt to reel me in?”

“To guide you. To provide you purpose and direction. To help you, Sylas.”

I blew out a breath. “Fine. Fine. I’ll fucking… I’ll do it.”

“Good answer. Smart choice.”

Choice?

Not exactly.

Yeah, no. No fucking way on being locked up.

I mean, I was all for solitude. It was kind of my thing.

But being without my magic wasn’t an option.

My magic was me.

I gritted my teeth. It was something this fucking infection ravaging my body now, thanks to that psychopath, Corvin Morvain, was threatening to take from me.

Speaking of said infection, I finished up packing my serum into one entire suitcase—fifty of them. Vials of milky liquid with vibrant red flecks of my magic, along with several syringes. That would last me for a while, just in case I couldn’t get back here as quickly as I wanted.

I had shit to do. Yes, my vigilante activities. And that would be on top of Wraeven and my role in Arcanum Order. I’d already set up a spell on this end that I just needed to anchor to my dorm room once I arrived that would allow me to bypass the lockdown protocol of the dorms in that place so that I could come and go as I pleased, unlike the other students.

I’d just closed that suitcase when the front door of my small log cabin blew open with a blast of rose-gold magic, cutting right through my ward in the process.

Very few people could manage that.

And then one such rarity stepped into view across the threshold.

Kai Hunter, one hell of a sorcerer prodigy.

A hot piece who was unfortunately also taken and part of a closeknit foursome. Also, we’d gone there once and he couldn’t handle me topping. I couldn’t do it any other way and he couldn’t compromise on that either.

Fortunately, it had led to a deeper friendship, so it had actually worked out for the better.

And he was helping me with this fucked-up infection. When we had spare time at Arcanum Order, we were working to find a cure.

“Always with the dramatic entrances, huh?” I spoke. “Just couldn’t resist?”

And I couldn’t resist looking him over with a flirtatious eye, taking in his sexy brown crew cut with the textured waves on top that made his hazel eyes pop, his hard leather trench coat with the collar turned up. A fitted black tee was nestled beneath and paired with tailored black pants.

“Came to wish you well on your first day at Wraeven.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Ryker sent you to make sure I was actually headed there and not trying to get around it?”

“He’s handed that to Cornelius now.”

Basically, Kai’s grandfather-in-law.

I mean, their foursome—the angel Ariana, the Incubus-Sorcerer Nyx, the dragon Vorzyr, and Kai—weren’t actually married. After everything they’d been through, they weren’t exactly fans of institutions. But point made, nonetheless.

“I would’ve come anyway, Sylas.”

“Missed me?”

“I saw you five days ago.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

His gaze darted to my two suitcases. He knew I packed light, so I saw him quickly doing the math there, figuring out that one was full of my serum.

“The status hasn’t changed. Three injections a day hold off the desiccation. The serum is even still being created constantly in the kitchen on my worktable, thanks to Ariana imbuing it with her power so that the manufacturing of it can be perpetual.”

Thanks to what that maniacal Ancient Vampire-Sorcerer, Corvin, had done to me during a fucked-up encounter that not even Kai knew the full story of, he’d extracted a portion of my necromantic core that had destabilized my magical makeup and then he’d even injected me with a poison he’d developed through his Chimera Circle connections that tried to turn me into some botched form of a vampire, which meant I started desiccating—every few hours now—if I didn’t inject myself with the serum I’d created.

But that wouldn’t last indefinitely.

I’d already begun to develop a resistance to it.

The only way to survive was to find a cure.

That had been made far more complicated by the fact that Corvin was dead and we’d been able to obtain his blood, but not his magic before he’d met his demise.

“Don’t worry, Kai. I’m going to Wraeven Academy, I’m all good with the serum. I’ll keep my head down, be a good boy, and complete this year-long punishment courtesy of Ry. And then I’ll be on my merry way again.”

“You could also try enjoying yourself. In ways that don’t involve you playing dark god of wrath and vengeance.”

I folded my arms across my chest and regarded him curiously. “What do you have in mind?”

He reached into the pocket of his trench coat and pulled out a shimmering black shard about three inches in length.

“What’s that?”

“A token.”

“Token?”

“For The Fade. It’s a one-night only created Rifted Cradle functioning as a supernatural party realm that takes place at Wraeven Academy before classes begin. Think supernatural rave meets masquerade and magical chaos and debauchery. It’s conjured by upperclassmen wielding high-level illusion. It’s invite-only and requires one of these tokens to gain entry. They’re distributed in secret, but I managed to obtain one from a fourth-year Shadowmancer. You’d be surprised how many students are entranced by the idea of you attending their academy. Your reputation most definitely precedes you. He gave this thing up easily and I didn’t even need to use my persuasive skills.”

“You’ve attended?”

Even though he’d studied at a different academy—Maven Academy—it would be just like him to find a way to access another academy’s clandestine night of debauchery.

“No. I asked around, asked the right people, trying to find some outlets for you, and this was one that I discovered.”

He’d done that for me? Gone to all that trouble?

I wasn’t the best at entertaining emotions—or processing them.

If I ventured down that road it could risk destabilizing the heavy compartmentalization I had in place that was holding back the onslaught of two fucking atrocities—one that had happened to me and another that I’d unwittingly caused thanks to Corvin.

Motherfucker. I blinked and managed, “I appreciate that, Kai.”

My delivery was stilted and… not the best.

But I saw him register what it really meant from me, and he smiled. “Of course.”

He handed the token over and I pocketed it in my hooded coat.

“Try to see this as an opportunity, not just a punishment. Hell knows you need some fun with everything else hanging so heavily over you.”

“I’ll consider it,” I offered.

“Good.” He looked at my suitcases. “Do you need an assist with the teleportation?”

“No. I’ve got it. Still strong.” That was half the truth, because my power had begun to misfire and short out once in a while.

But it was just once in a while.

I was still the Almighty Necromancer.

I was still me.

“All right, then I’ll see you up at Arcanum Conclave in a few days then.”

“That you will.” I reached out and laid my hand on his shoulder. “Give Ariana, Nyx, and Vorzyr my best.”

“You’ve got it.”

He laid his hand on mine over his shoulder for a moment.

And then he teleported out.

With a flick of my magic, I shut and locked the door that he’d blown open.

Then I sealed up the house as well.

With a centering breath to steel myself, I conjured a teleportation spell, then headed out for Wraeven Academy.

Here we fucking go.
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Wraeven Academy.

There it was in all its glory.

Although it was only two decades old, the architecture gave off a dark, gothic, timeless vibe, which spoke to its purpose and those who it invited within its walls.

Dark Fae. Wraiths. Revenants. Necromancers. Shadowmancers. Vampires. Sorcerers who traded on the dark side. Werewolves. Dragons. Hybrids of those species. Those darker supernatural beings who were volatile and possessed misunderstood magic and abilities. It was like an academy for dangerous gifts.

The building was of modern construction using classical design as an intentional aesthetic. Every stone, every corridor, every tower was deliberately constructed to echo something older.

It most definitely had a moody, mysterious vibe to it.

Surrounded by glorious mountains, the deep-red brick and black stone façade flickered with the power of its students and faculty from within. It was both thrilling and kind of creepy—and honestly, that was kind of my thing.

It was exactly what I’d thought when I’d come in for my day-long tour not long ago.

Gothic towers rose toward the sky, framed by black spires. Mist curled through the mountain pass and rose up the steep cliffs to envelope the school’s lower turrets. Wind lashed the upper balconies, sounding like eerie whispers. Hundreds of tall, arched windows glowed amber.

The front steps led to a grand archway marked in vibrant gold: WRAEVEN ACADEMY.

I adjusted my duffel bag on my shoulder that contained all my jewelry-making supplies, and then I sucked in a breath and dragged my suitcase behind me as I headed for the entrance.

I knew from the instructions I’d memorized several times over and the tour that I’d had where I’d basically analyzed the entire space—a survival mode thing that I did with any new place that I ventured into—that I needed to make my way toward the Grand Atrium.

I followed the path that I’d catalogued, striding down a couple of corridors, which were absolutely gorgeous. The floors were a soothing dark slate, the walls covered with deep crimson paneling and glowing in low light from the crystal orbs above that were hanging in place with iron vines, enchanted torches flickering with blue-black flames. Tapestries of mythic dark beings hung on the walls.

Voices reached me, a whole lot of noise increasing in volume with every step I took then, clearly coming from the Grand Atrium, as that was the space that led up to all the dormitories.

At this academy, students were sorted into five Circles: Obscura, Nocturna, Umbralis, Sanguis, or Bestia. And each dorm was a living system tailored to the powers and abilities of those within each Circle.

Obscura Circle consisted of beings with shadow and illusion magic like Dark Fae, Shadowmancers and Wraiths—perfect for me.

Nocturna Circle housed those beings who traded in death magic like Necromancers and Revenants.

Bestia Circle was for shifters like Werewolves, Wolf-dominant hybrids, Draconics.

Sanguis Circle was for bloodline magic like vampires and vampire-hybrids.

And Umbralis Circle was for mixed ancestry and magic that defied one field.

I reached the Grand Atrium, which was a vaulted central chamber on the ground floor that housed a staircase lit by magical lanterns for each Circle. They spiraled upward and downward, depending on Circle placement.

Students shared classes in the same Academy hallways but lived and slept in these specific environments tailored to their magical needs.

I eyed the left stone stairway that curved upward to the upper west wing that belonged to students of Obscura Circle like me.

There was no clear throughway, the area blocked by forty-odd students milling about, some headed up there creating a backlog as they chatted with one another, or stared at their Wraeven Academy Guidebook as they moved along, others hanging around at the bottom of the staircases and causing more blockages.

I couldn’t see any identifiable Faculty members around.

A shudder rolled through me, tension building the longer I shared space with so many people.

There was a few feet separating me from becoming an actual part of it and I wanted to focus on that distance, but I had to go right through the heart of it. I couldn’t teleport to my assigned dorm room because passage needed to be activated first by a key I had in the back pocket of my leather pants.

And I couldn’t use my shadow magic without causing a stir.

Son of a bitch.

I sucked in a breath, trying to ignore the fact that my hands were trembling and my breathing was now uneven.

Too many people.

No easy way out.

Trapped.

Trapped.

Trapped.

I blinked and sucked in a harsh breath, just barely managing to pull myself back from the edge.

Do it. Just do it.

I went to start forward, intending to weave through the crowds with my suitcase and bulky bag along for the ride, and somehow focus on the destination and not the journey, when a voice pulled me up short.

“Wow, she’s really something.”

Okay, voices plural.

“The Wraith with Dark Fae blood running in her veins.”

“Poor thing was hunted for years worse than most.”

Their comments swirled around me and I tried not to take them personally, understanding that people were just curious.

But then another sounded from a student I registered as Dark Fae with vibrant green hair flowing down over her black cloak, a shimmering gold romper on display.

“Her own brother tried to murder her. And it’s her fault the Guardian Compound was attacked. Should’ve stayed off the radar. How stupid can you be, right?”

Gasps at her viciousness slammed up against cruel laughter.

And then the whole space was swirling with sound I could no longer discern as individual voices or words.

They all became a blur.

I felt so many people looking my way.

A surge of power sparked within me and, the next thing I knew, frost was spreading along the floor, traveling up the walls.

It couldn’t stop it.

I couldn’t—

“Mighty courageous is what I would call it,” a deep, rumbling voice cut through it all.

The atmosphere shifted.

Excitement.

A flurry.

The crowd moved.

I caught sight of somebody new who had entered the space at some point during my freakout.

The hooded coat.

That distinctive brown spiky hair with the maroon tips.

That tall and toned imposing form.

Sylas Morgrave.

The necromancer.

His eyes were on me and I saw recognition there.

We’d encountered one another very briefly and just at a distance during the Severance in Meforian Forest. I’d just arrived back there after saving Cassius, while Sylas had taken out Corvin Morvain and saved Kai in the process who’d been tapped out magically due to battling True Celestials for ages beforehand.

Sylas stepped toward me.

It looked like he was going to help me somehow.

Concern bled from him and he completely ignored all the fans encircling him.

And then his eyes flamed with his magic.

They darted to my hands in the next beat and I saw his own spark with his power, before he was able to quickly pull it back.

He looked confused as hell.

Was I… was I affecting him? His own magic?

What the—

I followed his gaze to see that my frost wasn’t just leaking out now, so was my shadow magic and even sparks of my purple power from my Dark Fae side.

I couldn’t… I couldn’t hold it.

That girl who’d said those mean-spirited things blocked my view of Sylas, stepping up with a definitive strut and flirting, it looked like.

I staggered back, intending to turn away, but the way I’d come was now blocked by more students who’d filtered in.

Trapped!

I really was trapped right now.

I couldn’t… I couldn’t breathe.

I saw magic-wielders in the vicinity call their power as mine went wild.

Vampires and werewolves took on rigid, fighting stances.

No. No. No.

I didn’t want to hurt anyone.

I didn’t want to become a problem.

I’d just got here. I could be kicked out or—

Hands snagged my waist, and then I was blurred out of the space, everything whizzing by around me.

I squeezed my eyes shut against the unsettling sensation.

Then I felt wind whipping around me, smelled fresh air.

The movement stopped and my combat boots touched the ground.

I opened my eyes, finding myself in some sort of alcove on campus.

I jolted as I took in who’d just sped me away from that nightmare come to life.

“Lazriel,” I choked.

“Long time, Wraithqueen.”
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Lazriel Thaine.

Werewolf-Vampire hybrid.

Fellow member of Crossborn.

And currently stealing my breath in a whole other way to what had just occurred.

He filled the space with his broad-shouldered and unyielding physical presence that demanded attention without the need to utter the words. He embodied the black tactical gear that clung to him, the fabric molded to every muscle carved into his frame. His sleeves were pushed up to his elbows revealing forearms with jagged scars. More trailed up his neck—vicious claw marks, it looked like. One even traced down his cheek.

Streaks of green in his black hair stood out from all the rest, vibrant and defiant.

He wasn’t just attractive, he was a rugged contradiction that heated my blood every time he came near. Raw and collected. Wild and controlled. He looked like he could snap at any moment and unleash all over somebody.

Over me.

A thrill went through me as that thought hit for me.

I blinked. I was just… off.

I’d almost blown up back there in a majorly magically destructive way.

My body and mind alike were fighting to come down from all that insanity.

I accidentally scented him, a refreshing minty scent infusing me.

Holy hell.

He was so close.

All that hardness of his pushed right up against me.

Concern lit his eyes, those steel-gray orbs flickering with clear worry.

“Are you okay?”

“I… yeah. Why did you… I mean—”

“It was a shitshow back there. You couldn’t get out because you were having an episode. So I made it happen.”

“Episode. How do you know?”

“I saw it. I’ve seen it from you before once when we all stepped out for a break during one of our Crossborn meetings. You thought no one was watching, but I was also sneaking out into a quiet spot for a blood bag feed when I caught sight of you.”

“You never said anything.”

“I was going to, but Nyx snagged my arm and stopped me, told me you were at the tail end of it and just needed a few quiet moments at that point.”

Nyx Laryn. I smiled inwardly. Another fellow Crossborn member and my only actual friend—outside of Warlow and Cornelius, of course. He had a wealth of abilities as an Incubus-Sorcerer hybrid, but one powerful ability was reading people’s emotions.

“Right… yeah,” was all I managed.

“Don’t worry about that cunt back there.”

I jolted at his wording. “What?”

“That Dark Fae who said all that shit about you? Shit that wasn’t true and was deeply misinformed and fucking ignorant, by the way. Her name is Kelsana Torl. She got kicked out of Maven Academy for using Dark Fae magic on fellow students that violated their free will. Now she’s here. Not for long if she keeps that bull up.”

“I… wow.”

“Yeah, she’s a real piece of work. That boyfriend of hers, too. Rennick. He’s a sorcerer. One of the arrogant ones who can’t actually back up what he’s laying down.”

A small laugh escaped me, just tumbling out of me.

Lazriel’s eyes shone.

Actually, they flamed.

It was his wolf side.

Was he… turned on? By a laugh?

No. I had to be misreading it.

“This alcove is at the rear of the building out of the way, so no one can see us.”

I tensed, especially with that comment being combined with what I’d just seen and possibly only misinterpreted. “Why… why would we need that?”

“So you can gather yourself,” he answered, matter of fact.

Oh. Oh my God. Get a grip, girl.

“Yeah. Right. Good idea.” I looked up at him. “Thank you. I didn’t expect that.”

“Me saving you?”

“Anyone saving me actually. But, yeah, especially not you.”

“After I stormed off in a tantrum when you turned me down at the Compound that day?”

I winced.

The awkwardness was real.

“I shouldn’t have reacted that way. I don’t do well with… dismissal. Not you turning me down, but the way you discounted my feelings as being real, and put it down to my vampire side instead. What I was, not who I am.”

“It came out wrong. I’m not the best with… with people.”

“You seem just fine. That was just a situation that you weren’t ready for. And I get that now. We’re cool, all right? I mean, if you are on your end?”

“Yeah. I’m good. Plus, you spiriting me away just now really helped to smooth all that over too.”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “Good to know.”

He shifted his weight, seeming uncomfortable.

His hands were still glued to my arms, basically pinning me against the wall.

“Can you back up a little? I’m not going to keel over or anything.”

“I can’t.”

“What?”

He gestured with his eyes to where we were connected skin-to-skin.

A choked gasp escaped me.

“I first had hold of you around the waist, but I shifted to your arms for more stability so I didn’t hurt you, and you kind of… chilled me.” He winked. “Not talking about the same kind of chill as when you blew me off before.”

His joke was clearly intended to lighten the situation.

Lighten just how bad this was.

But I couldn’t see past it.

His hands were literally covered in frost and frozen to where he was holding my arms.

“God, why didn’t you say anything?”

“I didn’t want to stress you out when you were coming down from an episode.”

“Doesn’t it hurt like a bitch?”

He grinned. “Not like a bitch. Just a little uncomfortable.”

He must’ve noticed my distress, because he added, “It’s not a big deal. I’m wolf and vampire, my temperature is already all over the place. Sometimes I’m burning hot, other times I’m freezing cold. This frost of yours is more normal to me than you might think.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “You’re being too forgiving.”

“Doesn’t the world need more of that? Especially yours, love?”

Our gazes clashed.

I swallowed hard at the undeniable intensity.

“Yes,” I managed. “Yes, it does.”

He smiled. “Well, then.”

“Stay still.”

“Not much of a choice there.”

“I meant your head, legs, and whatever else.”

He smirked. “Whatever else? And what might that refer to?”

“Ah, there’s the Lazriel I remember.”

“It’s all me. You just don’t like the bluster and flirtatious side. That’s why I’ve been toning it down. You know, on account of you needing to be given a break right now?”

“Ah, so it’s forthcoming?”

He flinched. “Did you just make a joke? An almost flirty kind of joke at that?”

I looked away. “No idea what you’re talking about. Sounds like a misread to me.”

He chuckled—a full, rough-edged sound that curled right down my spine and did something to me.

“Shut up,” I said, unable to suppress a little laugh as well. “Let me do this… fix this frost situation.”

I steadied myself, then slid my hands up and pressed my palms over his forearms while he remained locked to me, his hands wrapped around my upper arms.

“This is going to feel strange and disconcerting.”

“I’ve been meaning to experiment more. Sounds perfect.”

My God, he was another level.

I pulled on my power, feeling my connection to the frost surging through me.

It registered my command, much like when I pulled back my Dark Fae power after using it.

And then I began the draw to pull it back, my magic traveling down his forearms and toward his hands and the place where they were currently glued to my upper arms.

Several moments passed and I saw Lazriel looking on seemingly enchanted.

The frost began to crack at the site, around his hands, delicate fractures spidering outward.

I pushed harder and felt it start to give, slivers loosening and dissolving into the air as warmth slowly returned to his skin, other parts melting away.

A groan escaped him and I looked up at him again to see his eyes rolling back in his head.

“Ah… shit… cocksucker… that’s… ungh.”

His left hand came free and he slammed it down on the wall beside my head then leaned in over me, groaning and struggling to handle the sensations.

“Like liquid heat… and not just at the site… shit, woman.”

A tremble went through me and it most definitely wasn’t the unwelcome kind.

I somehow managed to continue, working on his right hand, even as he shuddered against me and shifted his weight. A gasp escaped me as I felt his hard cock pressing against my lower stomach.

When his right hand came free, he suddenly lashed out with it in an unchecked, primal way and grasped my thigh in a harsh grip, yanking on it and curling it around his hip.

It was hot as fuck. So raw and intense.

I’d never felt anything like it.

I’d never imagined wanting anything like it.

I didn’t pull away. I didn’t do anything to stop it.

It was the opposite, and I softened against the wall as he ground against me.

With the shift in position, him holding my thigh, essentially holding me open, it was right on point, his cock rubbing right against my core and sending sparks of sharp pleasure through me.

“Lazriel,” I panted.

He stilled.

And then he released my thigh and blew back with a startling burst of vampire speed, smashing into the other side of the alcove, which was barely six feet away, so it had him jarring painfully, a curse escaping him.

His eyes were flaming gold with the sign of being right on the verge of shifting.

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“You just had an episode and I’m… I did that.”

“If I hadn’t wanted it, I would have stopped it. I certainly wouldn’t have responded favorably.”

He started shaking his head vehemently. “Not like this. It’s not right… not right for us. No. Not like this.”

“Lazriel,” I said, moving to step up to him.

He held up his hand, keeping me back.

“My control is hanging on by a thread.”

“It’s okay, I—”

“You don’t understand. I’m seconds away from unleashing on you. Hard, rough, and fucking brutal. Way more than a bit of dry humping against the wall. Can you handle that?”

A coldness settled over me. Bleakness. That barrier that kept getting in the way whenever I even thought too long about something sexual. That fear attached to it, to being vulnerable and open in that manner.

“I don’t know.”

Those three words hung between us.

All too heavily.

And then he pushed off the wall. “All right.” He stepped out of the alcove.

It was happening again.

“Don’t. Stop doing this. Every fucking time!” I slammed my hands into Cassius’ chest and screamed at the top of my lungs, “Stop! Stop! Stop doing this to me!”

That nightmare slammed into me so brutally.

“So, that’s it?” I found myself snapping before I could snatch onto rational thought.

He jerked and spun back to me, his brow furrowing. “I hope to shit not.”

“It’s… what?”

“Is that what you want? To chalk this up to an error in judgment or something?”

“No. Of course not.”

His eyes lit up. “Of course not. That’s incredibly definitive.” He smirked. “Good to know. Really fucking good to know.” He gestured at the alcove. “Here wasn’t the right time. After your episode. Your magic sending my control to hell. Gotta start from a place of calm and control. Especially with how I am.”

“Okay.”

“Yeah?” He took a step closer, but noticeably didn’t breach my personal space this time. “So, you liked my hands on you? Or was it my big dick?”

I burst out laughing. “You’re impossible.”

He chuckled. “Thought that would take the edge off.” He cocked his head to the side. “It’s become very clear with this interaction that you actually do like the flirty, more brazen side of me. You really hid that well.”

I hid a lot of things well.

“It’s growing on me.”

He grinned. “Sure, I’ll let you have that one.” He held out his hand. “Come on. I’ll vamp-speed you to your dorm room so you don’t have to deal with those shitheads in the Grand Atrium.”

I stepped up to him and pulled the key out of my back pocket and held it between us. With a flicker of my magic, it activated, glowing gold.

“Lock’s opening,” he said. “Let’s get you there.”

In the next beat, I took his hand, and then he was blurring us away again.
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Lazriel stopped inside the Obscura Common Room.

Thankfully, it was actually empty at this point in time, nobody hanging out or lounging around chatting away. I figured students were either setting up their dorm rooms or still downstairs immersed in that awful crowd situation.

“Nice, huh?” Lazriel commented, gesturing around the space.

There was a soft, dark carpet lining the floor of the vaulted chamber. A hearth crackled on the far wall. In the center an orb of blue magic hovered above a carved table, filtering announcements from the Academy. Bookshelves lined the far walls. At the heart of the space were blue upholstered chairs that looked so cozy, even a couple of couches interspersed among them.

“Yeah. It seems comfy.”

“Comfy. Adorably cute.”

I slapped his arm and he chuckled, then led the way through a gothic-style archway that gave way to a corridor full of doors extending either side—dorm-room central for Obscura Circle students.

“It’s at the far end,” Lazriel told me, zeroing in with his vampiric senses to make out my name in a tiny elegant script right down the other end of the corridor. Away from everyone else and even set back too.

“Perfect!” I cried, forgetting to check myself.

Actually, not feeling like I needed to.

Lazriel beamed out at me.

I spotted something as we got closer.

In all the chaos I’d totally forgotten about my suitcase and bag.

That wasn’t like me at all.

I was very aware of my possessions. Of everything.

But, thankfully, there they were positioned right outside my door.

“Did you do this?” I asked him. “How? I’ve been with you the entire time. I mean, I know you can move fast—faster than other vampires, actually, but I would have at least seen you coming back and forth.”

“I can move faster, yeah. A lot faster than regular vampires. My father was an Ancient. But you would have seen if I’d left you to do this, yeah.” He frowned as he approached my suitcase, and then he bent down and snatched something off the floor. “This fell.”

“What is it?” I asked, walking to him as he held up a folded piece of paper with two words scrawled on it.

Dark Beauty.

A growl escaped Lazriel and he opened it.

That growl only deepened as he read over what was inside, me doing the same as he held it between us.

Velra,

What happened earlier was unfortunate. Don’t allow that to frame this new experience in a negative light. They are fools and their words hold no weight, nor do they deserve your time spent focusing on them.

I recovered your personal items. I hope this helps a little and alleviates some stress.

Enjoy your first night here.

You are truly striking and a force to be reckoned with.

We’ll be seeing each other soon. Count on that, Dark Beauty.

Sweet Dreams—Sylas Morgrave.

I took the note and pocketed it, while Lazriel glared at the wall, muttering a slew of curses to himself under his breath.

“Well, that was unexpected.”

“Unexpected isn’t exactly the word I’d use.”

I stroked his arm and he turned to me.

“Are you all right?” I asked him.

His jaw tightened. “Fine.”

“Lazriel.”

He pulled away and grabbed my suitcase and hauled my bag over his shoulder. “Let’s get you situated.”

I stared at him for a moment, then I inserted my magical key into the door.

The moment I turned it, a wave of golden light shot up all over the door and the walls, and then the door blew open.

“A really cool way to first access a dorm space.”

“That it is,” he said, clearly humoring me, because he’d been here for three years already, so it had to all be old hat to him at this point.

We walked inside together and he set my suitcase and bag against the inner wall.

I took in the space.

Those familiar arches stretched into high ceilings above, a whole shadowy effect that really fit the whole Obscura Circle thing well. A stained glass window cast a silhouette of a winged creature over the space. Beneath it was a desk of twisted dark wood with an antique journal ready and waiting for my input. There was a four-poster bed draped in heavy black velvet. It was absolutely stunning. A bronze candelabra flickered, giving off a mythic vibe that I loved. There was a gargoyle statue and a suit of armor standing on guard with the Obscura symbol etched into it—a moon pierced by a dagger.

“Does your dorm look like this?” I asked Lazriel, turning to face him as he gazed around as well.

He smiled out at me and it was less restrained than it had been for a few moments there after the whole note thing. The heavy-handed note thing. I needed to look into that—and soon. What was Sylas playing at? Was he playing? Was there some game afoot here?

Thankfully, Lazriel’s deep voice brought me back to the moment as he told me, “There are some elements that are similar. The heavy woods, the upholstery, curtains. But there are some differences too. I’ll show you sometime soon.” He smirked. “For the record, that wasn’t a come-on.” He pulled something from his pocket and held it out to me.

I looked down at his palm to see a glinting black shard.

“What’s this for?”

“It’s a token. It will give you access to The Fade. It’s a magical party realm temporarily generated by the fourth years here. It’s in a couple of nights. The entry point changes constantly, but this will guide you to it.”

“Wow, this is really something.”

He nodded, and then an intensity took him as he told me, “I’ll be there. If you come, we’ll hang out, spend some time together. Like a… date, if you want. If you don’t, no worries, and I’ll see you the very next day. No pressure, all right?”

He wanted me to be absolutely sure because he couldn’t stand the idea of me blowing him off again in any way.

I took the token from him.

“I understand.”

“Good.”

He leaned in and kissed the top of my head. “Have a good night. You have a few days to settle in before classes. If you need anything, or just want to hang, you have my number from our Crossborn work, so just shoot me a text.”

“I will.”

He smiled, hesitated for a moment, then walked on out, closing the door carefully behind him.

I stared after him for a while, stunned by the whole thing, and struggling to process what the hell had happened.

And then I took in the space again.

My dorm room.

My space in a brand-new place.

The start to a whole different life.

Yes.
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The necromancer was sucking up all the attention in the room again.

Just like he’d been doing every fucking where he went for the last couple of days on campus.

Students were fawning over him, some tripping over themselves to be near him or to engage him in conversation, others flirting with him like he was a dark god among men.

The fuck he was.

There were others who were wary of him—I’d felt their fear—but even then their response was pitiful deference, stepping out of his way.

It was pathetic.

He shouldn’t even be here. He was already learned and way beyond the scope of every other student here.

I’d found out he was here as some sort of punishment. The Head of the Guardian Movement had actually forced him into an academy setting because of some vigilante bullshit the guy had been doing.

Word had spread amongst some of the students already and that made him even more revered, mysterious, and dangerous in their eyes.

Cocksucker.

As I finished piling my plate high at one of the food stations of the Dining Hall—rare prime rib with sausage links, pepper-crusted stake bites, arugula because I liked the bitterness, and then dark chocolate pieces off to the side—I watched him sitting there and flippantly entertaining all the talk and attention thrown his way.

I caught sight of what he was having for dinner.

He was eating oatmeal.

Oatmeal? At dinnertime? How bland was that? Especially for such an apparent charismatic and magnetic celebrity among us like him.

I frowned as I saw him pull something out of the pocket of his hooded coat.

Huh.

He unwrapped whatever it was from a couple of napkins secured around it, as he answered yet another question from those down the long mahogany table, and then I took in several pieces of smoked jerky. Didn’t see that coming.

As he took a bite, I watched that cunt, Kelsana, arrive and sit down opposite him, shoving an unsuspecting wolf girl aside, then start flirting away.

My gaze darted to her boyfriend walking in and zeroing in on what was happening, and the arrogant fuck didn’t look pleased at all.

Rennick Darrow.

The guy’s style was really out-there. And me noticing that after living amongst the types of students here at Wraeven Academy for the last three years was really saying something.

He was draped in black and gold, a suit of midnight-black fabric saturated with swirling gold embroidery, sharp lapels basically glowing, and with hundreds of gold studs that even caught the light with the somber candlelight barely illuminating the Dining Hall space. The whole thing clashed with his swirl of rainbow-hued curls. He had rings on every finger, opulence and luxury emphasized furthermore than the suit itself was already doing.

And through it all, there was an undeniable air of menace about him. And a clear aura of him thinking he was above everybody.

His woman carried the same air about her.

His woman who’d upset Velra.

Fucking cunt was right.

He glared for a while, then his eyes flashed as Kelsana laid her hand on Sylas’ arm, stroking the fabric of his coat.

He pulled away, but Rennick didn’t seem to register that aspect, and I saw him flick some of his yellow power at Sylas.

I started as Sylas didn’t even look up, but raised his hand, his palm glowing with his deep-red power and disintegrating Rennick’s magic in mid-air before it even made contact with him.

Damn.

Rennick’s eyes shot wide and he scrambled, pushing through some students coming into the Dining Hall, and rushing out.

Sylas said something to Kelsana that I didn’t care to even employ my vampiric or wolf hearing to listen in on. Like I wanted to be hearing their flirting. No fucking thanks.

Whatever he said had her reluctantly pushing from her seat and leaving him alone, although she didn’t look pissed, and just accepted it.

So he’d dismissed her, but somehow there was no fallout? She accepted it?

How was he doing this?

It was beyond being smooth.

It was another fucking level.

Kelsana headed down the gangway between the long banquet tables as I made my way through as well.

As she passed by me, I growled, “Stay away from Velra. Keep that poisonous mouth of yours locked down too. Or you won’t like what happens next.”

Her eyes shot wide and she tried to recover herself, moving to speak.

I flashed my eyes—both the wolf and the vampire at once coming through. “You know who I am?”

“Uh… yes. The Halfblood Hound.”

“That’s right. So take my words to heart. You’re being watched. One wrong move and you’ll also be marked.”

As she shuddered and struggled with that, I brushed past her and continued on my way, searching for my usual spot at the far end of a table right by the door. I liked to always be near an exit.

As usual, my seat was empty, even the one beside it and opposite it free and clear.

People here knew I needed my space.

And they were more than happy to ensure I got what I needed.

I sat down and started digging into my meal right away—I was famished. I’d skipped breakfast to go for a run to get some pent-up shit out of my system.

I was just a few bites into my ribs when a shadow fell over me.

I looked out to see none other than the necromancer himself sitting down right next to me—in my space.

“A word of advice?” he spoke in that smooth, deep voice that rolled over me.

“What’s that?” I snapped.

“If you’re going to threaten someone, reserve it for dark corners of the campus, out of the way—and earshot—of everybody else. Otherwise you risk implicating yourself.”

I glared out at him. “Don’t worry yourself about my business.”

As if I hadn’t even spoken, he went on. “Another piece of advice? Threats shouldn’t be your first move. There is much that can be done to guide people’s behavior to your liking without the need for such excessive aggression.”

“What do you even know about it? I thought you were with Velra on what that vicious thing did to her. Yet, there you were talking with the enemy.”

“There are better ways to handle things than outright hostility and heavy-handedness.”

“Flirting your way through it?”

“Aww, how precious. You considered that flirting. Believe me, you’d know if I was flirting.” He shifted, his thigh brushing against mine, making me jolt. “I’m not subtle about it, wolfie.”

I moved to the side so he was no longer up against me like that. “Are we done here?” I demanded, finding it difficult to maintain aggressive eye contact. That… thigh thing had thrown me off or something. I didn’t falter. And I didn’t fucking defer to anyone. Breaking eye contact was not an option. Others looked away from me.

Before I could dig into my food again, not only didn’t he get up and leave, but he brushed his fingers over mine, my hand that wasn’t holding one of my steaks, currently clutching the table in a death grip.

His fingers rubbed over my thick titanium ring with the fierce skull on the face that encircled my middle finger, and the markings etched into it.

Graverun. Ten Rounds.

Graverun was the underground fight ring hidden beneath Wraeven where students like me worked out our frustrations or just let loose, and kicked ass and took names. To be granted the honor of receiving a ring, you had to win ten fights in a row.

“This is quite the accomplishment. Especially when you’re even up against magic-wielders.”

I went to pull my hand away but he held fast.

“The renowned Halfblood Hound. King of Graverun.”

“That’s me,” I ground out. “Something you’d do well to pay attention to.”

“Why? Are you threatened by me, Lazriel?”

Fuck. My name spilled from his lips like a sensual promise.

What was happening?

I violently jerked my hand free. “If you came here to say something, fucking say it, or leave me in peace to eat my meal and go back to your damned oatmeal.”

He showed no sign of pain, even though I could see the chafe on his skin from the way I’d pulled away so brutally.

He didn’t even flinch or fucking blink.

He just smiled.

“Tell me about the girl.”

“What?”

“Your Wraithqueen.”

How did he know about that?

“You mean, your Dark Beauty?” I bit back, a growl escaping me.

“Is she not that? Beyond merely her appearance, she is beauty within also, yes?”

Of course she was.

“What do you want with her?”

“I’m merely curious, so you may feel free to hold off on the territorial threats.”

“Curious about what?”

“Does she have control of her power?”

“Ask her yourself.”

“She’s been acclimating in her room for the last couple of days so that hasn’t been possible.”

Yeah, she had been.

Given what I knew about her trauma after Warlow had explained it to me when he’d had that big talk with me about her, I’d expected her to do that when she arrived here. Fortunately, it didn’t stand out, as she wasn’t the only one who did that.

This first week before classes started up was known unofficially as Acclimation Week where students were encouraged to show up early to either settle back in if they were returning like me, or to get the lay of the land and get accustomed to the new space if they were brand-new like Velra.

I’d been texting a little back and forth with her, trying not to make it too much, just checking in to make sure she was doing all right.

And she was. She just needed to ease into it all in her own way.

Sylas stared at me, expecting an answer.

On the one hand, I wanted to tell him to ask Velra directly. It wasn’t my business to comment on something like that on her behalf.

But, on the other hand, with his whole note and Dark Beauty thing I didn’t want him getting up in her space.

For her. Obviously.

“What you saw in the Grand Atrium the other day wasn’t the norm for her.”

“But it’s happened before?”

“Sure. There are a lot of students here who it happens to. They get upset or unsettled and their power leaks out, they lose control briefly.”

“That loss of control isn’t always tied to volatile emotions. Another reason for that occurring is weak control of abilities, especially magic that possesses great power like hers most definitely does.” He frowned in thought. “But you’re telling me that emotional upset is the case for her?”

“Yes,” I ground out. “Why? What’s your angle here? Why are you fixated on her?”

“I believe you’re the one who is deeply fixated on the stunning Wraithqueen.”

He moved to get up, but I snagged his arm in a brutal grip and held him there with the full force of my strength. “Tell me, you fucking cocksucker.”

His eyes darkened.

Not dangerously, per se.

But in some other off-putting way I didn’t want to understand.

“Mmm… cocksucker. I am indeed.” He leaned in close, taking advantage of my hold on him that basically facilitated it. His voice was an erotic purr at my ear. “And I’m exceptionally talented at it. You’d scream, beg, and unravel for me. You’d lose yourself as you come like a storm down my throat and then you’d beg me to fuck you like a beast.” A shudder rolled through me as his lips briefly brushed over my throat. “Consider this an open invitation. Fuck knows you need to take the edge off.” He eased back, his far too perceptive gaze burning into mine and seeing things I wasn’t ready to be seen. “Isn’t that right, babe?”

Heat infused me.

Burning fucking heat.

Flames.

Another shudder rolled through me, both welcome and unwelcome this time.

The longer he remained there holding my gaze, the more I felt my grip weaken as I stared back unsure. Caught between what should be and what I wanted it to be.

No.

He was just fucking with me.

Trying to undermine me.

Fighting in an underhanded and fucked-up manipulative way to become top dog here.

On turf that had been mine for years, that I’d worked to make mine.

And now he wanted something from Velra too.

Hot words spilled from his lips again and sent a shockwave of unexpected desire through me as he whispered, “The time for repression is past. You’re away from those who would cage you and your desires now. You’re free. Start acting like it. I’m around for whenever you’re ready to finally do that.”

I didn’t get the chance to utter a response—I wasn’t even sure I could—as he released himself from my grip with a spark of his magic, then sauntered out of the Dining Hall, not even bothering to return to his oatmeal and jerky.

He winked at me over his shoulder, then disappeared deeper into the building.

What. The. Fuck?
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The wolf hybrid was a hot piece.

Absolutely no doubt about that.

So much intensity.

So deliciously wound up.

He was just begging to be unraveled.

And I was getting rock fucking hard just fantasizing about facilitating his surrender.

My first few days under this accursed punishment had proven far more interesting and satisfying than I’d imagined.

In more ways than one.

I’d thought coming here would prove to be incredibly intellectually stunting, that I’d be bored out of my mind. Yet, I’d witnessed—and experienced—something delightfully unexpected when the little Wraith hybrid had nearly detonated all over the Grand Atrium that day.

She had impacted me.

My magic.

Not only that—she’d enhanced it.

In those moments when she’d lost command of her magic, my power had flared of its own accord.

I’d actually lost control from the shock and intensity of it briefly.

Me. Lost control.

Me. Impacted by another’s power, and one far less learned.

Initially, it had been unnerving, but the broader implications had taken my attention over that.

Because, with the infection that plagued me, my magic was fritzing, yet she’d amplified it.

Fuck, she was the key to a whole lot for me.

And she was right here up close.

I’d reported the strange occurrence to Kai and while he’d agreed to look into it with me, recognizing its viability to help me with my situation, he’d also delivered a warning on behalf of his love, Nyx Laryn.

Nyx was very close friends with Velra Nox, so close that he referred to her as little sis. I had a bit of a reputation, so I’d been warned to tread carefully, to keep in mind that Nyx would melt my balls if I upset his beloved friend.

Well, I was all for a challenge.

Just like the delectable Lazriel clearly was.

Something he was going to great pains to demonstrate currently.

And he was clearly in his element right now while doing that, battling hidden demons in the form of real opponents in Graverun.

It was my first time coming here, an arena carved into the bedrock of a subterranean area beneath the Academy, only accessible when given the correct magical password to enter through the enchantments hiding and protecting the space.

The atmosphere was intense but electric.

The arena was circular, a coliseum with tiered, concentric seating that rose steeply toward the vaulted stone ceiling.

Each tier was packed with spectators—very vocal spectators.

Massive stone archways supported the arena’s structure forming alcoves along the edge where others watched from the shadows. The seating was hard, black stone.

Flickering amber magical fire hung from iron settings above the fight circle.

The fight circle was marked by a glowing amber shielding spell. It kept the fighters within that space so combat didn’t spill out toward the unguarded seating and spectators. It also prevented the fighters from taking things too far—it read their vitals and would freeze them for several moments if said vitals took a dive, in order to prevent any fatalities.

Aside from that restraint, there were no further rules, the fighters free to unleash.

And there Lazriel was now, covered in blood, sweat, and scars.

So many scars.

There were many visible when he was fully clothed as it was, but down to just a pair of deep-green satin shorts now, more were in view. His chiseled torso was a canvas of claw marks and scars inflicted by a serrated blade. Old scars, though. Caused years ago. So none of them had come about from Graverun then.

I was curious to know what the story was behind them.

It wasn’t public knowledge—not to the students here, nor to the upper echelons of the supernatural world. I’d already asked around.

He’d come out tonight into the fight circle thrusting his fists in the air to roaring cheers from the excited crowd, wearing a forest-green satin robe emblazoned with bold, golden lettering with his moniker—Halfblood Hound.

I’d seen him take out his first opponent—a second-year werewolf who’d partially shifted immediately in a bid to instantly overpower him—with two blows.

His second opponent had been a vampire double Lazriel’s age who’d been sent here due to his bloodlust issues, and Lazriel’s own vampiric speed had utterly eclipsed his. He now had the guy’s blood dripping from his mouth—the ultimate insult to a vampire, being bitten by another. But the fool had earned that disrespect from Lazriel after he’d hurled some half-breed comments at him, then sliced his face open with his talons—a nasty wound which had since healed.

I watched as a Dark Fae student stepped into the fight circle.

I frowned when Lazriel still didn’t step out to take a breather, or to even call it a night.

He still needed more? That was concerning. On so many levels.

The Dark Fae was clad in head-to-toe shimmering blue leather, his wild black hair falling down his back in waves.

Lazriel had only just assumed a fighting stance when the opponent fired a bolt of blue magic at him, ripping him right off his feet and onto his stomach. I grimaced as his face smashed into the stone floor.

The Dark Fae took advantage of it and fired his power mercilessly with both palms, making Lazriel roar and shudder, keeping him down.

But then I saw his claws drop and he actually pushed off the ground, glaring at his opponent, seething and gnashing his teeth, his eyes on fire, a moment before his fangs dropped as well, a stunning combination of wolf and vampire all at once.

He rose and rose and the Dark Fae stepped back worriedly.

And then Lazriel flashed a bloodied grin and lunged at him in a burst of speed, driving him down to the floor.

What followed next was one hell of a gory display, Lazriel roaring and snarling as he beat and beat and beat.

It was the raw, caged energy of a beast who only felt free immersed in mindless, no-holds-barred violence.

My cock twitched, unbidden.

Because, fuck me, I wanted to play with that.

With the volatile fire that was at the heart of it all for him.

With the truth buried beneath all the rest.

With the damage that called to my own.

A flicker of power touched me, startling me.

Familiar power.

I spun from the fight and caught sight of a glimmer of white light over by one of the entrance tunnels.

He was here.

I’d recognize that power signature anywhere.

After all, it had saved my life.

I swung back to the fight briefly just as Lazriel was crowned the winner yet again, and then I followed after the unexpected visitor.

I rushed through the tunnel and came out at the rear of the campus grounds far away from the main building itself. Warmth came and went as I passed back through the protective enchantment.

The unprecedented interloper wasn’t immediately visible, but before I needed to search him out, his voice rang out.

“How dangerous is he?”

I turned to my left as he emerged from a mammoth willow tree.

I walked to him out of the way of everything and everyone and met him halfway.

“Cassius,” I greeted. “Long time.”

And that long time had certainly altered him.

His new look definitely reflected his changed status as a Fallen and the rejection of ceremonial grandeur. His white-blond hair was shorter now, barely brushing his shoulders. He was clad in dark colors almost blending entirely into the night with his charcoal shirt with rolled sleeves and a pair of black slacks, along with a black jacket worn at the edges. There was also an odd burst of color from a beaded bracelet that was a stark contrast to the rest.

“Indeed. You look well.”

“Appearances can be deceiving.”

There was no point hiding the truth of my health from him, because he’d seen me severely desiccated before, almost to the point of no return.

He gestured at Graverun now several feet from us. “Is that the case with Lazriel Thaine? Or is the surface of what I’ve observed truly who he is?”

“That fact that you’re asking me this question means that you’ve been watching me too.” Otherwise, how would he be aware that I’d made a read on Lazriel, or even been in his vicinity at all?

“I keep any eye on all those who draw close to Velra.”

Velra. I was aware that they were Soul Branded, but I didn’t know that he was still a part of her life. I’d thought they’d gone their separate ways, that whatever had been was long over between them.

Huh. This complicated things.

“Does she know that you’re intervening and making moves in her life behind the scenes?”

“Of course not. She would misinterpret it.”

“As stalking? Because I’m not sure how much of a misinterpretation that would actually be.”

“No,” he grunted. “As me caring too deeply.”

“And you don’t care?”

He shifted his weight. “I’m just concerned for her wellbeing and safety.”

The level of delusion I’d experienced lately from others was unbelievable.

“You’re sure about that?”

He flinched, then looked uncharacteristically off-center. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his pants. “Just tell me what your take is on the wolf. Kai has informed me that your instincts are virtually infallible.”

Of course Kai thought that.

It made sense with our history.

And I also needed others to believe that.

But in the case of Lazriel, it was actually a very easy read.

I didn’t need to be an empath to see the truth there.

“He’s volatile, but at his core there is morality, lines he won’t cross, care he wants to express but fears to at the same time. He’s not hurting Velra. He helped her.”

“And he… desires her?”

“Yes.”

“I see. Well… very good.”

“Is it good? Because if it isn’t and you want a place with her, now would be the time to make that known. And, keep in mind, that there is room alongside him with her. It doesn’t need to be a competition.”

He stared at me for several moments.

And then he flinched.

“I must get back,” he announced. “He’s calling for me.”

He?

I didn’t get to voice the question, as he teleported out in the very next second.

Huh.

That had been enlightening.

I shoved a hand through my spiky hair and turned to head back to my dorm, but then hands grasped my shoulders and shoved me into the trunk of an oak tree.

As I jarred hard against it, Lazriel was suddenly in my space, his claws digging into my coat and scraping through to my skin, making me grunt.

“Stop with your fucking bullshit!” he roared in my face.

He was fresh from his last fight, blood drenching his face, all over his exposed chest, and he was still only in his shorts and even barefoot, while his hair, usually so well kept, was a wild, bedhead like mess.

Combined with the fury coming off him… fuck… it was glorious.

“Stop what?” I asked.

He shoved me, making me choke at the sheer power behind it. “You know what! Being every fucking where I turn! Lingering! Watching me! You want me to notice! You want me full of you and—”

“Full of me? Mmm… I certainly do, hot furious hybrid.”

“Shut the fuck up!” he roared. “You’re trying to fuck with me, take my position here, and now you even want her for something too.”

“It’s not that and you know it. But your denial game is ridiculously strong.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You know that I do. And that’s what’s nagging at you, why you’re drawn to me.”

“I’m not fucking drawn to you.”

“You’re sure?”

He flinched, and didn’t speak to it, which was unbelievably telling. And then he blew out a breath and said instead, “You have no idea how long it’s taken me to get to this point with Velra. For her to trust me, to trust in herself with me. She’s coming to me at The Fade and I won’t let you screw that up. Do you hear me?”

“It’s not my intention to screw anything up for you.”

“Bullshit.”

“Do you really think you can keep all of this checked around her? Something you’re well aware she’ll need you to check—at least at first? You’re cracking and raging. Right on the edge. Something’s happening, something’s changing for you, and you’re right on the periphery of finally being ready to acknowledge it and embrace it.”

“Shut it!”

“All this rage and violence against me? It’s passion. It’s your truth. If you shrink back into denial now, you could fucking detonate.”

He stilled, his claws digging deeper into my chest, the searing pain more welcome than deterring now, especially as his eyes flamed for me.

He leaned in and my breath caught with the delectable anticipation, of him about to let go and allow it all in finally.

His eyes flickered.

Uncertainty.

Confusion.

More painful denial that he was desperately clinging to, even though it clearly brought him so much hurt.

He withdrew and jerked back.

He stared at me, eyes wide, fucking shaking with it.

And then he took off in a burst of vampire speed.

“Hell,” I breathed, sinking back against the tree trunk.
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The Fade.

It was happening.

I was here.

I was taking that step that I’d so long shied away from.

Actually, more like, shielded myself from.

I looked down at the token now pulsing in my hand because I was right in front of the secret entrance to the Rifted Cradle where this big blowout party was being held.

It was literally just a wall of a shed on the campus grounds about an acre from the main building.

I went to step forward, to pass through, but I pulled up short.

I figured there would be lots of people in there, but they’d likely be spread out all over the place, not the way it had been in the Grand Atrium that day.

Son of a bitch. I’d centered myself for this very moment and here I was being crippled by it anyway, in spite of mentally preparing for the last two hours, which had even included moving out of my comfort zone and not sticking with my usual all-black comfort outfit.

I was wearing a violet leather wrap-dress covered in faux silver studs with thigh-high boots.

I’d never been able to stand out before, seeing as though so much of my life these last few years had been about needing to keep a low profile and hide away.

But I didn’t need to be that intensely cautious anymore.

I was free now.

I could make actual choices, actual life choices.

Coming to Wraeven had been about reclaiming that, reclaiming me.

Or, at least, this new hybrid version of me.

I hadn’t been able to even properly explore that ever since I’d been… altered.

This party tonight was another step further down the new path I was trying to carve out for myself.

And it was ridiculous that I was stuck here on the periphery when all I had to do was literally walk forward.

I shook out my hands and cracked my neck.

Come on.

Do it. Get a grip, girl.

“Need a hand there, or too busy with the jazz hands?”

I spun to see Sylas Morgrave now standing right there, just a couple of feet from me.

He was dressed a world away from his usual get-up as well.

A pair of black straight leg jeans molded to his muscular legs with maroon, beige, and black scarves woven through the belt loops. He was wearing an asymmetrical dark crimson-gray tank, no jacket, his toned arms on full display.

He looked more relaxed in this much more casual clothing, and ready to let loose.

“I was just heading in.”

“You were getting close this time.”

I flinched. “How long have you been standing here?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Six minutes.”

“What? Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you ask me to move out of the way?”

“You were psyching yourself up. I didn’t want to disrupt that. Because, like I said, you were getting close.” The corner of his mouth turned up. “Dark Beauty.” His gaze raked over me and it was absolutely not subtle as he basically drank me in. “You’re certainly living up to one part of that tonight. That dress… stunning.”

I shifted at his overt compliment.

I wasn’t sure what to do with it. It was so… brazen.

“One part?” I asked, unfortunately retreating to a comforting tactic of redirecting a dicey subject somewhere else.

“The other is that inner dark beauty that you carry with you. The care, the heart, the altruistic aspect. Despite so much pain you still hold so much light. It’s rare. More than you may actually realize.”

“You heard that from Kai Hunter?”

“Well, Nyx does like to talk up those he adores. Although, in your case it wasn’t really talking up, it’s an indisputable fact.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“We both know you could have put down that Dark Fae bully in an instant with your power set. Instead, you stood there and suffered. All because you didn’t want to inflict hurt or damage, despite the fact that it would have gotten you out of that situation. You weren’t just frozen to the spot from panic, it was due to being afraid you’d harm those around you. Despite it all, everything you’ve endured, others were your priority. That says a fuck of a lot.” He stepped up closer. “I may have looked a little deeper into your background. Before the experiments, you were even fighting for the rights of your people back then—a secret unit that worked to undermine the tyranny of the Royal Fae Court that your parents were members of. You see, little Wraith, what Chimera Circle changed you into may have altered your supernatural makeup, but it didn’t alter you. Not who you are at your core.”

His words hit so hard.

But not in a painful way.

I didn’t know what to say, how to even begin to—

“I have an idea.”

“You… what?”

“A way to make it a more pleasant experience when you cross that threshold there.”

“Blow right through and stop being so ridiculous?”

“It’s not ridiculous. Not in the least. In fact, it’s actually incredible that you’ve gotten to this point already.” He held out his hand. “If you’ll give me a little bit of your trust for a few moments, we can work together to get you through that door. A Rifted Cradle is a suspended, contained space perfect for high-risk and volatile magic. As such, a blended Wraith-Necromancer concealment spell is doable, especially with what I’ve come to understand about the illusion-rich chaos of The Fade. Necromantic and Wraith magic is part of the same twilight resonance which allows us to naturally harmonize with each other’s magic. If you can summon just a sliver of your Dark Fae power at the same time, it will work to stabilize the effect, making the concealment spell highly sophisticated and durable.”

“So, we’d be using necromantic tethering and Wraith cloaking with a little Dark Fae misdirection?”

“Precisely. We’ll blur into the ambient shadows and illusions, passing unseen and undetectable to even the most honed senses.”

I stared out at him, looking between his eyes and his offered hand. “Why would you help me like this?”

He smiled salaciously. “Would you like the brazen, filthy answer, or would you feel more comfortable if I stuck to the other reason at this juncture?”

Even though they were from entirely different worlds and backgrounds and there was so much different about them, that from him really reminded me of Lazriel.

“Ah, you can’t allow yourself to veer toward the first answer, because you’re already committed to another?”

I jolted. “Committed? No. It’s just… I’m meeting somebody in there.”

“I see. Well, it is possible to share rather than limit yourself. Of course, in your case, one step at a time.”

Before I could even begin to process that major mind-fuck, he gestured at his offered hand. “Shall we then?”

I sucked in a breath, then took his hand.

Heat infused me in the very next moment and a gasp escaped me at the unfamiliar rush of his magic wrapping around mine, fusing together.

His grip tightened and his eyes locked with mine, glowing vibrantly with his dark-red power. He looked absolutely entranced and taken with this joining, even more than I was.

His other hand was fisted down by his side and shaking a little.

I frowned. This sort of spell should be nothing for a necromancer of his caliber.

He’d also gone abnormally quiet—especially from what I knew about him.

He was concentrating, but not merely on the spell.

I studied him. Wait. Was he… measuring something, cataloguing our interaction and fusion? Why?

Because I’d impacted his power accidentally once before?

I went to pull away instinctively, something feeling off, but it was too late, my shadow magic swirling around us, just as tendrils of his dark-red power wrapped around them, encompassing us wholly within moments.

I gritted my teeth then called my Dark Fae magic to stabilize it, watching as my purple power infiltrated the swirling matrix enveloping us.

It calmed within moments, then all the color drained from it and it became a translucent film, undetectable to anyone beyond it, melding into our surroundings.

“Well done,” Sylas said.

I stared at him.

“What?” he asked.

“Nothing.” I turned back to the magical doorway.

And then, with him connected to me via the spell, I finally took that step forward.
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Holy hell.

The Fade was really something.

An experience fused together by special magic and illusion.

Shadow-chutes coiled from the trees. They were long, twisting slides made of shadow and cold smoke. Riding one was like sliding through a tunnel of pure night, like floating through icy fog. They were honestly a treat to experience and I’d actually done it once before with Nyx when we’d had some downtime at Crossborn.

Above, blood-colored clouds pulsed and silver upside-down trees twisted out of stone ceilings like ghostly veins. Stars sparkled in amongst it all.

Vines snaked across the curved cavern walls and magical fog drifted past my ankles.

Everywhere power flowed freely. Magic-wielders levitated above as they danced, some holding vampires and wolves there with them, the erotic beat reverberating around.

Beyond this main area, there were several specially conjured environments.

One area flickered in and out of focus, its glass walls showing people’s deepest desires—most sexual in nature. Because it was that kind of party where inhibitions didn’t exist.

There was a crimson pool where students floated and drank elixirs, some laughing and chatting, some playing catch with a shimmering levitating magical golden ball of light, others immersed in some erotic play right there in front of everyone else. I winced at that… definitely not my thing.

There was a magical arcade area as well where games, dares, and contests were taking place—some Dark Fae and Shadowmancers engaging in shadow duels. Some creating mini-illusions with each contestant vying to produce the most creative one. And then there were vampires leaping and speeding from tree tops and racing. There was even an arm-wrestling contest taking place where many were gathered around.

My breath caught as I saw Lazriel there engaging with a sorcerer whose hand was glowing with his auburn magic—the same color as his spiky hair—while Lazriel’s eyes were narrowed with what appeared to be barely-checked fury, as he somehow eclipsed even the strength of a magic-wielder and pushed against the guy, overpowering him.

God, he was a true force. So much raw power. So much raw passion. Even when it came through as anger, it was really passion at its root. He cared so deeply about so much. And with the way he carried that, people often didn’t see that truth beneath the rest.

The intensity coming off him right now clashed with the change in his appearance. He wasn’t wearing his tactical gear. Instead, he’d opted for a softer, more toned-down and relaxed look. Kind of calming and casual—although that wasn’t coming through with the whole arm-wrestling thing that seemed to be far more than just a fun challenge to him. He was wearing a forest-green hoodie open and over a blank tank that clung to the cut of his chiseled chest. His cargo pants were gray and utilitarian, not militant like those tactical pants of his.

“The wolf hybrid seems to be working out some frustrations.”

I blinked at the sound of Sylas’ voice, and he had me looking away from the arm-wrestling scene, and turning to him, as we still held the shimmering cloaking spell over us.

We were unnoticed, protected and concealed all the while the spell remained.

And while I’d needed that to get through the door and step through into The Fade space, now that we were here, now that I saw there wasn’t a specific crowded area and that everyone was spread out and doing their own thing, already immersed, I didn’t need it.

“Thank you for this,” I told him. “But I’m good now.”

“Happy to help.”

He went to pull his hand from mine and end the spell, but I held fast.

As his gaze snapped to mine in surprise, I said, “Why did you really help me? Flirtation aside. Pity aside. The truth.”

“There was no pity. I don’t like seeing others discounting themselves or uncomfortable in their own skin. And what I said earlier about you was true for me. But you’re right, there was more to it than that.” He shifted his weight. “Your power affected me that day when you were losing control in the Grand Atrium.”

“I remember, yeah.”

“It amplified my magic. Boosted it.”

I arched an eyebrow. “So you did this with me just now to—what—get another boost?”

“No. I wanted to understand your impact on me and where it was rooted. Your abilities are many, so the specific source isn’t obvious to discern.”

“Why would you need to understand it? Are you afraid of my power?”

“Not at all.”

“Why would somebody like you even care about something amplifying your magic or studying that with—oh! There’s something wrong with your power? You’re… damaged?”

He struggled for a moment, but then actually admitted, “Yes.”

He eased his hand free, the spell breaking, the cloaking veil flitting away.

Before I could get another word out or further this intriguing—and worrying—conversation, the energy in the place shifted, people calling out to Sylas, everyone starting to notice us now the spell was down.

The ground rumbled beneath our feet and we both looked to see Lazriel storming across the distance toward us, his irate glare fixed on Sylas.

“Seriously?” Lazriel bit at him as he reached us. “Do you want to be marked by me? Is that it, necromancer?”

Sylas barely reacted, seeming to be studying him instead.

I laid my hand on Lazriel’s shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

He trembled at my touch, then sucked in a stilted breath, before actually stepping back from Sylas and coming to me instead. “Nothing. It’s just him antagonizing me. It’s fine. I’ll be fine. I’m sorry.”

“It doesn’t seem fine.” I eyed Sylas. “Stop, all right? Do you hear me?”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “Indeed I do.” He gave a bow that was somehow both charming and sarcastic. “As you wish.”

And then he took off deeper into The Fade, gravitating over toward the crimson pool where people were calling out for him to join them.

I took Lazriel’s hands, drawing his gaze to mine as he started to glare after Sylas, seething.

“I’m here with you. I came here to hang out with you. Okay?”

“Yeah,” he breathed. “I know. He’s just been… a real fucking shithead.”

“Why?”

He shoved a hand through his hair, mussing up the green parts. “I just… do you mind if we don’t get into all that? I don’t want it to ruin our night.” He gritted his teeth. “Seeing his fucking face here just threw me off—and seeing him with you. All that charming, manipulative bullshit.”

“Do you want to leave?”

He took a beat.

“No.” He gave my hands a squeeze. “It’s a big deal that you came here tonight.” His gaze raked over me in my dress, flicking down to my thigh-high boots. “And you look incredible.” Humor sparked in his eyes with a flicker of dirty, pushing through all the rest previously dragging him down. “Good enough to eat.” He bared his fangs briefly and wiggled his eyebrows.

A thrill went through me, but it collided with worry. “You know that you can’t, right? Can’t feed from me? My blood would be toxic to you.”

“Yeah. Already noted.” He shifted his weight. “I’m just fucking about. I don’t actually feed from anyone. Just blood bags to stay alive and take the edge off.”

What? “Never?”

He eased his hands from mine. “Nah, I don’t like it.”

He meant he didn’t like that aspect of himself.

And it was worrying because it was a fundamental part of his makeup.

He was so free in some ways, but there was also this that I hadn’t realized the extent of before. I mean, I’d heard his comments about being more wolf than vampire, knowing he wanted people to see the wolf as prominent, but this was something else, much deeper repression at work.

And I knew a thing or two about that.

He knew that about me. It was all over me. Hell, it was clear as day to anyone who got even a little bit close to me.

So, that was one of the reasons he was drawn to me.

I smiled. Right there with him on that.

“Come on,” I said, taking his arm. “Why don’t you show me around this place?”

His eyes brightened. “Actually, there’s a particular spot here that I want to show you.”

“Sounds perfect.”

He chuckled and I leaned against him, holding his arm, his hand clasping me in return, as we made our way through The Fade.

I felt the tension leave him bit by bit as we walked through the magical space, his fingers stroking mine and warming me down to the bone.

I noticed that he was keeping to the periphery of the space, knowing how I was with crowds. It was unbelievably endearing. He didn’t even call attention to it, or make a big deal, he just did it for me.

He led us down a corridor lined with ivy and hanging crystals, past a glowing curtain that shimmered like pearls. We passed through a narrow arch formed by two twisted trees, and then we emerged in another space.

A hidden hollow.

The ground had shifted beneath our feet to something softer—mossy and deep lilac, threaded with glowing roots. Above, the stars were gentler and warmer.

In the center was a blanket of stitched leather and deep velvet, all purple. On it were two crystal goblets resting on a curved stone tray. Different music played magically—a heated, sensual beat that actually had me wanting to move to it, to get lost in it.

I looked to see Lazriel eyeing me curiously. “Will this do?”

Was he kidding? “You did all of this?”

“I mean, yeah. It was my concept and I got some help from a Dark Fae who owes me a favor to conjure the surroundings in amongst the rest of The Fade.” He gestured at the blanket area. “But this here was all me.”

“It’s amazing. I love it.”

“Would you say it’s…”

“Perfect? Yes. Hell, yes. Perfect!”

He chuckled and looked so happy.

I stepped toward the blanket, looking all around, wanting to catalogue every thoughtful detail.

“Wow. So this is how the Halfblood Hound does it?”

He flinched. “You know about all that?”

“Survival mode, remember? Know your surroundings like the back of your hand? Yeah, I’m aware.” I grinned. “Graverun King.”

He chuckled. “Well, the Halfblood Hound had very little to do with this.”

“It’s not just your violent side, though, right? Isn’t it you being raw and unleashing like you need to?”

“You don’t need to worry about that, you know? I mean, me doing that with you. Okay? That’s not how I’d let it go down.”

Ah, so that was what this was all about tonight—this space he’d created here, his softer more toned down look, him swallowing his rage down with Sylas so quickly.

I walked to the blanket and sat down, tucking my legs under me to the side. As he slowly approached, seemingly hesitant and on guard—with himself—as I’d just realized through adding everything up, I looked up and told him, “You think I’m fragile, that your primal side will have me running for the hills, especially if you brought it physically. You failed to notice my reaction in that alcove when you lost control for a moment and slammed your fist down by my head.”

He arched an eyebrow.

“It was hot as all hell,” I told him.

“I don’t think you’re fragile, but I did think that kind of sexual aggression wouldn’t sit well with you, yeah.”

“It’s not the sexual aspect that causes issues for me. Not literally that part on its own.”

Curiosity sparked in his eyes and he sat down on the blanket opposite me, settling in. “What is it then?”

“For years I spent my life in hiding. On the run. To survive that I had to shut down and become paranoid basically about every little thing. I couldn’t let anyone close to me—either in case they were a plant from my enemies, or in case they got hurt because of me. And after living my life like that for so long, it’s… strange and unsettling to be vulnerable in any way now, to even want anything, to be able to want anything or anyone.”

He nodded along, leaning back on his hands, seeming comfortable and not at all put off by my confessions.

“And I’m… damaged. So when you took an interest, I guess…” I trailed off, trying to find the right words.

“You didn’t think it could be real?”

“Yeah. Pretty much.”

“That makes a shitload of sense with how you blew me off. I get it.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, love, I really do. And, if it helps, I’m damaged, too. And it’s okay to own it—loud and clear for everyone to fucking hear.”

I laughed. “Is that right?”

“Oh, fuck, yeah. You bet.” He rubbed my arm. “And, for the record, I think you’re fucking amazing. With all of that burdening you and you still try, you still push forward. It might feel like in small ways, but it’s actually not. Joining Crossborn with us was a major step. You even made a friend in Nyx—a really good friend to have on your side. He fits perfectly for you with what you need in somebody from that perspective.” He reached for one of the goblets with the purple liquid filling them and handed it to me, then took the remaining one for himself. “And now you’re here with me, taking this chance with a volatile fucker like me. Now that’s some real courage and a giant leap out of your comfort zone and all those walls that those bastards made you build around yourself.”

He tipped his goblet toward me. “Cheers to that, to new beginnings, yeah?”

I grinned and clicked my glass against his.

That survival state kicked in and I hesitated on taking a sip, watching him drink half of his down in one shot.

He smiled, getting it. “It’s blackberry juice with a frozen edge. No alcohol. Not spelled for an extra kick. I didn’t want that being a part of this—for either of us.”

I took a sip.

The moment the liquid hit my tongue, that sip became several gulps. It was so good.

“This is mind-blowing.”

“I know, huh? Once they get down to the last drop, they refill on their own. I had that Dark Fae bastard finagle that into the glasses.”

“Bottomless Veil.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s the name of the spell that he used.” As I put my glass back down on the little table, I asked him, “How did you get a Dark Fae to do you a favor? My kind—I mean, part of my kind—isn’t exactly known for offering their power to others.”

“It’s a Graverun thing,” he answered with a wince. “He challenged me to a fight the other night and if he won he’d get a couple of vials of my vampire blood. If I won, I got a couple of free spells out of him.”

“What? You offered your blood?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I knew I’d win.”

“How?”

He took a swig from his glass. “Magic-wielders who step into the fight circle with me all think they’ve got it in the bag because I can’t wield magic. They severely underestimate non-magical beings. Every damn time. It’s like a fucking sickness of arrogance that never ends.” He grinned. “Works out well for me.”

I shook my head in dismay. “Wow.”

“Still think you made the right choice agreeing to come here to me tonight? Even with all that I just put out there?”

“Yes.” I leaned in and pressed a kiss to his cheek, lingering for a moment and breathing in his intoxicating minty scent. That was far from being the only intoxicating thing about Lazriel Thaine. And now the bravado had been dropped on both our ends, I’d actually been able to see that in all its undeniable glory. The real him. Not the fighter, not the flirt—the man beneath it all. The one who had made space for me and crafted this entire world in shadows and velvet. “Thank you for doing all of this. Going to this effort for me… it means a lot. You even figured out that purple is my favorite color—it’s everywhere. Even with the drinks.”

He blinked, like he couldn’t believe I was thanking him. “You should expect things like this, you know? The fact that you’re so stunned by it makes me sad.”

I smiled at his sweet words and reached out and fingered his hoodie. “Forest-green.”

“Yeah.”

“No. That’s your favorite color.”

He frowned. “Yeah. It is. You even got the exact shade right. How?”

“I have my ways.” I rose to my feet and held out my hand. “Dance with me?”

He clasped my hand and pushed to his feet, and then he startled me as he wrapped his arm around my waist, then spun me, and caught me with his hand again.

A giggle escaped me and I moved with him, spinning around, before he then grasped my hips and yanked me against him.

The sudden closeness made my breath hitch.

His eyes locked on mine, intense and warm as the sensual beat pulsed around us.

I lifted my hands on instinct, fingers curling around his biceps, the flex of muscle under my palms grounding me.

His hips rolled in a slow, deliberate rhythm, and mine began to follow, molded by his grip.

I wasn’t flinching or panicking.

I didn’t have the urge to pull away, or to run.

I was here in the moment.

Just him and I.

“Where does the lavender smell come from?”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you wolf-scenting me right now?”

“Oh, definitely.”

I chuckled. “It’s my body wash and my shampoo.”

“Ah, two things. Got it. It suits you.” He reached up and fingered one of my dangling spiral purple earrings. “These are so unique. Where did you get them?”

“I made them.”

“Made them?”

“Yeah. In my free time I make jewelry.”

“That’s really cool.”

“I can make you a special necklace or something if you like.”

“I’ve already got one.”

One? So cute.

One of his hands left my hips and then he was reaching inside his tank and pulling out a leather chain with what looked like a wolf claw hanging off it. “It’s from my mom. It’s kind of like a symbol of our connection and a simpler time when she ran her wolf pack like a boss.”

“That’s so lovely.”

He’d hid that well. He never wore it on the outside of his clothes.

“You and your mom are close then, I take it?”

“We are, yeah. We talk all the time. I see her once a month for a standing catch up dinner. She’s a recluse now and spends her days tending to the massive garden around her cottage in the middle of nowhere.” He blinked, then hid the pendant away again. “But I really don’t want to talk about my mom right now.”

He spun me again, making me squeal from the suddenness of it.

In a blur of vampire speed, he was there right in front of me and grasping my hip again, holding me to him and steadying me in the same move.

His warm breath fanned over the side of my neck as he leaned in and whispered, “You coming to me tonight means everything to me, Velra.”

“I love everything about it.” I lifted my head and brushed my lips over his.

He tentatively responded. “Your pulse is racing.”

“In a good way.”

“You’re sure?” he breathed against my lips.

I nodded. “All for you.”

A groan came from him, and then he fisted my hair with one hand and basically dragged me right to him, our mouths clashing.

He angled me with his hand in my hair as he slid his tongue along mine, and we moved together with the sensual beat. It was slow and easy, but so insanely erotic that a rush of pleasure rolled through me, making me tremble in his arms.

The next thing I knew, I was shoving at his hoodie.

He got the message and shucked it off, tossing it across the space.

And then my hands were touching him skin-to-skin.

He sucked in a sharp breath.

“Too cold?” I asked, worriedly.

“Perfectly cold. I’m burning the fuck up right now.”

His voice was strained, ragged, and it was so hot, knowing that I was causing this reaction in him.

My fingers trailed across the taut lines of his shoulders, his arms, down over his tank, tracing everything, every scar, every ridge of hard-earned strength. His muscles twitched under my touch, like even the lightest graze was too much.

He broke our kiss, then dragged his teeth along my throat in a deliciously animalistic way that had my hand shooting out and grabbing at his belt.

His tongue followed the path of the light scrapes he’d made and I threw my head back in rapture at the sensations colliding.

“Hell,” I choked.

“Hell… Heaven… all the same with me, Wraithqueen.”

A guttural growl escaped him and then with a blur of speed, he had me slammed up against a nearby tree at the edge of our hidden hollow—fast, fluid, possessive.

And then he was licking and nipping at my lips, my jaw, my throat, across the tops of my breasts, and rolling his hips.

I fisted his hair and pulled hard, gasping as I arched into him.

He groaned in response, pressing closer, and I ground back against him, feeling his very hard cock rubbing harder and rougher against my pussy, sending sparks of bliss through me radiating out everywhere, even as he undid me with that glorious mouth of his at the same time.

“Lazriel,” I rasped.

One hand left my hip and slid up my thigh—scraping up, actually, the sharp searing sensation sending my mind and body into overdrive with all the stimulation.

I jolted as his fingers dipped under my dress and brushed the edge of my panties.

His gaze shot to mine, hot intensity blazing forth.

“Yes,” I breathed, responding to the question in his eyes.

Two fingers slipped underneath my panties, a tremble rolling through me as he dragged them through my folds—a sensation I hadn’t felt in years.

I threw my hands out and dug my fingers into his chest over his tank.

“You’re soaked. Drenching my fingers already.”

He was all over me then, rubbing, flicking, pinching, driving me crazy.

I felt him slicking his fingers with my own wetness, then he pushed them into me, one inch at a time, going deeper, opening me up, filling me.

My hips moved on instinct, greedy for more. I rocked against him, gasping as the pressure and stretch made me wince.

He caught it instantly. His thumb stroked my clit, coaxing me back into pleasure, guiding me with expert rhythm as he began to slide his thick fingers in and out.

In moments, I was slamming my hips down onto them, chasing every shock of bliss he gave me.

“Ungh… yeah, just like that. Ride my fingers, love. The way you move… so fucking sexy.” He twisted and angled deeper, hitting a spot that made my whole body seize with raw pleasure. “There it is…” He zoned in on there, his fingers stabbing and curling and fucking twisting until I couldn’t see straight. “Fuck, yeah, let it go.”

His mouth was at my ear now, panting with mine. “Come all fucking over me. I want this beautiful cunt soaking me, fucking marking me.”

A growl. A promise.

“Ungh… can’t wait to taste you.”

“Yes! Hell!” I cried, as it all collided and I shattered, ecstasy tearing through me, my whole body shuddering against him.

He pulled his fingers free and had me jolting as he rubbed his hand all over my pussy with his vampire speed, taking me higher and higher until I was shrieking out into the night and digging my nails into his tank, holding on for dear life as he took me to heights of pleasure I’d never even imagined possible.

When he finally eased it away, it was drenched, and I watched as he held my gaze and licked it all up, every single drop, snarling, and his eyes flaming.

I sank into him and he wrapped an arm around me, while he stroked my hair with his other hand.

I was shuddering against him, panting, fighting to come down from the intensity, when I heard a grunt from him.

I looked up to see my shadow magic was live!

Worse than that, tendrils were tightening around his throat, then traveling down to his arms and wrapping around them too, effectively pinning him there.

I jerked back gasping. “Hold on… I… no, no, no.”

My hands were shaking, I was in such a state that I couldn’t focus.

I couldn’t get control.

And that failure was hurting him.

I pressed my hand to his right bicep in an attempt to cast the shadows away, but spikes of frost shot out instead, driving into his flesh and making him hiss.

“It’s… okay,” he rasped against the shadows. “Just… take a beat.”

“I… I can’t. I… no.”

I thrust my palms up and called my Dark Fae power which was more inherent to me.

Purple flames erupted and I uttered an incantation and thrust the flames up and out.

They rained down over Lazriel without hurting him, and obliterated the shadows upon contact.

I staggered back, the strain of forcing that sudden burst from me unbelievably straining.

Lazriel sucked in several breaths, then pushed off the tree, intending to come to me.

He yanked out the icicles buried in his skin, then tossed them aside, beginning to heal right away.

“Everything is fine, all right?” he told me.

He reached out to me, but I jolted back. “No. I hurt you.”

“It’s not a big deal.”

“I ruined it. I thought I was ready.”

“You were. You are. You just came on my fingers so beautifully. You took your pleasure so powerfully.”

“And look what it cost you.”

“Velra, I’m fine.”

I shook my head vehemently. “No. It’s messed up. I’m messed up. I can’t… I can’t do this.”

“Don’t,” he growled. “Don’t do this. Don’t pull away again.”

“I’m dangerous. Look at everything you did for me tonight and I ruined it.”

“You didn’t. Nothing is ruined.”

“That wasn’t even actual sex. Can you imagine the damage I could do if I lose control then? And I will. Look at my track record. Both interactions with you and I have.”

“Last time was different. This is your first time going to a sexual place and experiencing those sensations in years. Something was bound to be triggered.”

I couldn’t stop shaking my head.

He stepped toward me, but I stepped back.

His voice was harsh and desperate, as he told me, “Don’t do this to us.”

“You can’t see it? There can’t be an us. Look at this! Come on, Lazriel. I’m a fucking menace. I’m not normal. And I thought I could be. I thought coming here tonight… urgh… it was foolish. You deserve better.”

He moved to speak, but I couldn’t hear it.

I couldn’t hear him try to make it okay—because it really wasn’t.

I thrust my purple power at the magical wall, tearing a hole through it.

Then I burst out and teleported away.

I couldn’t believe I’d thought I could do this.

I was a fucking fool, through and through.
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Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!

I’d vamp sped all over the place searching for Velra.

But she was nowhere to be found.

She'd disappeared in her shadow magic then also cloaked herself.

She was probably back in her dorm room now—a place I couldn’t follow. That first time had been a one-off, before lockdown protocol had been put into effect that very same night. Magical thresholds sealed each Circle. Students could still leave their dorm rooms and use their Circle’s common areas freely, but inter-Circle gates became magically locked. To breach them, especially without setting off an alert to the dean and security around the place, would require a highly-trained, extremely accomplished magic-wielder, no mere student.

Fortunately—and unfortunately—I knew of such a being.

But… shit… going there, going to him… it really didn’t sit well with me.

Especially when I was in such a fucking state like I was right now.

“Urgh!” I cried, digging my fingers into my hair.

Things had been going so well.

Velra and I had connected on so many levels.

I’d finally had her right there with me, wanting me, relishing being with me. Every moment of it had been incredible, more than I’d even imagined.

And then it had all been ripped away when she’d begun to spiral.

I didn’t fucking care that her magic had hurt me.

I didn’t care about any of that.

It didn’t take away anything from her, it didn’t make me want her less. In fact, given the way I was, it kind of turned me on, to be honest.

But for her it was different, far more complicated.

I scrunched up my nose. I could still smell her so strongly—that lavender, her marking me as she’d drenched my hand. Hell, I could still fucking taste her on my tongue.

And it was driving me crazy knowing she was currently lost to me, that it could be the first and last time all at once. She was deeply ingrained in my fucking psyche now.

I couldn’t walk away from that.

I clenched my fists, chest heaving, heat rolling off me like a storm I could barely contain.

Fuck, I couldn’t go to her like this, even if I found a way to breach into Obscura Circle.

Not while I was in this state.

Teetering on the edge.

That instinctual urge through pain and upset to unleash my inner beast and demon all at once in a grandiose fucked-up display of rage and violence.

I needed to head to Graverun.

A couple of fights should quell things enough for me to think straight, to not explode all over her the moment I stepped across the threshold of her dorm room.

I was still half an acre away from the main building after searching for Velra.

But I couldn’t risk vamp-speeding again, or employing any of my abilities.

I was already barely holding on as it was. Tapping into either my wolf or vampire side would push me over the fucking edge and all control would be lost.

Walking in the slow-ass way like a human it was then.

You know what?

I’d send her a quick text.

Just one.

Just… because I had to.

I pulled my phone from my pants pocket and swiped it open.

I didn’t get any further than that when it was suddenly batted out of my hand as a blast of cool air whipped around me.

I spun to see the vampire I’d punished the other night at Graverun standing there, his long brown hair slicked back in a ponytail as he stood there in some hella tight navy jeans and a matching sports jacket, his chest bare beneath.

Derek… something.

He eyed my phone and tossed it across the grass. “Messaging your hybrid whore, were you?”

I snarled and stepped forward.

“Ooh… testy. Not just a whore then, I see? A mate? Isn’t that what you wolves call it? Oh, wait, you’re not just a wolf. You’re a disgusting half-breed. You feeding on me the other night? It was a major humiliation! How fucking dare you take it there! It’s bad enough to be bitten at all, but by the likes of you? It humiliates all vampires! It insults every single one of us!”

“Why do you fucking purists have to turn everything into a political statement? It was a beatdown. Get over it, you fucking pussy.” My eyes flashed, both wolf and vampire blazing forth. “And get the fuck over it now.”

I saw a flicker of fear in his eyes.

But then he covered it up with a sneer. “Arrogant hybrid bitch. It’ll be your downfall.”

He let out a piercing whistle that hurt my wolf hearing, and then a rush of wind ripped through the area as six vampires burst in, three either side of him.

Only two I recognized as being actual students here, so he’d snuck in the other four using the chaos of The Fade party night to do it. The faculty allowed the wards down this one night only. Although they didn’t technically support this night, they also knew it was a great outlet for us all, so they let it slide and did things like this instead.

I scented the four non-students, noting that they were triple my age.

He thought that would impact me?

I smiled to myself. He didn’t know who he was dealing with.

Ancient vampire blood ran in my veins.

Fucking fool.

I rolled my neck, feeling the crack of tension release like a war drum behind my ears.

“You’re gonna look back on this night as your greatest and most painful mistake.” I crooked my fingers in a bring-it gesture. “Come on then, shitheads, step on up.”

The first vamp lunged.

I sidestepped and cracked his ribs with my elbow, spun, and sank my fist into the second’s jaw hard enough to send him skidding.

Three jumped on me at once and I roared, then reached back and snatched hold of a shirt, using it haul the fucker over my head and several feet in the distance.

He sprung back to his feet, but by then I ripped the one on my left off me, then spun him around, right into the guy vamp-speeding back toward us. They collided brutally and collapsed in a heap—temporarily.

The one latching onto my right side went to take a bite out of my throat, but I grabbed his jaw and crushed it in my hand, earning a screech from him. I kneed him in the gut and, as he doubled over, I called my wolf claws and sliced them across his throat. He collapsed to his knees gurgling and choking on his own blood.

“Hybrid filth!” Derek cried, coming at me from the front, while I felt three more moving in from around me.

A dangerous growl escaped me and I didn’t check it this time.

I was done checking anything.

I let my bloodlust have free reign.

I gave into it and the demon and beast howled in exaltation.

As they hit, everything became a blur of violence, blood, and gore.

Screams rang in my ears.

I ripped one guy’s arm clean off, then used it to beat another across the fucking face until his features were completely unrecognizable.

I ripped Derek off his feet with a swipe to the backs of his legs with my boot.

And then it was open season on the remaining few.

I was gonna rip their fucking throats out, tear their heads from their bodies, decimate every single one of them who—

An explosion of dark red power slammed into them, blowing them back several feet.

In the next second, they were being hauled off the ground and levitated high in the air, held there by a shimmering film enveloping them.

And they were frozen, completely unable to move a muscle, or even blink—or open their poisonous mouths.

Before I could take in the insanity of it all, that same film came for me, sweeping around me and forcing me into the air, my arms and legs outstretched and held there forcibly against my will.

The urge to struggle slipped away quickly, though, as another sensation rolled over me—weightlessness. Not just physical, but something much deeper. I was being held still, but it didn’t hurt, it didn’t actually just feel restrictive. It took away the urge to inflict brutal violence, to rage, to let my bloodlust loose all fucking over.

It was… a form of peace.

Footsteps sounded and then Sylas Morgrave stepped out of the shadows, his hands up, palms flaming with his crimson power, one thrust toward the vampires, one toward me.

He twisted the one holding them and their necks snapped in unison.

The film dissipated and they all fell to the ground with thud after thud, unconscious.

And then he turned to me, striding up to me, then looking me over.

He seemed… worried about me, studying the blood I was drenched in.

“You’re unharmed.” He cursed under his breath. “Graverun King indeed.” He looked around at the body parts, the blood and flesh all over, the unconscious vampires, several half dead, and he shook his head in dismay.

He sighed, then released me from his magical hold.

I dropped to the grass in a low crouch. “What are you doing here?”

“Clearly preventing a massacre.”

I rose to my full height. “If you think I’m going to get down on my knees and applaud your efforts and the fact that you ruined my fun—”

He stepped up to me and grasped my shoulder, using his magic to overpower me, his red glow threaded from his palm to me. “Quiet.”

He pulled his phone out, then dialed quickly. “Good, you’re still awake. What? No, I don’t want the details of your fuck-fest with your loves. Well, good, because I don’t want them anyway, Kai. Listen, I need your help. I have a situation. Seven vampires needing high-level healing immediately, along with minor memory wipes—Oblivisca will do. Yeah, exactly, I can’t… not right now. Uh-huh… rapid-fire necromantic holds for a handful. Several centuries between them. Of course normally it would be doable, easy even, but it’s clearly not now. So, can you bridge the gap for me? Yeah? All right, thanks. See you soon.”

He hung up and stowed his phone away.

“You’re calling in Kai Hunter, sorcerer extraordinaire? Don’t you have that covered yourself? Why can’t you handle it?”

“It’s not your concern. Saving your sweet little ass from the repercussions of this is.”

Before I could get another word out, an eruption of rose-gold power filled the area a moment before Kai Hunter materialized in all his glory, black trench coat and all.

He took in the scene quickly, noting the vampires, then eyeing Sylas holding me with his power. “All right there, brother?”

“I have this part handled.”

Kai smirked. “I see. Well, it’s about time you found a new… interest.”

I growled low in my throat.

“Ah,” Kai said, amused. “A fresh one? Really? You?”

“Kai,” Sylas bit back. “Can you get on with it?”

Kai smiled. “Get gone. I’ll handle it from here on out. There’s no need for you to stay. Besides, he clearly needs your attention.”

I didn’t get to react to that one, as Sylas gave a nod to Kai, then swept us both up in a swirl of teleportation.
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~Cassius~



She was flailing.

Hurting.

My fists clenched around the branch of the tree either side of where I sat perched watching her, as she cried while curled up on her bed in her dormitory.

I was almost positive that she wasn’t aware, but I could feel more than just extreme distress through our Soul Brand.

She wouldn’t know because I didn’t engage in much of anything on my end, so she wouldn’t have experienced it from me.

But in her case, I’d felt a great deal tonight.

Unfortunately.

Uncertainty. Anxiety. Excitement. Happiness.

Then… waves of desire and sexual pleasure.

And then… a crash.

A severe one.

Panic and distress had flooded her.

Hopelessness and fear.

And now… resignation and utter desolation.

I’d learned quickly how to stop her from feeling my emotions, but I was already equipped from years as a True Celestial to operating that way—I muted everything.

For a being of this plane, though, that was not possible.

But thankfully, I could at least spare her my burdens—the guilt and ruin, the pain of my fall.

She had enough to deal with without taking on my issues.

And I’d thought she’d been dealing well, doing much better since that awful night when she’d let go of hope—and life—entirely.

Alas, tonight had triggered her and it had caused a regression.

I squeezed my eyes shut. No.

She’d come so far.

Yet, now there was this.

It pained me so deeply as it felt like such a callback to that night many months ago:

A scream caught my attention and I turned to see the glint of a jeweled dagger being plunged into the abdomen of a young woman, her ombre hair plastered to her face, as blood and sweat slicked her skin.

As she fell to her knees, the being who had their back to me grasped her throat viciously. “Sorin sends his regards, tainted one. He wanted you to suffer as you perish.”

He twisted the blade, and she shrieked, collapsing onto her back.

“Long live Puritas.”

I found myself experiencing the urge to intervene, even though it was written that I should not, that it wasn’t my place.

An explosion of vibrant-green light tore through the area, blasting the assailant hundreds of feet into the distance.

I watched as the sorcerer whom I knew to be Ryker Morgan came into view a moment before he teleported out, following the path of the assailant.

As I tracked his teleportation path, another caught my eye in the form of blue magic joining his deep in the forest in the distance.

My attention went to the young woman not far from me, over by a willow tree.

Her fingers shook, emanating with her purple power, as she raised her hand to the wound.

But she did not follow through.

I frowned as I watched her drop her hand in defeat instead.

She stared up at the sky and I heard her raspy voice, “Deliver me from this anguish. The world has no place for me. There’s just… fight. Darkness surrounds me and I… I can’t… become that.” A tear trickled down her cheek. “I’m ready. I’m done.”

I felt a pull in my chest.

I didn’t care for it.

But simply willing it to leave me didn’t have it abating.

In fact, it grew ever stronger as I continued staring out at her.

Her anguish.

The tears of defeat rolling down her cheeks.

Her desperation to be delivered from this life.

In the next moment, I let my wings carry me the distance between us.

And then I was there, crouching down beside her.

She was a slight thing at a cursory glance—barely five feet tall, with a petite frame. But looking closer I saw her toned muscle, the kind that spoke to her engaging in regular combat, or training, perhaps. Black leather pants clung to her legs, now soiled with dirt, crushed stone, and blood. Her breasts heaved as she panted, pushing against her corset-style top that was decorated pleasantly with silver chains and baubles. Black shadows covered her grayish-tinted skin, and she was wearing smoky makeup and lipstick that only added to that effect. Her hair was a contrast in itself, a stark white near the top, yet ending with black tips.

And her eyes… her eyes were enchanting, a shimmering amethyst.

I started as I registered that reaction to her, that I found even her eyes captivating.

I shouldn’t be having a reaction.

It was absolutely outlawed.

I’d just laid eyes on one who had been torn from the Celestial Plane for committing the act of falling for a being of the mortal world. It should have served to reinforce my commitment to stand at a distance to anything like that while I remained here to complete my mission.

Not to mention, I was already out of favor with them as it was for my beliefs not aligning with theirs.

It was why I’d been sent here to undertake such a lowly task as functioning as trainer. It was more than that, actually. They didn’t believe I would succeed in readying my charge for her duty. They believed she would either defy me and their will, or that it would escalate and she would target them in order to free herself from the bargain that had been made in her name. I suspected that they wanted the latter to occur. Right now, as the bargain was in effect, it would be a violation of their own Laws if they broke it on their end by coming for her. So they wanted her to do so. And then they would do what they’d really intended—wipe her from existence.

Of course, they would wait until she’d done what they needed her to do—vanquish the threat they had made it her destiny to.

A threat I didn’t know the identity of.

They’d kept it from me.

No matter, that could be rectified while I was here.

“You… heard me?”

I was pulled back to the immediate moment by the sound of that weakening voice, one that I registered as more than raspy or strained, but also decidedly sultry.

I blinked to see her stunning eyes on me, staring at me with incomprehension.

“You’re an… angel. A… real one? You… heard my… plea?”

“I heard you.”

She sucked in a stilted breath. “I’m not… going to… Hell when… I die this… night?” She frowned up at me. “I thought…” Tears fell unrestrained then, and she choked as the upset put a strain on her body with that wound, the knife even still embedded in her flesh.

She thought I was here to take her up to salvation.

And she’d believed it couldn’t come to pass for her, believed she was damned and slated to be sentenced to an afterlife of torment.

All because of what she was?

Something she had no control over.

I brushed my fingers against hers and pulled on my power a little.

And then I felt it.

It was worse than that.

She’d been made into this hybrid form. It had been forced upon her.

I pulled a little harder.

Memories flooded into me. Just surface memories, because I couldn’t delve any deeper while she was in this state, or it could undo her.

Crossborn.

Loneliness.

Hopelessness.

Grief.

Devastation.

And through all of that, the urge to do good, to make the lives of others better than hers had been thus far, rose above the rest.

And she’d still believed she was damned?

I gritted my teeth.

No.

It wasn’t how it should be.

There was no righteousness in that.

It was all… wrong.

I’d also registered that she’d been propelled out here due to the Hellfire I’d seen Ariana battling. Hellfire from a manufactured weapon that shouldn’t exist.

This wasn’t her fate.

That weapon wasn’t supposed to be.

As such, she shouldn’t have been thrown out here and made vulnerable enough for that fiend to stab her.

This wasn’t order.

“You are far from being damned, little shadow.”

“I’m… darkness.”

“That is what you were made into, not who you are. I can see it… so much light blazing around you.” I smiled as her eyes widened in disbelief, a spark of hope breaking through. “You are much more than this.” I pressed my hand to her forehead. She was feverish, her skin on fire with it. “You will show them. You will show them all.”

“I’m… tired.”

“You are not done.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “It’s too… late anyway. I didn’t… pull out… the blade.”

I took in the dagger and brushed my fingers over it, feeling the element of iron. I’d already discerned that she was part Dark Fae, as well as being Wraith. Iron was a death sentence to Fae. Aware of her Wraith abilities, it was clear to me that if she’d pulled it out right away, she could have used that power to heal herself. But she’d left it in, allowing the infection to spread through her body.

I ran my fingers over her chest and she tensed. Of course. Touching there was also considered an intimate act. Curses! I wasn’t… familiar with that sort of thing. There was no… sexuality on the Celestial Plane.

“What’s your name?” I asked in a bid to take some of the awkwardness away.

“Velra… Velra Nox.”

I smiled. “Nice to meet you, Velra.”

That had some of the tension from my touch easing and she returned my smile with a strained one of her own.

I focused on the brown veins that were nearing her heart. So very near.

It was similar to the effects of a Celestial wound.

“It is not too late. If that is what you wish, I can pull you back from death. But we have mere moments before the iron poisoning reaches your heart.”

Her eyes shone at me. “Was it… true… what you… said? Am I… really… not… damned?”

“You are not, little shadow.”

She startled me then as she grasped my hand.

Her grip was weak, but the unexpected touch… it felt like it was burning through me.

It felt like she was clutching me in a forceful grip all over my being.

I suppose she was.

Because this… all of this… it wasn’t supposed to be.

Her captivating amethyst eyes flickered with so much emotion, and I saw a spark of hope there in amongst all the rest.

She moved to speak, and I found myself holding my breath for her answer, as I felt the weight of it, of another’s choice.

Such a profound choice, one that she was being forced to make while withering away, while in so much pain in all senses.

Her words didn’t come.

They couldn’t, because then her eyes fluttered closed and her hand went slack in mine.

Death coiled all around her, her light fading.

No.

I grasped the dagger and pulled it free, crushing it in my hand with a growl that could only be described as feral, a rage taking me that I’d never felt the likes of before.

Strong emotions didn’t compute.

And it took me over all too quickly due to the lack of defenses to something I’d never experienced in all my days.

It crumbled to kindling in my fingers.

And then I hovered my hand over the wound, my white power burning bright.

It wasn’t enough.

She was already straddling the line between life and death.

It required more.

A great deal more.

Hesitation wasn’t an option.

A moment longer and I would be unable to reach her without pulling back the veil between the living and the dead.

It required a tether.

I straddled her, pressing one hand to her heart, and the other directly over her wound.

And then I pulled on my power, and poured my Celestial Light into her, destroying the infection at the site of the wound and coursing it through her body, while my other sparked with my white lightning, to restart her heart that had just ceased to beat.

I kept my hand tight to her wound even as her body jolted beneath me from the magical electrical current I was afflicting her with.

On the third rush of lightning, I felt it—the beat of her heart.

She lurched up, drawing in a long, choking breath, her eyes shooting wide.

Clearly in a state of shock, she bucked, trying to move away, but if I allowed it, the infection would not be healed, and she would die once again.

I pressed my hand to her back and gathered her to me with one arm, holding her steady, cradled against my chest, as I continued pouring my Light into her wound.

“Be still, little shadow,” I spoke into her hair. “You will be well in moments.”

“I… it burns.”

“Painfully?” It was my first time doing anything like this.

“No… a different kind of burn.”

Oh.

She wasn’t strained in speaking anymore, but there was a different sort of struggle, and with what she seemed to be conveying, it appeared to be arousal.

I didn’t know what to do with that.

But then she lifted her hands, careful not to impact my healing of her abdomen as she did, and her fingers clutched at my shoulders, little moans escaping her that warmed me in ways I couldn’t deny I found… favorable.

“God,” she breathed.

How ironic.

“I’m sorry to inflict this upon you.”

“You’re saving me.”

“I didn’t know it would come with these… side effects.”

“It’s okay,” she murmured softly.

Her fingers trembled and she tightened her grip. I looked down to see her cheeks heating also. Those little moans continued, moving between those and pants.

Needy, gloriously titillating.

And wholly undeniable.

I felt my Light complete the healing process, flushing out the poison in its entirety.

I removed my hand from the now sealed wound and lifted my fingers to beneath her chin, guiding her heavy-lidded gaze to mine.

She stared at me, still panting, still clutching my shoulders, and I felt her hold tightening, her strength returning. She certainly had some might to her. “Thank you,” she breathed.

“I had to tether you. There may be repercussions.”

“Tether me?”

“You had already begun to slip away. To spare you, I had to pull you back while you were in transition from life to death.”

“That’s… I don’t know what to do with that.” She beamed up at me and clasped my wrist that was still holding her chin for some reason.

I should have let go once I’d had her rapt attention for what I needed to convey to her. But… the feel of her… the warmth… the spark that bled into me in a way I didn’t understand… it had me wanting to remain.

In this position.

Holding her.

Touching her.

Breathing in her lavender scent and feeling that frost whispering in the air between us as she spoke, an aspect of her Wraith side that was incredibly endearing.

She winced then, shifting on me, and then to my regret, she pulled away from me.

And then she was looking down at the site of her wound.

A gasp escaped her and a similar reaction betook me as I saw something branding itself on her skin.

Two jagged lines intersected, one a glimmering white—the mark of my power, and the other a vibrant amethyst tinged with black flecks—the mark of hers.

“Is this one of those repercussions?” she asked, gazing down at it, before her gaze flicked back to mine in question.

“It would appear so. The tether connects us.”

“Connects us how?”

A rush of power rolled through me.

I reached out with my senses, identifying it as belonging to several beings.

Ryker Morgan was returning, and the Guardians were amassing, moments away from swarming the Compound.

“You will be well, little shadow,” I said, easing her to her feet, before releasing her and stepping back.

I went to leave, to tend to Ariana—my mission—but her fingers brushing mine stilled me.

“At least tell me your name,” she beseeched me. “You already have mine.”

I smiled. “Cassius.”

I opened my eyes and started at what I saw through her dormitory window now.

There she sat up at a desk working on her jewelry-making.

She appeared to be fashioning some sort of bracelet, and I even watched her very carefully call her purple Dark Fae power and summon some forest-green gems.

Hmm.

The green… like the wolf-vampire hybrid.

My chest ached.

A great deal of me ached.

But it was a small price to pay for her liberation, for her to have a chance at her best life. She’d long been denied it and she deserved it so dearly.

I drew in a centering breath, rose to my feet, called my wings, then ascended into the night sky.
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I arrived back at my apartment—our apartment, actually—and tucked my wings away, before unsealing the ward protecting the space with a brief call of my power.

I opened the door, stepped inside, then sealed it.

It was actually additionally protected by the magic of Ariana Martel. The way we’d crafted the ward enabled me to pass through despite her much greater power now that I was a Fallen being present. She’d wanted to ensure that my roommate was safeguarded. But there’d also been a second aspect to it. The supernatural world, especially the Guardian Movement and the Unity Council had needed assurance that there was a barrier strong enough in place should it prove necessary, should my roommate become a threat again.

He wouldn’t be.

He never really had been.

Those who had controlled him had been responsible for the destruction he had wrought. He hadn’t been in control of his own actions. They had violated his free will.

And many other things at that.

Ketheron.

He was a Polygenus Entity, a being made of many different species, abilities, and magic. He’d been experimented on and created through a partnership between Chimera Circle and the Celestial Plane. They’d forged him to become their weapon against Ariana Martel, the only True Celestial—or merely, angel, as they preferred to refer to her here—who hadn’t been bound by the Celestial Plane and had free will. They hadn’t liked that. It had terrified them, in fact. They’d intended him to be used to take her life and then to facilitate a greater foothold for the Celestial Plane. However, one of his makers from Chimera Circle had co-opted that power for himself. Corvin Morvain, maniacal Ancient Vampire-Sorcerer hybrid. He had wanted to take command of the Guardian Movement and the supernatural world as a whole.

Thankfully, he had fallen the very same day that we’d severed the link between this mortal realm and the Celestial Plane.

Ketheron was now free.

But he was damaged, suffering from severe trauma due to being experimented on, then being used, and leashed like a thing and not a person.

He had a child-like understanding of emotional situations, yet he also possessed high-level Celestial and magical knowledge.

It had initially seemed as though it would have served him well to have been under Ariana’s care, because he had imprinted on her.

However, her family hadn’t wanted that for her. She’d already endured a great deal during that tumultuous time. And she was building a life now with her three loves. Moreover, Ketheron’s imprinting could easily cross into obsessive territory and actually lead to a regression.

Besides, the three of us worked together at Haven Initiative and saw each other most days anyway, so he was never out of contact with her for long. When I’d ventured unto the Celestial Plane to enact my part of the Severance spell, I’d discovered those deplorable fools had been keeping dozens of children in suspended animation—they’d intended to create an army that would follow their intentions for the mortal realm with Ketheron. But the children had possessed free will, so the True Celestials had considered them failed experiments and just… left them. I’d liberated them all with Ketheron’s assistance and now we cared for them and helped to rehabilitate them via our work at Haven Initiative.

I hung my black coat on one of the hooks by the door, then took off my boots and slid them into a pair of charcoal slippers from the shoe rack.

I made my way into the space.

This apartment was a former Guardian Movement safehouse, now bequeathed to us for long-term use.

The architecture was acutely similar to that of the Guardian Compound itself.

It was a seamless blend of classic architectural gravitas and subdued, more homely ambiance.

Ornate Corinthian columns rose from the tiled floor to the ceiling, anchoring the space. Everything was steeped in shadowed green and soft amber tones, the only illumination coming from scattered candles that flickered with a steadiness that served to assist with creating a calm atmosphere that Ketheron required.

It was an open-concept space, as they referred to it on this mortal plane.

The kitchen was made up of custom cabinetry and paneling that possessed a vibe, as Ariana had called it when she visited, of ancient temple designs. Triangular magical symbols were carved into cabinet doors and alcoves. The stove was currently clean, although it never stayed that way for very long due to our cooking experiments, the art of which neither of us had been familiar with, so it had been a messy and curious experience. Across from the dark stone sink was a simple plush couch that faced a wooden coffee table.

I made my way toward the second door to the far right of the space—Ketheron’s bedroom.

The fact that he hadn’t come out to greet me meant he was likely deeply immersed in another study session.

I rapped on the door and a brief murmur of acknowledgement sounded—yes, he was certainly immersed.

I opened the door carefully.

Ensuring my movements were not brash or sudden was imperative with him.

His bedroom fused a child’s sense of wonder with a scholar’s structure. A small wooden bed rested beneath an arch with plush pillows and his beloved stuffed bunny and bear nestled amongst them. A round knitted cushion was currently beneath his chin as he lay on his bed reading from a volume titled, Landmarks and Wonders to Behold. For the last few months, we’d been visiting landmarks across the supernatural world. I’d taken him to Heelor Mountains and Wistering Waterfalls, both stunning and picturesque sites. He was now deciding between Sanctum Sands Beach and Krestaz, the latter being a magnificent volcano, as being our next tourist adventure.

Potted plants were positioned all around the space, interspersed with candles that emanated a strawberry scent. It was Ariana’s scent. Fortunately, when she’d visited here several times, she hadn’t made the connection and had just believed he had become a fan of strawberries. Although, her dragon love, Vorzyr, had most definitely realized. However, he’d merely had a word with me and nothing more had come of it. It was a comfort to Ketheron to have the room smell like her, so I wouldn’t take that from him. Besides, he didn’t mean anything disturbing by it. He was still learning much.

I smiled as I took in his sketches and notes all over his desk, along with several opened volumes, most about the geography and political setup of the supernatural world, and one being a fiction book from Ariana about the adventures of a warrior princess.

“You’re late tonight,” he spoke, looking up at me and moving back from his book into a sitting position, his glowing black eyes fixed on me.

He was wearing a dark gray hoodie and slim black joggers, which had become his comfort clothing. His gray-tinted skin and the golden fissures that formed jagged patterns across every inch of him, visible on his face and his neck, hands and feet, contrasted against his clothing, a reminder that through the normality of such an outfit, he was actually anything but.

Well, neither was I.

We had that in common. And, honestly, it gave us both a sense of solace.

“Yes. As I was on my way home from my Haven Initiative update meeting with Ryker Morgan, I thought I was needed somewhere, that my assistance was required.”

He arched an eyebrow. “And it wasn’t?”

“No,” I murmured.

“What was it? Was somebody in distress? Do we need to prepare?” He closed his book and pushed off the bed, urgency radiating off him. Oh no.

“All is well.”

He started. “You’re sure?”

“Yes. It was… personal anyway. Nothing to concern yourself with. No overarching threat or anything of the sort.”

He stared at me for several moments.

That was normal. He still didn’t trust in anyone’s word at face-value. This staring was him searching deeper, trying to see into me, to be absolutely sure.

“You are sad.”

I jolted. “Excuse me?”

“You are sad, Cassius. What has happened? What upsets you?”

“I’m… I’m fine. Do not concern yourself with it.”

“Is it about her?”

I tensed. “Her?”

“This woman?”

He pulled something from his pants pocket and held it out to me.

I started when I saw it was a photo of Velra—one I’d obtained from her Crossborn file at the Guardian Movement.

My photo of her.

I snatched it from him. “You went into my nightstand?”

“I needed scissors. You keep them in there.” He winced. “After that first couple of times when I didn’t use them well to make those paper chains for that holiday Ariana told me about. When I was searching for them now that I’m better at using them, I saw this. This photo of her. I remembered her from the Severance that day. She saved you when you couldn’t get out of the Celestial Plane.”

“Yes, that’s her,” I said, running my thumb over her hair on the picture. “Velra Nox.”

“She is special to you.”

I sighed and eased down my tee a little to reveal the Soul Brand that he’d seen before. He knew well what it meant. He might be young in some areas, but he was imbued with heavy Celestial knowledge. “She is how this came about.”

His eyes widened. “She is the one you tethered?”

“Yes.”

“She is very special then.”

“No.”

“No? I don’t understand. You are Soul Branded.”

“That is exactly why she can’t be special to me, why I can’t treat her as such, and why I cannot allow her to view me that way either.”

He stared again. “You think the Brand could violate her free will if you entertain it?”

“I do.”

“That’s not the case. She is still free to act as she wishes. The Brand does not impact what somebody feels. If you are feeling for her, it’s real. Organic. It’s not a result of this tethering.”

“I can’t be certain. There isn’t enough known about it.”

“Not to you. The True Celestials compartmentalized information. Only those at the top of the hierarchy of the Celestial Plane were privy to such things, especially things that were frowned upon like tethering somebody of the mortal realm to a True Celestial. And, as in the case with this particular Brand, given how prominent it is, violating the natural order and actually pulling her from death itself.” He smiled. “You are aware that I have access to the knowledge of many True Celestials via my makeup. A couple were at the top of the hierarchy, as such I am aware of much about these Soul Brands. So, I am certain that neither her choices nor yours are influenced by this Brand.”

It was my turn to stare as I fought to absorb his revelations.

“We have been living together for months. You know of my extensive knowledge base in matters such as these… why did you not bring this to my attention sooner? Why let this misinformation you held stand and keep you from this woman you clearly care for?”

That was a complicated question.

So very complicated.

“It’s not just a free will violation that keeps me at a distance to her. She has suffered through a great deal. I don’t want my adjustment to life as a Fallen to be a burden upon her when she should be thriving and happy, focused on building a life for herself.”

“If she is worth caring for, why would she even see your issue as a burden?”

“I…” I shoved a hand through my hair. “Did you… you ate with Ariana and her loves, yes?”

He’d been over at their place, Solumira, spending time with them and having dinner after working at Haven Initiative with the children.

“Not second dinner.”

I chuckled. We had second dinner more often than not. He had a voracious appetite.

“Then let’s see to making second dinner now, shall we?”

His whole face lit up. “Can we have marshmallows for dessert again?”

“Well, they have become our favorite, haven’t they?”

“Yes!” he cried excitedly, then headed off to the kitchen, where we would then work together as usual to prepare our meal.

This was our life now.

And it wasn’t actually that bad.

Especially not for one like me—a Fallen.

But regret over how things were with my little shadow did seep in more often than I liked.

Alas, it could be no other way.

No other way that was actually fair to her.
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~Sylas~



“What is this place?” the hot little wolf demanded with that volatile fury of his, as he spun around and gazed at the space erratically.

“My home.”

He swung his head toward me. “What? Why the hell did you bring me here?”

“You are too worked up and volatile at present to return to your dorm.”

“That’s your assessment. An assessment you made after barging your way into the tail end of a situation.”

“You had let go of all control. While I’m all for punishment when its due, which I don’t deny it was for those who set upon you tonight, there is a line—a line you were at the razor’s edge of crossing. There are some things that cannot be undone. Some regrets that linger for an eternity. I didn’t want your actions tonight to be one such thing.” I stepped up to him, well aware of his breath hitching when I stopped just shy of invading his personal space. “I told you. In fact, I warned you. You’re cracking and raging. What happened tonight, how you handled that ambush, was more than responding in kind. More than punishment. Everything you’ve allowed to hold you hostage, all that pent-up frustration and repression fueled your actions. Including what happened with your Wraithqueen in The Fade.”

“How do you know about that? Were you watching us, you fucking—”

I pressed my hand to his chest and his breath caught, enabling me to cut in, “That violent display with those fools was you detonating. But it wasn’t a safe space. Nor was it a space with what you also need to accompany that sort of freedom of letting loose.”

“What is it you think I also need to go along with that?” he bit back.

“Understanding.”

He stared at me, and I watched as recognition of the truth to my words hit down deep, cutting into all that rage and upset.

I stepped back and gestured at the couch. “Have a seat. I’ll be a moment.”

“A moment doing what?”

“Using the bathroom. If that’s okay with you?” I returned evenly.

He was deeply unsettled at being in my home, as he struggled to come down from that burst of depraved violence and bloodshed, that now there was this clear paranoia coming through as well.

“Fine,” he muttered, actually doing as I’d said and slumping down onto my small two-seater beige couch.

As I watched him settle and start to examine his bloodied state, I slipped into my bedroom and locked the door behind me.

As soon as I was through the door, I couldn’t hide it any longer and I stumbled the few steps to my nightstand, finally able to clutch at my chest like I’d been needing to do since just before I’d called Kai for assistance.

Fuck. It burned like a bitch. It was making it hard to breathe. To even think and see clearly.

I made it to my nightstand and pulled out one of my syringes nestled in the bottom drawer.

And then I eased down my tank top, grimacing at the desiccation that was spreading from my pecs all the way down to my stomach—something that had started up when I’d used high-level necromancy and a massive burst of power at that to hold several rabid vampires in the heat of battle and bloodlust at my will.

The pain was the fucking least of it.

It cut at me that I’d had to call for help, that I’d been compromised.

I was no baby necromancer. I was the fucking strongest wielder of necromantic magic across the supernatural world, so revered that I’d been tapped as a vital recruit for Arcanum Order, that people knew of my talents the world over, that the mere mention of my name carried equal parts reverence and fear.

And I’d been unable to finish what I’d started with suspending those vampires?

I cursed under my breath.

“Everything all right?”

I jolted. Of course he’d heard that. With his wolf and Ancient vampire hearing combined with his current paranoid state, he was likely aware of every little motion of even the leaves of the trees rustling outside.

“Fine. There are wipes in the small bathroom by the kitchen. How about you get cleaned up?”

I heard muttering, but then he actually followed my suggestion again and I heard the thump of his heavy footsteps, then the opening of the bathroom door.

I couldn’t take any chances, though, so I grabbed the syringe and made my way into the ensuite with shaky limbs, turning on the taps for good measure.

Then I brought the syringe to the central site of the desiccation and injected it.

I only just managed to suppress a groan as the grayish tint started to disappear, the natural state of my skin returning, and my strength along with it. Every time the desiccation started up, it also impacted my power, forcing my magic back and making it that much harder to draw upon, creating some sort of barrier.

But as the serum got to work, my eyes rolled back in my head as what had been held at bay surged forth, rolling through my system again.

Much better.

I strode back into the bedroom with a strength that I no longer took for granted, and returned the empty syringe to the drawer. I’d fill it up later once I was alone. Fortunately, before I’d left here several days ago for Wraeven Academy, I’d spelled the area of the kitchen where the serum was constantly being made so that it couldn’t be seen or sensed by anyone, and it appeared to anyone looking in on the space as though the table and shelves actually covered with my serum-making equipment were empty.

I sucked in a breath and moved to my dresser, rummaging for a few moments before pulling out a pair of black sweatpants and a white tee.

I took them with me, then opened the bedroom door and walked back out to the living room.

Lazriel emerged in the very next moment, his clothes still covered in blood and flesh, and hell knew what else, but his skin now cleansed of it.

“Here,” I said, tossing him the clothes.

He caught them and cocked an eyebrow. “You think I’m staying here for more than a few minutes? Like staying the actual night here?”

“Can you calm down within a mere few minutes?”

He ground his jaw.

“Fear not, wolfie, I don’t intend to jump you. So feel free to relax.”

“There’s no fear.”

Lies. “Then I guess you can take comfort in having a safe place to spend the night while you calm down and have time away to process things.” I gestured to my open bedroom door. “Unless you’re in the mood to offer me a strip show, you may change in there.”

He glared at me, then stormed over there.

I grinned as I watched him slam the door behind him.

My phone buzzed in my pants pocket and I pulled it out, swiping it open to find a text.

Kai: Done. All sorted. Are you okay? Did you get to the serum in time?

Sylas: I’m good. Thanks for the help.

Kai: No worries. Enjoy your night with your fresh one.

Sylas: Stop calling him that.

Kai: Hmm. Your intention isn’t merely to play then?

Sylas: Kai.

Kai: Wolf and vampire? Just rough and hard enough for you. Don’t let him feed. A little taste beforehand would have been okay even with the necromantic blood in play. But with that infection now, it will be toxic.

Sylas: I’m aware. Thanks. End of sex advice. Unless you want me to recall in glorious graphic detail our little dalliance a few years back?

Kai: Gotta go. Pool fun with Ari.

I smiled to myself. That was about right.

I pocketed my phone with fingers tingling faintly from the serum’s aftershock.

Thankfully, the intense head rushes didn’t happen anymore. You’d think it would be a good thing, but it was actually my body developing an increasing resistance to the medication.

The bedroom door opened again and I looked to see Lazriel emerging, already changed in my clean clothes.

My clothes.

He was wearing my clothes.

Fuck. Me.

My shirt clung to him, a little small on his broad, highly-toned frame, all that muscle straining against the fabric of the white tee. The sweatpants sat low on his hips, showcasing more than I needed to see right now.

I really hadn’t thought through how it would hit, seeing him wrapped in me like that.

I swallowed hard.

“Problem?” he asked, jolting me from my thoughts. “Did the Academy figure out we’re not in for the night?”

“No. And they won’t. I’ve seen to it. That was Kai confirming things are taken care of.”

“They won’t? Why is that? What did you do?”

“I need to be able to come and go as I please, so I put a spell in place to facilitate that. I merely allowed that to encompass you also for tonight.”

“How?”

“Excuse me?”

“You think because I don’t wield magic that I don’t understand how it works?” He scoffed. “I’m well aware that you would have needed something of mine to bind me to this spell of yours.”

I lifted a shoulder. “A few strands of your hair.”

“What? How did you—”

“During our delightful encounter when you slammed me up against that tree and were all over me.”

“Shit, you’re something else.”

“That I am.”

He scrubbed his hand over his face. “Do you have anything to drink? Something to take the edge off and hasten me calming down?”

“Hasten it so that you can take your leave of me?”

Instead of addressing my question, he pushed, “Well, do you? I’m figuring it’s gonna be some fancy wine shit.” He looked around the space, frowning. “Although, that whole fancy edge has been called into question with this hovel being your home.”

“Hovel is a little harsh. It’s off the radar. That’s what matters.” I pushed away. “I used to drink Scotch, but it’s been a while, and I don’t have any here,” I said, making my way toward the kitchen. “I’ll make you some blackcurrant tea. It possesses soothing properties.”

“Can’t you just conjure the Scotch?”

It was my turn to deflect. “The tea will suffice.” I added over my shoulder, “Would you like to talk about what happened tonight—both situations?”

I was just about to step into the kitchen when a rush of air had me spinning around, just a second before I was slammed up against the adjacent wall, Lazriel growling and pinning my arms down at my sides.

“Why are you doing this?” he demanded, making me wince as he dug his nails into the flesh of my arms, which were unfortunately exposed thanks to my decision to wear a tank tonight for The Fade instead of my usual hooded coat.

At least it wasn’t his claws.

Small mercies and all that.

Although, coupled with a little pleasure and other stimulation, I’d be game for that.

“Because I can. Because I know what it’s like to carry this anger that infuses all that you do, all that you are. I know what it’s like to want to let it all out, but to be frozen in place at the same time, when the barrier seems insurmountable. I didn’t have anyone to guide me, to see that in me, to understand it. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”

His gaze locked with mine.

The tension was heavy… and painful. So very painful for him.

“And, you know, there’s also the fact that just the thought of fucking you makes me rock fucking hard every single time I lay eyes on you.”

He snarled and ripped me off the wall, just to slam me against it again.

And then he smashed his mouth to mine and took me in a devouring kiss.

I rose to it instantly and that fury melted into passion and desperate need as I thrust my tongue into his mouth and we dueled fiercely.

The thrill of it escalated magnificently as he started rutting against me, ripping his nails free and swallowing my cries with his mouth, and then fisting his hands in my hair, holding me to him, oh-so needy.

He pulled back, grasping my arms again, and breathing heavily, looking so fucking torn up. “I’m not supposed to want this.”

“That’s learned behavior. You grew up in a heteronormative environment in that wolf pack of yours. They already reviled and rejected you for being part vampire. You couldn’t allow them to see this in you as well—isn’t that right?”

He nodded slowly.

I freed my arm from his grip with a spark of magic and grazed my fingers across his stubbly cheek. “You’re not living in that repressive environment any longer. You’re out on your own. You’re free. As I said before, time to start acting like it, no?”

His eyes blazed gold with his wolf side and it came right along with a hiss from the vampire. Mmm.

He wrenched my hand off his face then slammed it to his cock, actually managing to startle me at the brazen move, considering everything.

“You’re a real piece of work. You know that?”

“Oh, I do,” I said, tightening my grip around his cock. His delightfully rock-hard cock. He hissed and released my hand, actually giving up control. More than that, he was silently asking me to guide things, to teach him. “Just as I also know that it drives you fucking crazy in the best way.” I loosened my grip and slid my palm up and down his shaft, watching his reactions carefully, his eyes hooding, him swallowing hard, his one hand still holding my bicep shaking. “Is this big, hard cock weeping for me, babe?”

His eyes flicked to mine, blazing heat threatening to burn us both right where we stood.

“Find out,” he uttered hoarsely.

“Mmm. With absolute pleasure.”

With a flick of my magic, I levitated him over to the couch.

As he lay there on his back, startled, and not sure what to make of it, I ripped my tank over my head, and then crawled up his powerhouse body, watching all that hot muscle rippling with tension as he regarded me with so much intensity and now undeniable curiosity, his anticipation right there for me to see laid bare.

“Lift,” I told him, gesturing at my shirt. As much as I reveled in the sight of him in it, I wanted him skin-to-skin with me right now.

He raised his arms and held my gaze, not even flinching as I pulled it off him, exposing his torso and those sinful abs of fucking steel.

He just watched me, his anticipation naked, his curiosity sharp and crackling between us.

I trailed my fingers of both hands down over his throat, to his pecs, over the chain hanging from his neck that held a wolf claw pendant, all the way along his abs, over all that heat, all those scars. Nice and slow, making him really feel me, every motion of what I was doing to him, every little provocative brush of skin against skin.

He undulated beneath me, little groans of need spilling forth and increasing in volume the longer I teased him, sliding up and down, all over.

When I finally stilled at the waistband of the sweatpants, he was panting, heavy-lidded eyes glued to mine.

“Yes,” he told me. “Sylas,” he panted.

He sucked in a harsh breath as I drew them down to his thighs. Fuck me, he wasn’t wearing any underwear so his cock sprung free immediately. His absolutely huge cock.

Raging hard.

And most definitely weeping for me.

“Exquisite,” I breathed, slicking some of his pre-cum with the pad of my thumb and spreading it over his spongy crown.

His hips lifted and a guttural groan rumbled from him, the sound so deliciously primal.

“That’s right, hot little wolf, melt for me.”

He snarled and threw his right hand out, then dug his nails—nope, his claws—into my bare shoulder.

I smirked. “Love your claws in me, babe.”

“Argh. You’re driving me fucking crazy. You fucking cocksucker.”

“Cocksucker. Don’t even try to pretend that wasn’t pointed this time. In fact, I believe that was actually your version of begging me to do just that to this beautiful cock of yours.”

I fisted him roughly, teasing his crown with my thumb as I went, and he drove his claws deeper into my shoulder, making me hiss, the biting pain making my own cock raging fucking hard. I hadn’t thought that was possible given where I was already at with all this, straining against my pants like a desperate whore.

Fuck, I hadn’t felt this desperate in a long fucking time.

I hadn’t wanted anybody this intensely before.

I stilled my hand.

A whimper sounded and I couldn’t fucking believe that it had come from him.

There we were.

Primed.

Our gazes clashed for a brief moment, then I shoved his thighs tight to the couch, and dove down onto his cock, swallowing him right down to the root.

He roared and lurched up, his claws slipping from my shoulder, and his hands diving into my hair.

He pulled, fisted, and stroked, not knowing where to land, what to do with himself as I pulled pleasure from him, as he struggled to reconcile it all.

I let loose, going feral all fucking over his glorious cock, licking, sucking, even nipping, then scraping my teeth up his shaft, before swallowing him deep again.

And again and again.

He was pulsing in my mouth, leaking pre-cum on my tongue and down my throat, and he tasted fucking perfect.

“Fuck!” he cried. “Shit… shit!”

There’s my good boy.

He tried to thrust his hips to force the rhythm, but I shoved my hands to them, pushing him back down.

On the third attempt, I rooted him there with a spark of my magic.

I smiled around my mouthful of him when he took to grabbing my head in a brutal grip, using his supernatural strength, then ramming me down onto his cock, trying to choke me.

Then he employed his vampire speed, battering my throat, punishing me. I didn’t have a gag reflex, so it was just fucking glorious to me, feeling him hot and full and pulsing, so beautifully needy. So, I let it happen, enjoying his unhinged reaction, the brutal way in which he took his pleasure and finally started owning it. My cock was aching, my balls drawing tight, and I ground against his calf.

“Sylas!” he cried in rapture. “Cocksucker doesn’t… cover it. Shit! Yes! I’m gonna… I’m gonna come.”

I knew he was. I could feel him right here.

Not yet, hot little wolf.

I sparked his hands grasping my head with my magic and he hissed, forced to release me.

Then I pulled off his cock, basically ripped off my pants and boxers, then rose up on him, dragging my cock along his as I went.

His eyes widened and he gasped sharply through his needy panting as he felt me bare against him.

“Too much?” I asked.

He swallowed. “No. Don’t… don’t stop.”

I smiled and leaned down and dragged my tongue over his throat, and he fucking trembled for me—trembled.

“Good, because you’re gonna come all over my cock, then I’m gonna eat it all up and make you watch as I do.”

“Shit,” he choked, reaching around and grabbing my ass, then pushing me harder against him as I rutted on him, fucking against his cock over and over.

“Then I’m gonna coat you in my hot, sticky cum, and you’ll wear it all over this exquisite cock for me, like my filthy little wolf.”

He threw his head back, cursing, and I licked at his throat, then raked my teeth back and forth, as I picked up my pace.

I released him from my magical hold on his hips, and not a second later, he rolled his hips like a fiend, moving with me so fucking perfectly, the rhythm hard, rough, and creating the perfect friction. I could barely hold off, but I wanted his cum spurting all over us both. I wanted to watch his stunned and reverent reaction as he watched me drink him down how a good boy like him should be treated.

He fisted his hand in my hair again, then jerked me to him, our mouths colliding.

And then he basically ate my face—that was the only way to justly describe it. It was primal and feral, and beyond passion itself.

His hips went wild and I matched his pace, running my hands all over his hair, his face, his pecs, his biceps, lost to the moment and about to lose control all the fucking way.

He broke the kiss, gasping for air, needing grounding, as his fangs dropped.

He snagged my nape and jerked my head to the side, angling me so he had unfettered access to my throat.

And then he scraped his fangs over my skin. Not breaking it, but definitely leaving a mark. That became many marks as he alternated between scraping and sucking, sending sparks of pain through me that collided in one hell of a pleasure haze.

A wolf howl tore from his throat, then he wrenched from my neck and jerked violently, just a moment before I felt his hot cum spurting all over the both of us.

Mmm.

I lifted up slightly, gathering his cum on my fingers.

With my free hand, I fisted his hair and made him watch as I licked him up, slurping and sucking my fingers clean, making a show of it, and getting off on his wide-eyed reaction, the way his depleted cock sprung back to life moment by moment. Wolf and vampire? Yeah, he could go several more rounds with only seconds of recovery time in between. I wondered if he’d ever been put to the test like that. Hmm… an experiment for another time. Definitely.

When I finished eating him up, I grasped his ass with both hands, angled him, then fucked against his cock, enjoying his whimpers from the oversensitivity, him shaking for me, but not stopping me, not wanting it to end.

I’d held out long enough, though.

I couldn’t wait another moment to explode all fucking over him.

“Mmm… fuck… I’m right there.” My hot gaze flicked to his ruggedly handsome face. “Ready to feel me coating your cock?”

His wolf eyes flamed and he grabbed at my shoulder, his hand shaking, clinging to me.

I couldn’t hold it then.

Pleasure raged through me, and then I came with a curse, shooting all over his cock, making sure to cover his crown, too.

He sucked in a harsh breath and stared down at the mess, swiping his tongue over his bottom lip in what seemed to be an involuntary reaction.

I swiped some cum that was oozing down his balls, then smeared it over that delicious lip. “That’s all you get. The rest you’re wearing.” I watched his tongue tentatively dart out. “That’s right, swallow it down, Lazriel.”

He held my gaze, those beautiful golden eyes of his wolf side still blazing at me, as he licked it all up and I watched his throat work as he took it down.

I ran my finger over the tops of his fangs, careful not to nick myself because he couldn’t ingest my blood. I stroked them and the contortion of his face when he was vamped out, smiling to myself as he moaned softly at the touch. “Beautiful,” I uttered. “All of you. So fucking special.”

A smile graced his lips, a little unsure, but wanting to break through in spite of that.

And then I pulled up his pants and patted his cock, a thrill rolling through me knowing my cum was covering him so wonderfully beneath.

He jolted, still highly sensitized, and he wearily raised a hand and flipped me off.

I chuckled, then went to push off him.

But he snagged my arm.

I arched an eyebrow.

“Where are you going?” he asked, the strain of him asking the question clear.

I’d figured he’d want me off him in the aftermath, need some time to process, some space. Perhaps even some sleep immediately to quiet his mind until he could actually begin said processing.

I smiled and held out my hand to him. “Come to bed. Rest.”

He took my hand, and gave it a noticeable squeeze, getting up in a clear dazed state.

And I kept hold of him as I led us into my bedroom and shut the door behind us.
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~Lazriel~



Fucking shit.

I startled awake and opened my eyes, only to squeeze them shut again in the very next second as I scented him.

All over the place.

His home.

His bedroom.

That’s where I was.

In the bed of Sylas fucking Morgrave.

His scent wasn’t just all around the room, it was on me. All over me.

“That’s right, hot little wolf, melt for me.”

It wasn’t just a memory, I could feel his words rolling through me even now.

“Argh. You’re driving me fucking crazy. You fucking cocksucker.”

I grimaced. I’d been so far gone.

“No. Don’t… don’t stop.”

From start to finish, last night had been a mind-fuck of epic proportions.

My control had been tested in so many ways—from Velra, to those purist vamps, then to him. And I’d finally fucking snapped.

Nah, not just snapped—I’d unleashed a whole lot.

And he’d been there with me through it.

He’d made it possible for me to do so.

He’d even guided me every step of the way.

Of course, while being a dirty-mouthed bastard with one hell of a wicked tongue—in more ways than one.

I clutched at the sheets that I felt wrapped around me.

Last night could have gone a whole other way.

After Velra had taken off like that and run not just from me but any possibility of us, I’d wanted to rage like a beast. And those vamps had offered themselves up on a silver platter. But Sylas stepping in like that… he hadn’t just pulled me back from the edge of something I would never have been able to recover from, he’d… he’d spun my world on its axis.

Last night with him hadn’t been solace or some sort of rebound thing… it had been a fucking revelation.

Something in me felt lighter.

Nah, more than that.

There was so much relief.

Pity it was mixed in with so much regret concerning Velra.

When she walked away, she walked away for months.

She’d done it to me before.

This time, just the thought of it had been too fucking hard to bear, though, because we’d actually connected deeply in the way I’d hoped for all this time. And only then had she ripped it all away.

When I’d been in it.

When I’d let her back in.

When she’d let me in finally.

I’d never had somebody get inside my head, my very being, like both her and Sylas did.

But with Velra shut down, there was no opening there, no way in now.

I’d given it so much in The Fade.

I’d thought it was the beginning of something.

Until she’d turned it into the end.

I couldn’t do this back and forth. It had me walking a razor’s edge.

It made me dangerous.

Too fucking dangerous both for me and everyone around me.

Hell, for her, too.

Because if I pushed on down that road, it could quite easily spark obsession in me.

Depraved, primal, and unrelenting obsession.

The kind that could burn everything to ashes.

And that was—

“Are you actually going to open your eyes?”

I jolted.

And then my eyes did open involuntarily from the surprise of his voice.

His kind of hoarse, sleep-infused voice.

I looked to see him to my right, not touching me, and over on his side, turned toward me with his elbow propping his head up on his pillow

Watching me.

“Have you seriously been watching me sleep?”

“No. I’ve been watching you stress out as soon as you woke up. Worrying your lip between your teeth, clutching at the sheets, grimacing.”

When I didn’t say anything, and scrubbed my hand over my face with a heavy sigh, he reached out and gently stroked my arm. “It doesn’t need to be one or the other, you know? The three of us—or perhaps even the four of us, actually—can coexist together in a hot as fuck unit, functional enough to work.”

I eyed him. “What? No, that’s not—she ran away when it was just me. Three of us—no, four? What four? Please tell me you’re not talking about the fucking Immortal.”

“Oh, I most definitely am.”

“Nah, that’s over and done with. Actually, it never started with them.”

“He came to me the other day to ask about you in relation to her.”

I shoved up into a sitting position. “What?”

“He knows there’s something between you, and he was concerned you were dangerous for her. Well, that was his surface reason.” He gave me a pointed look. “His repressed reason, the only one he could allow himself to admit to.”

“He was jealous?”

“I’d say more upset than merely jealous.”

“Huh. And you?”

“You know already that I’m interested in her.”

“The note gave you away.”

“I’m aware.”

“You wanted it to,” I realized.

“I can help you with her.” He lifted a shoulder. “If you want.”

“I’m not gonna launch some campaign to manipulate her into being with me—or us.”

“That’s not what I’m suggesting. It’s just clear that your approach when she pulls away isn’t the optimal one. I’m aware of how long it took for you to finagle past her first withdrawal from you. After what I witnessed last night, it’s safe to say that you don’t want things to play out the same way again.”

“How can you help? Dirty-talk her into not being afraid of herself and hurting those she draws close to?”

He chuckled. “You know, you don’t get enough credit for your biting humor.”

“Was that a wolf and vampire dig all at once?”

“A little.”

“Cocksucker.”

“Don’t tempt me.” He snatched the covers and looked underneath. And then he frowned. “Why are you naked? I told you to keep my cum on you. The pants were helping with that, seeing as though you apparently don’t go the underwear route.”

“It’s still there. I can feel it. And I can’t help it… with the pants, I mean. If I go to sleep wearing clothes, I pull them off in the middle of the night without realizing it. It’s my wolf-vamp hybrid body—one moment I’m blistering hot, the next I’m freezing cold. And at night I can’t regulate it at all, so stripping like that has become a subconscious thing I do. Mostly, I just sleep naked to begin with.”

“That sounds incredibly uncomfortable.”

“I’ve learned to live with it. It’s not life or death.”

“That’s not really the yardstick you should judge something by when deciding whether to simply accept it.” He shifted closer to me. “Some of the work I do… it could assist with this sort of issue. I can look into it. I’d need a sample of your blood, though.”

“That would be… thank you. That’s a really considerate offer.”

“That’s me.”

I eyed him.

“Well, once you get to know me.”

“Speaking of issues with our makeup, what was going on with you last night? Having to call Kai Hunter in? Is something up with you?”

“I’m having issues with my magic. It’s something I’m looking into.”

“What kind of issues?”

He tensed, then pushed up into a sitting position. “Actually, it’s something our delectable Wraithqueen and Dark Beauty might be able to help me with. Another reason why I pursued her. Barely.” He gave me a look. “Because I was trying not to upset you or trigger your territorial instincts.”

“Do what you need to there. Velra feeling useful could actually help her a lot. Sometimes all she sees is her damage, but she’s so much more than that.” I sighed. “Maybe you can help her to see otherwise, because I sure as fuck can’t, apparently.”

“It’s more complicated than that. You did well. Really well. And there’s no way she can’t know that.”

A heavy silence fell between us as I let his words roll over me and actually acknowledge the truth to them.

And then he announced, “You should talk with Cassius.”

I jolted. “Me? The worst person possible, who he may or may not be pissed at for pursuing the woman he rejected like the little bitch-ass former angel that he is now?”

“Well, I wouldn’t approach him with that attitude.”

“Sylas, I’m serious.”

“As am I. He’s Soul Branded to her.”

“Don’t fucking remind me,” I gritted out. I hated hearing about that shit.

“Hear me out. They are connected. Not much is known about the nature of that sort of bond as it’s hidden from those on the mortal plane. However, Cassius came to me to ask about you. Why and how? He must have felt a shift in her. If my theory is correct then he may be able to register a great deal more, including when she is on the verge of losing control of her abilities—and voila there is now a safeguard for her, for the very thing that keeps her afraid of getting too close, the very thing that had her running from you when she wanted anything but.”

I stilled. “Fuck me.”

“With pleasure.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Can you not go more than a couple of minutes without making some filthy comment?”

“Not when you’re lying naked in my bed and I already spent all night keeping physical distance between us because I was concerned you’d be unsettled if you woke up with me wrapped around you.”

“I… I wouldn’t have been… unsettled.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Really?”

“Oh, shit. You look far too pleased with yourself.”

“I am, babe. But I’m also pleased for you. What you did last night, what we did together, what you allowed to happen, it was—”

“A fucking revelation?”

His eyes shone. “Yes. Definitely.” He shifted closer, regarding me curiously. “How do you feel in the light of day? Beyond not being unsettled at the prospect of waking up with me close to you?”

“Relief.”

He nodded, getting it so well, the understanding in his eyes saying it all.

“Unwound… if that makes sense.”

“It does.”

I shoved my hand through my hair. “Last night was a hell of a mind-fuck with both you and Velra.” I eyed him as he watched me curiously and in a restrained way—especially for him. “Thank you… for intervening with those vamps and for… for turning the night around for me… and… helping me… let go.”

Ah, shit. I was struggling to get my words out. The vulnerability in it… I didn’t like it.

But it needed to be said.

And, honestly, after what he’d done for me, he deserved to hear it.

“You don’t need to thank me. It was my pleasure as much as yours.” He smiled kindly. “And not just the sexual aspect—for the record.”

I reached out and grasped his hand.

His eyes shone as he squeezed it back.

And that was about all I could handle of the stark open emotional vulnerability.

I eased my hand away, then hopped out of bed, heading to a desk in the corner—actually it was two worn wooden tables pushed together. And when we’d come in here last night, although I’d been in too much of a state to pay it detailed attention, I had noticed all the sketches over the desktop. “Did you do these?” I asked him over my shoulder.

“Yeah, I doodle once in a while.”

I picked up one after the other, studying them. They were all landscapes—fog-draped forests, still lakes, graveyards at twilight. No people, just stillness. They were predominantly done in charcoal, everything grayscale with some brief hints of red.

“These are more than mere doodles.”

“You can consider it art therapy.”

I put them down and looked back at him sitting up in his bed. “Do you need that? Therapeutic hobbies like this, then? Is that why you live out here in the middle of nowhere?”

“I like the quiet. It helps me to recharge. To center myself. And, being out here makes it easier to engage in my vigilante activities without drawing undue attention to myself. Obviously, attending Wraeven complicates that.”

“You were forced to attend, right? Because you got caught doing the vigilante stuff?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you do it?”

“Because I can.”

I went to ask more, but he gestured the length of me. “I suggest you head into the shower within the next couple of seconds, or my control is going to snap at the sight of you moving about my bedroom delectably naked, while still wearing my cum on your exquisite cock.”

Oh shit. I’d forgotten I was stark-naked.

I guess I’d been so relaxed that I hadn’t even thought about it.

Relaxed? Here with him? In his bedroom? Waking up in his bed? After fooling around with a man last night for the first time in my life and fucking relishing every moment of it?

Wow. Last night really had shifted things.

The thought of it all had me grinning out at him. “Worried about jumping me, almighty necromancer?”

His eyes flashed. “I’m worried for you. Because if you don’t head into that bathroom right fucking now, I’m going to be across the room, shoving your face into the wall and teasing that hot little ass with my cock.”

My breath hitched, a hot thrill running through me.

But it also clashed with something else… uncertainty.

“Are you ready for that?” he asked.

It wasn’t a challenge. It was concern.

I could see it all over him.

I looked way—breaking eye contact. Me? Shit.

“I’ll make breakfast,” he announced, easing out of bed. “Meet you out there.”

With that, he sauntered out, snapping his fingers and covering himself in a black and red striped bathrobe as he went.

I sank against the wall, taking a beat.

And then I headed into the bathroom to take that shower.
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“What is this?”

“Cinnamon toast,” Sylas informed me, as he picked up a slice from his plate and took a bite.

A murmur of appreciation had my gaze darting to his lips, a spark of… something… rolling through me as his tongue dipped out and licked up some excess sugar from his bottom lip.

Jeez. I looked away quickly and stared down at the toast.

“Not oatmeal?”

“Not this morning. When I’m here, I like to go the toast route. They don’t have this on the Dining Hall menu at the Academy.”

I sniffed it, the cinnamon making my nose scrunch when I scented too deeply.

It earned a chuckle from him.

“Shut it,” I said, nudging him with my elbow.

I took a bite then and it was so good. The taste exploded on my tongue, somehow both sweet and tart, yet perfectly balanced.

“Good, hmm?”

“So good,” I admitted, through a mouthful.

He seemed to like that, laughing again.

We sank into an easy rhythm, eating away at our toast, and taking sips of the coffee he’d made in between. Apparently, he’d actually made it, not conjured any of it.

I looked down at myself in my black tank with my forest-green hoodie over it, my gray cargo pants, all of it clean and fresh again, because he’d conjured them clean—and pressed—for me. I’d found them hanging up on the bathroom door when I’d stepped out of the shower.

“So, is there a story behind the toast? I mean, it’s kind of specific. Not like margarine and toast. Jam, even.”

“My mom used to make it for my sister and I. Comfort food. I took to making it for breakfast most mornings.”

I flinched as the full weight of his response registered. “Used to?”

He kept his eyes on his toast as he answered, “She died. My little sister too.” He took a sip from his coffee. “Several years ago.”

“I’m sorry. Really sorry.”

He lifted a shoulder. “Like I said, several years ago.”

“How was that possible? You’re a necromancer, you control death, in essence.”

“They weren’t what I am. They were sorceresses. And they were...” He shifted his weight and forced his gaze to mine. “They were murdered.”

I started. “Shit. That’s… that’s fucking brutal.” Hold on. “Is that why you became a vigilante?”

“We’ll call it the catalyst. But it became about more than that.” He ground his jaw. “Those with greater power should never be permitted to inflict suffering or control upon those weaker.”

I liked that. A lot.

“What about your dad? He has to be the necromancer then, where you got it from?”

“He’s dead as well. And that’s a mercy—on the entire supernatural world.” He took another sip from his coffee. “He was a megalomaniacal bastard. My mom kicked him out when I was a kid. He was raising an army of death dealers—vampires, Shadowmancers, Dark Fae. The Guardian Movement stopped him. He was killed during that battle.”

“Wow, that’s… a lot. I’m so sorry.” I laid my hand on his arm. “You’re a world away from that. The complete opposite of him.”

“I try to be. Although, we do share some traits.”

Before I could ask more, he shifted the subject. “And your family? I know your mom is an Alpha and she commanded the second largest wolf pack in the supernatural world, just beneath Jaxon Silver in his Alpha hey-day with Silverwood Wolf Pack.”

“That’s exactly right.”

“Well, I do my research.”

“Research or stalking of those who you get in your sights?” I teased.

“A bit of both,” he admitted. “You’re close with her, yes? Your mom?”

“Yeah, I am.”

“And your father? He’s an Ancient, of course.”

“I grew up with a stepfather. A piece of shit who my mom married to assist with stabilizing alliances during a tumultuous time for the pack. When my vampire abilities kicked in, that kind of shot everything to hell.” I grimaced at the memories. “According to her, my true father is dead. I don’t know a thing about him, not even his name. And when she decides something is to be kept secret—especially when it’s out of protective instincts toward me—there’s no pushing through it with her.”

“You’ve never done a Blood Trace?”

“I have. That’s when I confirmed that he was dead. There was just… nothing there. Just… the sensation of death when the sorceress I had perform the spell carried it out.”

His brow furrowed. “Death? That was the actual result? It felt cold and unsettling, leaving the taste of ash in your mouth?”

“Yeah. Exactly that.”

“How old was this sorceress? Her experience level?”

“I was a teen at the time, I didn’t have the greatest access to that sort of thing, so we’re talking my age, a couple of years full-on practicing, still in the early days of her schooling at a Coven—Lotus Coven.”

“She misread the results, Lazriel.”

“What?”

“What you’re describing sounds like a Death Seal.”

I frowned. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“No. Of course not. It’s not something that will be taught at Wraeven either. It’s high-level magical know-how. And it’s also necromantic at its root. It would need an experienced necromancer, or a Shadowmancer, a magic-wielder dealing in black magic—any one of those—to create a Death Seal. It enables the blocking of a Blood Trace and tracking spells, which most performing such spells would register as the subject being dead. What’s really happening with a Death Seal is the falsification of death through binding the death of another to skew the results and have it register as such.”

“Like a sacrifice? Somebody being murdered to prevent my father from being tracked?”

“Yes.”

I jolted, a rush of adrenaline flowing through my veins. “You’re saying he could still be alive?”

“I’m saying that at the time you had the Blood Trace performed, he was.”

I sucked in a harsh breath.

He laid his hand on mine, drawing me back to him, and grounding me at the same time. As my gaze flicked to his, he told me, “If you want, I can perform another Blood Trace. If the Death Seal is still in place, I have the means to remove it.”

“I… thank you. I don’t know, though. If he went to this much trouble to stay hidden… my mom purposely not telling me who he was—or is—heading down that path could be a shit storm. Maybe nothing good would come of it, and quite the opposite instead. I… need to think about it.”

“Of course.”

He went to say more, but then a sudden thud at the door had us both startling.

I dropped my toast and shot to my feet, a growl escaping me.

It hadn’t been an actual knock at the door, it sounded like something had slammed into it.

Was somebody daring to assault the place? Daring to come for him?

Sylas caught my eye, surprise and… something else shining forth.

Shit. I realized what had just happened—I’d just gone wolf-territorial for him.

“Mmm… good to know. Very good to know.”

Oh, jeez. He rounded the coffee table to head for the door, but I threw my arm out, holding him back with my strength. “What if it’s somebody from the Guardian Movement coming here to check if you’ve snuck off campus when you’re supposed to be immersed in your punishment and staying on Wraeven Academy property?”

“Then I guess I’ll be spending a couple of years in The Void.”

“What? That was how bad it was? That was the only other option?”

“I’d been brought in—arrested—five times, I believe. So, yes.”

Anger sparked in me at the way he’d stated it, like it just… was.

“And you’re just fine with that? Being carted away? Ripped from everything you know and love? Everyone?”

“Obviously not, but it is what—”

“Shut it. Just shut the fuck up.” I grabbed his arm and shoved him into the bedroom with a burst of vampire speed. “Stay in here or I’ll rip your fucking dick off and you’ll be on your knees busy trying to repair it with your magic, which will keep you in here anyway. I’d really advise you take the less extreme option.”

“Rip my fucking dick off? That’s a hollow threat if I’ve ever heard one. You got very well acquainted with my lovely cock last night, there’s no way you would harm him.”

“Him?”

He grinned. “Proving my point.”

“Fuck. Just stay in there. I’ll get rid of whoever it is.”

In the next second, I shoved him inside, my strength sending him careening onto the bed on his back. Then I closed the door, and strode for the front door.

I took a beat to calm myself, then unlocked it and threw it open.

“Shit,” I was choking in the next second, as I took in the unexpected visitor.

Extremely unexpected.

“Not the worst greeting I’ve ever gotten, but definitely not the best,” they responded.

“Velra,” I breathed.
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God, the way he looked at me.

I’d never get used to it.

His gaze raked over me back in my black leather corset top with the faux silver chains and my leather pants, my ombre hair all wild from the whipping wind outside in this area.

Last night was still so fresh on my mind. Hell, I could still feel him on me, touching me, kissing me, and—stop!

“What are you doing here?”

I blinked, then focused up.

“You weren’t in your dorm and I was concerned after… after what happened in The Fade. So I tracked you and it led me to a spot a half-acre from the main building. And it just stopped there. So I recreated the circumstances and saw that fight you had with those purist sickos. I couldn’t pick up your scent again because it was blocked—by Sylas. So I tracked him here.”

“Blocked by him?”

I nodded. “He’d cloaked it. Cloaked you.”

I looked him over. He was in his same outfit as last night. No bloodstains, no rips—all of which I’d seen on him when I’d recreated that fight with a little illusionary Dark Fae magic. He seemed fine. Well, even.

“You’re okay,” I breathed with a whole lot of relief.

“I am. Thanks, though, for checking on me.” He frowned. “Why were you outside my dorm room?”

“I went by to apologize. For hurting you by taking off like that. And—”

“That’s incredibly sweet,” Sylas’ voice sounded, and I looked through the gap between Lazriel and the door to see Sylas walking out of a room and heading over to us, wrapped in just a robe—a super cozy looking one, actually. It was… odd, but in a good way, seeing him dressed down like this and relaxed. It kind of helped to take the edge off his usual formidable presence.

“You took care of him,” I spoke. “When I recreated the events of last night where you intervened, I wasn’t sure that was what you would do. Especially with the animosity I witnessed between you, how you’d been bothering him.”

“He’s well. Unharmed. Mentally and emotionally well too. I promise you.”

He came up on Lazriel’s left side and leaned against him, the new intimacy between them clear, Lazriel tensing up briefly, before relaxing more into it.

And I smiled. “Good. This is really good.”

“It is?” Lazriel asked, looking confused as hell.

“You found comfort. And you finally made it past that barrier, too.”

He started. “You knew? About me liking—”

“Yeah.”

“What? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I figured you’d mention it when you were ready. It’s not exactly something for me to bring up. As for how I know, when Kai was up at the Guardian Compound a few months ago watching Nyx give his side of mine and his presentation on the Crossborn Refuge System, you reacted… strongly… to him. Afterward, I overheard Nyx warning you that Kai was not the way to go in order to explore that.”

Sylas choked. “Fuck, no. Absolutely not. Kai dominates and decimates his sexual partners. Not the ideal way to go for a—”

“A fresh one?” Lazriel bit at him.

Sylas winced. “That was his terminology, not mine. I’ve since told him to stop with that.”

“Well… good. Thanks,” Lazriel managed.

Holy hell, this was great news. For Lazriel, definitely. But also for our… situation. He’d found somebody to give him comfort and what he needed sexually, somebody to care for—and he really had so much care to give.

It took some major weight off me, and what I’d tried to go to him in his dorm room to convey.

But before that, there was another matter to attend to.

With the surprise of me showing up here, Lazriel hadn’t even sensed it.

So I stepped back and gestured to the unconscious vampire on the ground a few feet away. “I wasn’t the only one tracking you.” I eyed Sylas. “You’re not cloaking yourself, only Lazriel.”

“The ward around this house is impenetrable.”

“Then how did Lazriel open the door?”

“I allowed it just before he shoved me into my bedroom.”

“In case it was the Guardian Movement coming to arrest you for violating the terms of your punishment?”

He grinned. “My, my, have you been stalking me, Dark Beauty?”

“Researching. Especially after you made your interest in my power known. That’s not something I can just overlook.” Not with my history. I went on, “I’ve contacted Nyx and Ariana will reach out to her family and have these vampires who tracked you here arrested without it impacting you, Sylas. I pretended it was just me coming to this house, that I left campus to follow your magical signature after I became intrigued with your power—and after having a freakout and needing a breather from the busy campus. So long as the two of you leave here within the next half hour, that falsity will stand. And you need to get back anyway and stay on campus until this whole thing with the fight last night dies down.”

“Hold on,” Lazriel said. “You said vampires? Plural.” He gestured at the fallen vampire. “Not just this guy?”

“There were two more deeper in the woods who were watching, scouting the area. I knocked them out with a blast of magic. I used my shadow magic so they didn’t see me coming. They must be retaliation for the fight with Derek—most likely those older vampires he brought along with him. They were connected to these. We’re talking two-hundred-year-old vampires.” I looked at Sylas. “Now you intervened and you’re connected to Lazriel, they tried to use you to get to him. So, yeah, stay on campus, for both your sakes. And no vigilante retribution—these guys are now on the Guardian Movement’s radar, so if you pursue this they’ll know of your involvement. You need to do a scent-wipe right before you leave here, so when they’re interrogated, them claiming the two of you were actually here will read as false. All the Guardian Movement will find out is that the two of you were involved in that fight—but you were set upon, the victims, so you’ll be fine.”

Sylas nodded along, looking impressed, while also deeply concerned about the overall situation at hand.

And Lazriel stared at me, mouth agape. “You did all of that for us?”

“You’re my friend. I care about you.”

“I just didn’t expect this after last night.”

“I’m sorry how that ended. But it did need to end. I’m clearly not ready after all.” I stepped up to him. “But I also don’t want to regress majorly. I… can we further our friendship? Still be around each other—a lot? Spend time, have fun? That sort of thing?”

“Just friends?” he said, like he was trying it out on his tongue.

“Not just friends. I don’t make friends easily and neither do you, so it’s actually a big deal, something to be cherished. I like being around you, Lazriel. But… the sexual aspect, and the pressure of a relationship… it’s too much for right now.” I reached into the back pocket of my pants and pulled out the bracelet I’d spent the last few hours making for him. “Here.”

“What’s this?” he asked, taking it tentatively.

“I made it for you.”

“Made it for me? Why?”

“Kind of like a symbol that I’m here from that friendship perspective. That I won’t run or leave you hanging. So long as we can keep it to that, I know it will be okay. It’s what’s best right now.” I swallowed hard. “I mean, if you can accept that.”

I watched him draw in a steadying breath.

And then his eyes shone at me as he slipped the bracelet on his left wrist, then told me with a clear of his throat, “Yeah, of course I can accept it.”

Relief flooded me, the knots in my stomach finally loosening.

But then Sylas cut in, “Is that what you truly want, Velra? To be relegated to friends? There is clearly more than that between you.”

“It’s the way it has to be. At least for now.” I looked between them both. “So, I’ll see you around campus, then? Not just in classes?”

“I’ll text you to make plans,” Lazriel assured me.

“Perfect.”

He chuckled at my use of that word. It had become one of our things.

“All right.” I went to turn on my heel, to head back.

“Wait,” Lazriel called.

I stilled and arched an eyebrow.

And then he was there throwing his arms around me, wrapping me up tightly in him, in all that warmth and his heady minty scent.

Just the feel of him right up against me, the way he held me, threatened to undo my just friends thing right off the bat.

But he needed me to keep to it.

For his own safety.

And, let’s face it, with how I was, his sanity too.

I didn’t want to hurt him.

And while the idea of trying again with him, like we had in The Fade did appeal to me immensely, I couldn’t guarantee that it wouldn’t end the same way—with me freaking out and running from him.

I wouldn’t keep doing that to him.

He’d been such a sweetheart to me.

He deserved so much better.

I couldn’t shut it down entirely, though, and I clutched him back tightly.

As I did, I caught Sylas’ eye.

He gave me an understanding smile.

One that didn’t reach his gaze.

There was something else there swimming in those slate-gray pools instead.

Calculation. Determination.

He was planning something.

To fix this current state of things.

To fix me.

As if that was possible.

There was no fixing what I’d become.

Some damage just couldn’t be overcome.

All I could do was live within it the best I could, even though I could never be whole.

At least this was something.

I wasn’t regressing.

And I wasn’t just surviving either—I’d found a middle ground.

Still, I sank into Lazriel, breathing him in.

Just a few more moments, and then I’d head out.
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~Velra~



Weaving & Shadow Architecture.

That was my first class of the year—my first class ever, actually.

It was one that I’d been looking forward to the most, by far.

It was being taught by Professor Selix Nyvarra, a renowned and revered Shadowmancer.

Cornelius and Warlow had been right—there was a great deal that I could learn from her.

I couldn’t wait.

Anticipation thrummed as students milled into the classroom, and I looked around the space, taking it all in, etching this moment of my first class—the beginning of something awesome—into my memory.

The desks were heavy dark wood and the chairs were unbelievably comfortable—upholstered in midnight-blue velvet with curved feet. There was a shimmering magical circle up at the front that had tomes floating in midair that would change to ones specific for the class once the professor took their place there. Cathedral-style windows with quartz panes stretched the length of the far-left side of the room and stone arch doorways led the way into the space to begin with.

As I settled my notebook and pen on my desk—one at the edge of the gangway and closest to the door, my phone buzzed in beside it.

I snatched it up to see a text from Lazriel.

A stupid grin spread over my face.

Lazriel: You still ride?

Not what I’d been expecting.

Velra: It’s been a while.

Lazriel: Is your bike at Cornelius and Warlow’s place?

Yeah, he knew about my Harley. It had come up one day during a Crossborn meeting when he’d flirtatiously asked me if I’d like to take a ride with him. The way in which he’d said it had come across as one hell of a dirty innuendo. But then he’d explained that he actually did have his own motorcycle, and I’d told him about mine.

Velra: Yeah. Why?

Lazriel: Figured we’d go stunting tonight. You down?

Velra: Sounds like fun. I’m in.

Lazriel: Meet you in the Obscura Common Room at 7.p.m.

Velra: I’ll be there. Enjoy your Instinct & Invocation class this morning.

Lazriel: Love that you know my schedule. 😉 Have fun in your Weaving class.

Velra: I’m so excited!

Lazriel: I bet it’s gonna live up to expectations. See you soon. Gotta go.

Velra: Soon.

I smiled to myself as I turned my phone off for class, then put it away in my messenger bag, hanging it over the back of my chair.

No sooner had I done that than I caught sight of that distinctive brown spiky hair with the maroon tips.

“Little Wraith,” Sylas was greeting me in the next moment with a sexy smile, as he sauntered into the classroom, his hooded coat flapping behind him majestically. His formidable and confident presence immediately filled up the space—like, the entire room—and he pulled out the chair right beside me and sank into it, leaning back and regarding me.

“Morning,” I responded.

I noticed that he didn’t have a bag with him, nor was he holding a notebook or anything to write with. “You’re not gonna take notes?” I asked. Or, was he planning to conjure what he needed in the next few moments before class started up?

He winked and tapped his temple. “All right here.”

“You already know it. Of course. You’re the renowned necromancer, only here under duress, already exceptionally schooled and skilled.”

“High praise. Compliments received.” The corner of his mouth turned up. “Even with the lightly veiled sarcasm there along for the ride.”

“Sarcasm? Me? Of course not.”

“Hmm, you’re trying to give as good as you get with me.” He smiled. “Just like you did when you believed I was causing trouble for our tumultuous wolf.”

“Yes. And, speaking of that, we need to talk about what you want from my power. That night at The Fade when we fused our magic to perform that spell together, I know it was you testing something, investigating… whatever.”

“A blended Wraith-Necromancer concealment spell,” he mused. “Certainly something, wasn’t it?”

“Sylas,” I hissed. As if I couldn’t recognize a deflection attempt… it was something I’d learned to employ well myself.

“Mmm. The way you breathe my name, all fiery like that, is beyond alluring.”

I flicked some of my shadow magic at him, watching as it wrapped around his hand, weaving through his fingers, intending it to startle him from his continued deflection and his sultry words he was firing my way.

But then his magic sparked, and dark red shimmering power encircled my own shadow magic, tangling with it.

A jolt of pleasurable intensity rolled through me at the point of contact as he played with it.

Our gazes clashed and I saw his eyes hooded, affected just like me.

Then he grinned and flexed his fingers and he unraveled my shadows entirely from him and flicked them back to me.

As I reabsorbed them and sucked in an unsteady breath at the heat of what he’d done licking my skin and permeating beyond skin-deep as well, he shifted his weight and blinked harshly.

“Necromancer… Master of Death Magic, among other things,” he told me. A smile curved his lips. “How about you focus on this class for now, especially given the fact that it’s one you’ve been looking most forward to?”

“Things can only happen on your timetable, huh?”

“On the contrary, they must only happen on yours.”

“What are you—”

“You are guarded, extremely so. You believe it’s paranoia, but it’s a necessary response to the trauma you’ve suffered through. The day you came to my home, you told us that you don’t want to regress, that you want to keep moving forward. But that’s easier said than done when it comes to certain things. Such as embarking on a sexual relationship with Lazriel, admitting that you may also be drawn to me, and working with me on what I need your power for to assist with my own issues I’m having with my magic.”

He smiled.

But this time it wasn’t self-satisfied, or flirty.

It was honest and kind of endearing. “To collaborate magically requires trust. It requires you not just to be willing out of curiosity or fear that I’d be using you… you need to feel safe.” He settled back into his chair. “And we don’t find ourselves in that state at present, do we?”

I stared at him in open-mouthed silence.

That’s right, like a guppy.

Fortunately, that didn’t last long as the door to the classroom closed with a definitive thud, the action felt through the entire room.

I scanned the area, realizing that I’d been so wrapped up in my interaction with Sylas that I hadn’t noticed that the space had filled up.

As this was a very specific sort of class, it wasn’t packed like Apex Magic and Theory would be, which was a much broader topic. There were about two dozen students in total—a handful of Shadowmancers only, because they were so rare, similar to Wraiths, sorcerers and sorceresses who wanted to understand shadow magic and learn to wield a manufactured version of it, and even some Dark Fae.

I noticed Kelsana and her boyfriend up at the front. Her gaze went to Sylas and she smirked flirtatiously, so caught up in it that she didn’t even notice that her boyfriend was fuming beside her. Fuming at Sylas, not her. It seemed, especially from what Lazriel had told me about it, that Rennick was too afraid to upset her to confront her directly about it. Not that I was the queen of healthy relationship dynamics, but it really didn’t seem very healthy to me.

She caught my eye and I was surprised when she nodded at me respectfully, then turned back to face the front. What was that about? My last encounter with her had been her spouting cutting things about me in the Grand Atrium. Not to mention, I was sitting right beside the guy she clearly had a crush on.

Speaking of… I looked out at Sylas and he seemed completely oblivious, holding his palms four inches apart and concentrating on swirling his dark red magic in a spinning sphere.

No way. Sylas Morgrave was never oblivious. He just wasn’t paying it any attention.

Definitely for the best there.

A burst of midnight-blue shadows jolted me from my observations.

Whoa.

The shadows didn’t just swirl around like shadow magic enveloped me when I traveled incognito, or when I used that aspect of my abilities to teleport, rather than my purple Dark Fae magic.

They breathed her into being.

Professor Selix Nyvarra.

As she fully materialized into the environment, flesh from beautiful shadows, I took her in.

She was a stunning force of nature.

Her deep black hair was in long braids, some adorned with pewter rings. Her eyes had that same shimmer in the irises. She personified timeless elegance in her shadow-thread robes. In human years, she looked to be in her forties, but I knew that she was actually several centuries old, and that her command and knowledge of her power reflected that.

Her gaze swept around the room and she stilled on me briefly with a curve of her lips, before settling on my companion at one of the only two-seater desks in the entire space—of course.

“Sylas,” she spoke, her velvet voice rolling over me, and commanding immediate rapt attention at the same time.

Sylas’ lips quirked. “Selix. It’s been a while.”

“It has. Now, as you can imagine, this curriculum will not be catered to your specific situation, however, there is still something to be learned if you are open to it.” She gave him a look. “And do not believe yourself above it.”

“You know me, always open to expanding my knowledge base.”

She gave as good as she got, responding, “Acceptable answer.”

With that, she turned and glided toward the front of the class.

I smiled to myself. I liked her already.

“Welcome to Weaving & Shadow Architecture,” she spoke.

The tomes floating behind her rotated slowly over the glowing amber circle etched into the stone floor, the volumes altering to three works specific for this subject. She flicked her fingers and with a spark of her shadow magic, it opened and several pages turned, stilling when they got to the section that we’d all read in advance.

“If you are in this room,” she continued, her voice velvet-wrapped steel, “you are either born of shadow... or seeking to manufacture the special craft in a bid to counter such a powerful ability, or to work with it, possibly even amplify it.” She smiled. “Shadow weaving and performing shadow architecture is not just spell craft or an ability to be mastered and controlled, it is also an art. That means that expression is a vital part of being able to wield shadow magic, something that many neglect to take into account, and something that limits both their control and their potential.”

She looked out at each of us in turn, then continued on, “With that in mind, we will not focus on mechanics or control today, we will focus on expression. Fun. Getting bogged down with specifics and heavy details can be detrimental to the learning experience, especially in the early stages—and also for those of you who have had to use your shadow magic for defensive purposes. When we approach this practice from a place of freedom of expression and fun it reduces stress and anxiety in the learning process and serves to open us up in ways that this type of magic benefits from greatly.”

Excitement thrummed through me and across the classroom in thrilled whispers, many looks of disbelief that this was the way she was taking the class. Especially the first one.

“You’re going to pull from within and create a shadow portrait or moving image, form it slowly and carefully, then ground it with a Weaving Anchor to hold it steady without disruption. To ensure you are able to achieve the latter, your mind must be clear and steady, your focus absolute, yes, but your emotions also not in a volatile state.”

Oh, hell. That last part wasn’t exactly my forte.

She went on, “Dark Fae, before you begin, I will teach you how to pull from a specific aspect of your illusionary magic. Sorcerers and sorceress, I will show you how to carefully create manufactured shadow magic, as you would have already studied from the required reading before the start of this class.” She looked out at Shadowmancers to my right, further down. “You may begin immediately.” Her gaze flicked to me and Sylas. “You also.”

As the professor had the Dark Fae and the Sorcerers and Sorceresses gather around, the Shadowmancers rose to their feet and began, shadows already forming and swirling from the group of the four of them in moments.

I swallowed hard and stood, noting that Sylas was being unusually quiet and he didn’t even rise until I had, shaking off his hooded coat to reveal a black tee beneath.

He was being very careful with me since that talk earlier.

Was that how I made people feel around me?

I guess with Lazriel in The Fade, he’d been that way with me until we’d sunk into one another’s company, and then that had faded away—pun intended. But then I’d freaked out when I’d lost control of my power after we’d gotten carnal. Sylas obviously knew about it, and now this… this carefulness… was where we were at.

I didn’t like it.

I mean, I did appreciate it. It was sweet and thoughtful, tender even. Especially for somebody as formidable and unapologetic and just out-there as Sylas Morgrave was known for being.

But it made me feel… like it was necessary, I guess. And like it wasn’t actually fully real. Like he was toning himself down because of the way I was. Maybe even stifling himself.

That had to be how Lazriel felt toward me now. Fuck, after all that progress we’d made during our special date before it had all gone to hell because of me… because of my fucking damage and—

“Velra?”

I blinked to see Sylas staring at me with equal parts concern and intrigue.

In one heady second, I realized why.

I was gripping the edge of the desk and my frost had leaked out and spread to two-thirds of it.

I cursed and started panicking, shifting between the frost and checking the room to see if anyone had noticed.

But then Sylas had me sucking in a ragged breath and cutting right through that panic before it could escalate to an uncontrollable level as he grasped my chin firmly, but gently.

His eyes were flaming crimson as he used the grounding hold to guide my gaze to his. “Watch the desk.”

I did.

I just did it.

Whether it was his tone, his supporting, reassuring touch, I didn’t know.

As I looked down at the desk, he pressed his other hand to it, his palm glowing with his power.

And then I observed in absolute awe as he didn’t melt my frost or anything, but drew it to him instead, pulling it along, drawing it from the surface of the desk and toward his fingers. It glided up his fingers, the frost spreading up his arm. He didn’t flinch or show any sign of pain whatsoever. In fact, I saw his eyes roll back in his head, as it all left the table and covered his arm entirely.

That wasn’t the end of it.

The frost then began seeping into his skin.

It went on and on, permeating deeper, until it was full absorbed, his red magical glow then snuffing out once all the frost disappeared from view.

He released my jaw and smiled at me. “Your Wraith Frost is soul-targeting and death-aligned. As a necromantic being, my energy reads as death-aligned also. Think of your frost like a spiritual predator—it knows I’m not prey.”

“It doesn’t hurt you.”

“Not in the least, little Wraith. In fact, it’s a bit of a rush, to be honest.”

“I can’t… I can’t hurt you if I lose control.”

“Correct.”

Before I could even begin to process that, he leaned in, the closeness coupled with the heady intensity of what had just happened, making me suck in a harsh breath. The scent of… cedar… or something like it infused me.

“It’s bergamot.”

My eyes locked on his. “What?”

“That’s my scent. Interesting that you’re actually scenting me—although not in the way a certain wolf-vampire hybrid is fond of doing. More than he realizes I’m aware of.”

“Son of a bitch,” I said, pulling away. “That’s not what I—shut up.”

He grinned. “Before you took to breathing me in, I was going to warn you that the professor is looking our way now and clearly wondering why we haven’t begun to generate our shadow portraits. Best get on that, yes?”

I startled and glanced out at the classroom.

Everyone was already in different stages of the assignment.

The Shadowmancers had already created theirs—floating shadow butterflies, a duck, a bird, and even a tiger.

The Dark Fae and other magic-wielders were still working on producing their shadows steadily. Only Kelsana had managed to actually make a shape with hers and it was a puffy heart that she was drawing Rennick’s attention to and making him smile, even as he struggled with his shadow creation.

I steadied myself and settled a couple of steps back from my desk and concentrated, while Sylas eased away to give me space and to complete his assignment as well.

I closed my eyes to gain better control and block out all the rest, other distractions, focusing on what Professor Selix Nyvarra had said about using this to express ourselves, to create freely—and with fun.

I felt my shadows pour forth, growing stronger, twisting and growing into shapes as I drew on the creative freedom we’d been given and dug deep into the heart of me. Or what I hoped was the heart of me.

I smiled to myself as all that power emanated and I didn’t feel a strain. It wasn’t hard to control or overwhelming. That was why she’d set the class this specific task—to take the edge and the pressure off

Well, it had certainly worked.

I opened one eye cautiously but didn’t look at what I was creating yet.

I looked out at what Sylas was doing.

Whoa.

Crimson and black shadows were swirling as he wove his hands back and forth and created a spectacular—and somehow shimmering in an otherworldly way—giant rose that stretched up to about six-feet in height and at least four feet in width. It was absolutely stunning. So intricate and detailed. So pretty too.

I loved roses. They came in so many different shapes, sizes, and colors. More than that, they were tough, badass bitches who protected their beauty and softness with thorns.

Although, when they didn’t want that protection anymore… they couldn’t take those thorns away, could they? They were just stuck with them, I guess.

He caught me looking and his gaze flicked to me with a wry grin. “They’re my favorite flower.”

What? Sylas Morgrave had a favorite flower?

I didn’t get to further that highly interesting revelation, as his grin slipped in the next moment when he looked at my magic, what I’d conjured with my shadows.

What was—

I finally looked at it as well.

Oh no.

I’d created a cage of thorns. As if that wasn’t enough, there were two shadow form beings within twisting, writhing, and convulsing within and fighting to escape what wasn’t possible with the way I’d formed the thorned cage coiling around them.

A couple of gasps sounded and I looked out to see one of the Shadowmancers—a guy with long silver hair in a metallic tank and jeans—looking on in a whole lot of shock. Another was Kelsana who looked… worried. I jolted as she offered me a smile—a kind smile, it looked like. What was happening?

This entire class had been one hell of a mind-fuck.

I went to call my shadows back and destroy my creation, but then the professor swept in front of me, standing opposite me with the creation between us. “This is intricate work, Velra. Highly impressive. Your skill with creating such complicated weaving architecture is unheard of in one so young and only a mere handful of years into your abilities.”

She knew my backstory. It was clear with the way she was phrasing everything.

I was wielding natural shadow magic, but I hadn’t been born into it naturally.

“But I… look at it… it’s disturbing.”

“It certainly isn’t all sunshine and rainbows. Yet, that doesn’t detract from the skill. And it also reveals something important.” She smiled. “Come to me after class. We’ll talk.”

I swallowed hard. “Okay, yeah.”

I stared after her as she swept away to assist one of the sorceresses who was having trouble moving their manufactured shadows around.

Huh.
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Sylas gave me a wink as he left the class, following out after all the others had already left. It seemed like he wanted to stay with me, but I saw the professor wave him away.

He closed the door behind him and took off down the corridor outside.

And then I stood opposite the professor’s desk as she sank down into one of the comfy chairs that was the same as the ones provided to the students.

“I’m going to give you an additional assignment,” she announced.

“On top of the four sections we need to read and experiment with?”

Her lips quirked. “Yes. On top of that. I don’t doubt that somebody with your conscientiousness and drive can handle it with ease—and grace.”

I couldn’t help smiling at that—the way she had about her. Firm but disarming at the same time. “I can,” I admitted.

“Excellent. So, what I wish you to do is to just play with your shadow magic. You are used to using it for defensiveness, for battle, for a purpose, and often a purpose with high stakes. For this assignment, you will only use it for fun, for pleasure. Weave your shadows through the trees and allow yourself to feel the serenity of such an act, to identify the beauty in it, the simplicity. Have your shadows dance under the morning light. Create amusing shapes to spark a laugh or two.”

“I… why?”

“Your intensity, the way you’ve unfortunately had to use your shadow magic as survival, is causing a blockage and a build-up, which will have you imploding under any emotional distress or even mild upset. You need to let it out, feel attuned to this ability, have some honest to goodness fun with it. Reframe how you use it, expand how you use it in a more positive way.”

She rose from the seat already and swept around to me. “You’ll report back to me next class, and we’ll take it from there.”

“Thank you.”

She laid her hand on my shoulder. “In case you were concerned, this is not obvious to others. Just to me—and Sylas.” She rolled her eyes at that. “Because I was taught to use my magic as you have been—to defend, under duress, under fear. I understand the struggle.” She smiled. “You are free now and I will help you how I wish I had been to actually feel that freedom. At least with the shadow magic aspect. The rest will come in time.”

She was taking me under her wing, helping me beyond the actual scope of the class.

“I really appreciate this.”

“It is my true pleasure.”

With that, she dematerialized in a swirl of shadows, much like the way she’d first arrived in class earlier.

Wow.
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~Sylas~



“That fucking Immortal bitch-ass—argh!”

Lazriel’s tirade ended with him smashing his fist into the wall of his dorm room.

Fortunately, the brutal force he’d used didn’t crack it or so much as dent it.

The dorm rooms as well as the common spaces were formed and protected to withstand such outbursts and losses of control from students.

With Lazriel being a member of Umbralis Circle, that included enhancing the structural integrity of each room and making it invulnerable to even the strongest of blows, and resistant to magical surges as well.

Lazriel resented being classed as Umbralis, believing himself to be suited to Bestia Circle that consisted of shifters like werewolves, dragons.

But while he identified more strongly with his wolf side and had trained it into dominance over the years, he was still inherently hybrid by birth, emotionally conflicted about his vampire side, which made him volatile in ways he hadn’t even yet fully explored

Umbralis Circle was for hybrid beings, mixed-blood supernaturals, power-splintered beings, of which he most definitely qualified.

“He won’t even respond, let alone actually set that meeting with me!” he continued on—and another fist slammed against the wall.

“Cassius can be quietly infuriating, especially when emotion—that he is not yet well-equipped or learned in order to deal with properly—is involved.”

He threw his hands up in the air and let out a growl.

“I can approach him if you like.”

“Just like when you first offered it, I’m turning it down, Sylas. If it happens that way, he won’t respect me right off the bat. He’ll see me as weak.” He screwed up his face. “As submissive.”

“Then I suggest you go to him, regardless of a meeting being set. It will make a dominant statement. But should you take this approach, you must maintain control and calm or it won’t land well, and the whole thing will prove utterly fruitless.”

“Argh!” he uttered, pulling at his hair. “It wouldn’t be so frustrating if Velra hadn’t canceled our bike riding hangout. The very day she agreed to it.”

“She didn’t cancel, she postponed. That’s an important distinction.”

“Because she had an assignment to do, though? That’s a blow off if I’ve ever heard one.”

“In this case, it’s not. I told you that Selix gave her an extra assignment following what happened in our class.”

“I know… I get that… I do. But—”

“She’s doing this to heal herself, empower herself, finally find her footing outside of survival mode and everything her brother put her through, and to come back to you in the way you both really want—romantically.”

He scoffed. “Romantically? Really?”

“Should I have said to fuck each other’s brains out, like you’ve clearly both been fantasizing about for a long while?”

He screwed up his face. Interesting. “No,” he ground out. “Don’t put it like that.”

“Because she deserves better than that?”

“Of fucking course.”

It was actually incredibly sweet, not just that he viewed it that way and was so protective of her when it came to all of that, but that he—a rough and tumble wolf-vampire hybrid who constantly had blood dripping from his hands from his Graverun activities—had actually openly admitted it aloud.

“It’s been several days, though,” he spoke, this time without aggression. With hurt and uncertainty.

“That’s no reflection on you or your friendship.”

He nodded, my words at least managing to penetrate, to start to sink in.

And then he started pacing the space, something that I knew from the time I’d brought him to my home to calm down meant it was the tail end of his anger outburst.

The dorm room had the raw, grounded elegance of the man himself. The stonework, the wolf motif, made it feel like it was really his space.

The walls were warm-toned and there was a hearth in the corner, a sturdy bed draped in dark sheets, along with a worn-in leather chair in front of an arched window. His boots were by the door where he’d left them when he’d come in, tipped over and set down haphazardly—mostly because he’d basically just ripped them off when we’d walked in here. Unlike my polished and impeccable leather boots which I was still wearing, mine hadn’t been caked in mud—or blood. A pair of deep-green and black checked pajama pants were tossed on the bed beside several books, one opened and held in place with a spare tactical glove.

It was certainly something.

And, somehow, despite the chaotic nature of it all, I found it rather endearing.

As I leaned against the door to the ensuite bathroom, arms folded across my chest, he finally ceased pacing, then spun to me, rubbing the bracelet that Velra had gifted him.

“I’m good,” he told me. “And I’m sorry.”

“Expressing your emotions doesn’t require an apology.”

“I punched the wall like a maniac—twice.”

I lifted a shoulder. “It’s better you’re doing that and in spurts, rather than letting it all bottle up to a full-on decimating implosion, as I’m aware you’ve done before.”

“I… yeah, I guess that’s better.” He looked unsure, not quite knowing what to make of my comments. That was to be expected—at least for now.

And then a sly little look filled his eyes. “What about that decimating implosion that clearly benefitted us both last time?”

I smirked. “Get those clothes off.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Like that, is it?”

“I meant, get out of those bloodied and dirtied clothes from you doing a four-opponent back-to-back bout in Graverun, then take a shower and change so we can get dinner like we originally planned.” Before one brief fight had turned into him needing four.

“Sure,” he said, with a challenging glint in his eyes that I didn’t miss for a moment.

And then he was unfastening his tactical vest.

I grimaced as he tossed the bloodied and dirtied thing on the bed. Lovely.

He held my gaze purposely as he moved to the belt of his tactical pants.

Popping the fly, he then very slowly drew down the zipper, his hard cock not escaping my notice either.

He was certainly bolder than he had been that first time we’d spent together.

So I let him have his fun as I stood there, arms folded and leaning against the bathroom door, watching the show and my cock twitching at the sight, especially as he stilled with his pants and then literally ripped through his tee with his claws and tore it from his body.

He retracted them once he’d tossed it over by the door, but then he smirked at me and dropped his fangs.

Now he was taking things a predatory route, pushing it, trying to push me.

He was biting off more than he could chew, clearly counting on my extreme control.

Well, even I could only take so much.

I bolted forward and wrapped my hand around his throat, jerking him to me, as I growled at his ear, “Bathroom. Now.”

“You know you can’t actually choke a wolf-vampire hybrid, right?” he spoke against my restrictive hold.

“Wrong, youngling. It is actually possible with magic—especially mine.” I was concerned that he didn’t know that, considering his dangerous underground fighting obsession. “Keep that in mind in the future.”

I fisted my hand in the waistband of his pants and forced him against mine, earning a delicious lust-filled growl from him. “But here and now, my intention isn’t to choke you. It’s to warn you. What you’re asking for—pushing for, actually—won’t be like last time. You continue to take it there, you need to be prepared for that.” I shifted my grip to his ass, palming both cheeks with either hand. “This will be in play.” I nipped his ear and he turned his head, silently begging for more. “Be certain, Lazriel.”

“Shit… the sexy way you say my name.”

“Just drips off my tongue, doesn’t it?”

“Yes,” he breathed.

And then he roughly pulled from my hold and strode to the bathroom door, literally kicking it open so hard that it smashed against the wall.

He dropped his pants as he went, revealing that he wasn’t wearing underwear again.

He glanced at me over his shoulder, dirty, delectable need brazenly apparent. “I’m certain,” he assured me.

Well, then.

He turned the shower on, then slid the door aside and stepped in.

He didn’t get any further than that, as with a couple of flicks of my magic, I was stripped naked and then right there behind him, slamming him up against the door, earning a grunt from him.

He tried to turn his head, but I grasped the back of his neck and held him in place, eyeing his cock pressed up tightly against the glass through the mirror over the sink basin opposite us. Hard, thick, and fucking raging.

I ground my cock over his right ass cheek and his breathing turned ragged, his fingers curling against the glass.

I hissed at his ear as I stroked his nape leisurely, “Ready to melt for me again?”

He startled me as he reached behind him and pressed his hand to my cock. A sexy smile spread over his face. “I’d say that’s gonna be mutual, necromancer.”

Mmm. He was taking more control this time, leaning into it, sinking into it.

I released his nape to encourage it, and slid my hand down to palm his cock instead, earning a delightful hiss from him.

I brushed the fingers of my free hand over his bracelet. “Soon she’ll be here with us like this in more than just bracelet-form.”

I smiled as his cock jerked in my hand at that delectable thought.

“Fuck, yes,” he rasped, turning his head, then capturing my lips.

He kissed me hard and hungrily, stealing my breath.

Fuck, I loved the way he kissed me—so raw and passionate, like he actually couldn’t get enough.

“I want you to know, Sylas,” he rasped, easing back for a moment. “I’m really happy to be here with you.”

“I know you are. I feel it, don’t worry. And you’re certainly not alone in that sentiment.”

“I’m not?”

I chuckled against his lips. “No. You’re not, Lazriel.”

His mouth crashed against mine again.

Expecting it to be harsh, rough, and chaotic as was his usual way, I was taken aback as he kissed me deeper with slow and easy sensuality, savoring every nip, kiss, and lick that he peppered and teased me with.

As he slid his tongue into my mouth, it was a tasting, not a desperate ravaging.

It might not have been harsh and surging out of control, but it was overwhelming in a wholly different way.

Intense and sinful.

Open and earnest.

And fucking courageous.

This was him letting go further, showing more acceptance for this part of him that he’d spent so long denying.

“Shit,” he breathed, easing from the kiss, his eyes hooded as he panted. His cock was basically pulsing in my hand and I’d barely begun to tease him, my fingers remaining still during our heady kiss so that I hadn’t undercut what he’d been trying to convey through it—that he wanted our connection to run deeper.

More than lust.

More than the sparking need for sexual satisfaction that had only recently been unlocked in him where being with a man was concerned.

“Fucking need you,” he uttered against my lips. He half-twisted around and fisted my hair. “Now,” he partially pleaded, partially ordered.

Hmm. While I was used to taking on the dominant role in my sexual encounters, lately the absolute need to enforce that had waned.

Maybe it was my sickness.

Maybe it was being sent to Wraeven Academy, my world altering, my priorities changing, things opening up in highly unexpected ways.

Or, maybe it was Lazriel and Velra themselves.

Something they brought out in me, their energy.

Or, perhaps I was just naturally evolving and seeking something different.

“Right there with you,” I responded, my voice fucking hoarse with it.

He grunted as I tightened my grip around his shaft and he released my hair and turned fully back to face the glass door.

“Rock into my hand,” I spoke, my words whispering across the back of his neck and generating little goosebumps.

He slammed forward.

“No,” I ground out, following it up with a sharp slap to either ass cheek that had him jolting and eyeing me incredulously over his shoulder. “Just rock.” I slid my free hand over his ass with teasing strokes. “Nice and easy. Just like this.”

He did as I asked, hanging his head against the glass, then rocking slowly, his pendant swinging on its leather chain and hitting the glass.

As I lubed my fingers stroking his ass with a spark of my magic, I ordered, “Keep those enchanting eyes wide open and look down. Watch as you fuck that big cock against my hand like the filthy little wolf that you are for me.”

“Ungh… cocksucker,” he hissed.

I smiled to myself. I was really fucking loving this with him—the way he pushed back against me.

Metaphorically and literally, actually.

Fucking exhilarating was what it was.

I trailed a lubed finger down his ass crack and eased his cheek aside with my thumb, revealing his pretty hole.

I heard him suck in a sharp breath.

His rocking rhythm faltered, but only briefly.

I drew my finger around his ass, dipping inside very slightly and teasing the rim and that wondrous bundle of nerves.

His breathing became ragged.

His fingers dug into the glass.

I eased in to the tip of my finger.

He went rigid.

His rocking halted.

I twisted a little, then drove in deeper to the first knuckle, eliciting a long, rumbling growl from him.

“Look at this beautiful ass so eagerly swallowing my finger.”

“Ungh… fuck… more.”

“With absolute pleasure.” I eased in deeper and deeper, the combination of the magically-generated lube and him relaxing like a very good boy, wanting this so much, made it easier than I’d anticipated, and he was taking me right down to the last knuckle in moments.

“You’re taking it so well, babe.”

He groaned deeply and threw his head back against my shoulder.

I rubbed his cock, stroking up and down, and his whole body shuddered gloriously, awash in sensation.

I slid my finger out, then pushed in two this time.

Lazriel’s fists slammed against the glass and he arched into me, offering his ass, wanting more. Mmm… so much more.

“Too slow and easy for you now? Want me to stuff them deeper?”

“Shit… Sylas…” he uttered like a dirty prayer.

Fuck, yes.

I sank both fingers all the way and his ass swallowed them beautifully.

One of his sexy near-orgasmic wolf howls tore from his throat.

And that became a whole other level as I began pounding into him, fast and furious.

He thrust his hips wildly against my hand around his cock, basically brutalizing my knuckles in the process.

And it had me grinning and rubbing my own raging cock against his ass cheek as need and pleasure surged through me.

The roughness of my knuckles chafing was a hell of a turn-on, especially when colliding with all the rest—his hot little reactions, how much he needed it, the feel of his hole clenching around my fingers, yet also opening to me, so fucking wanting.

I curled my fingers and he howled majestically.

“Fuck!” he roared, as I did it again, scraping his sweet spot that had his legs trembling within moments.

He fucked into my hand like a wild thing as I picked up the pace, stabbing and scraping.

“So close, aren’t you?” I breathed at his ear. “Let it all go. Come for me. Coat my hand with your sticky cum.”

“Sylas…shit!” he shouted, losing his rhythm a moment before he convulsed against me, then spurted all over himself and my fingers wrapped around him.

He chased it, slamming his ass back against me, roaring and crying out wildly, utterly losing control.

And then I pulled my fingers free.

He whimpered and bucked against me.

“Shh… I won’t leave you wanting,” I whispered at his ear, just as I took my cum-covered hand and slicked it all over my cock.

I shifted my weight and grasped his hip, then nudged my crown against his hole.

A curse escaped him and he reached back and curled his arm around my neck, holding me to him and arching invitingly.

I eased in a little and he growled loudly and tried to push back, wanting more.

I held him off with a hand to his ass cheek. “All in good time.” I nipped his ear. “Mmm. Believe me, you’ll take me all the way. I’ll fucking fill every inch of this tight little ass. And I can’t wait to hear you panting in my ear as you revel in every moment of it, and your exquisite cock bursts for me.”

“Sylas,” he rasped.

Yes, he liked that a whole lot.

“Say it,” I urged, licking the shell of his ear. “Tell me what you want.”

“Do it… fuck me. I want to feel you.”

“Yes, I want you to feel me in you too.”

I eased forward, my crown entering his tight hole.

“Fucking… fuck…” I breathed at the intense pressure bearing down around me.

I pushed in further and a strangled cry of bliss escaped him, the sound rolling right through me and making my cock pulse.

I sawed in and out with slow, shallow thrusts, opening him up, feeling him relaxing very nicely… so fucking marvelously.

“Absolutely flawless… the way you feel… the way you’re letting me in… fuck me… this desperate little ass… ungh, Lazriel.”

He twisted to look at me over his shoulder, his eyes shining at my words.

“Say my name again like that.”

“Like what?” I teased.

“Dripping with sex.”

A dark chuckle escaped me. “Lazriel.” I slammed in all the way then and he roared as I hit that sweet spot again, this time grinding against it, and making his thighs shake for me.

Sure enough, as I kept it up, he was panting in my ear within moments, rolling his hips almost violently, riding my cock as I found a steady rhythm, fucking him deep and dirty.

“More… shit… more!”

“Fuck, yes,” I growled at his ear, a moment before I began pounding into him, drilling down on that perfect spot that had him cursing out into the room, bucking against me.

Pleasure surged, tearing through me and I dug my fingers into his hips.

He roared and came all over the shower door, spurting and spurting.

I kept going and he didn’t stop riding my cock at the same time, wanting more, wanting to milk every fucking moment of this, every ounce of delirious pleasure.

He suddenly reached back and squeezed my balls, rolling and pinching.

And that bite of pain was it—one step too far—and I came deep in his ass with a grunt.

“Ah… yeah… fuck… that’s it,” I choked, as I filled him up.

He trembled and clutched tighter at my neck, just as he came again, seconds later, coating the glass.

I took a few moments to bask in it, then I slipped from him.

The moment I did, he turned to face me, his chest brushing mine.

“Holy shit,” he said, grinning at me, his eyes shining in wonder.

I chuckled. “Good, huh?”

“More than.”

“How do you feel?”

He answered me by throwing his arms around me and nuzzling his head against my chest, the sudden weight knocking me back against the shower wall.

I clutched his bicep and stroked his hair with my free hand, smiling at his vulnerable reaction.

His honest and amazingly earnest reaction.

“I’ve got you,” I whispered. “I’ve fucking got you now.”
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“Not again.”

I looked up from my meal—a chicken pot pie that Ketheron and I had actually managed to make rather well. It wasn’t only just barely edible food this time, it was delightfully scrumptious.

A laugh burst from me when I saw that his fingers were coated in marshmallow stickiness.

“You were playing with them too much again before consuming them.”

“I was,” he admitted.

He rose to wash his hands, only to halt at the heavy thud on our apartment door.

I frowned. We’d already spent a great deal of time with Ariana and one of her loves, Nyx, today, so it wouldn’t be her. And she wouldn’t knock so harshly. Even though she could literally punch her fist through both the ward and the door in one definitive move.

It wouldn’t be Vorzyr because he would never come to see me. We’d technically made our peace after I’d assaulted him, his loves, and taken Ariana from them briefly when I’d first descended to this plane to do the Celestial Plane’s bidding, but he still held a bit of a grudge.

And it certainly wasn’t Kai. Even his knock was sarcastic and drenched in ego. Not fierce and brutal like this one we’d just heard.

As for Ryker Morgan or anyone else from the higher echelons of the supernatural world’s command structures, they always warned us if they were intending to come by.

“Who is it?” I asked Ketheron.

He frowned and then scented with the vampiric and draconic aspects of his multi-hybridized nature. “The same scent you had on you after you visited the Wraeven Academy campus a couple of nights ago and cloaked yourself in that pit.”

“Graverun.”

“Yes. That.”

“It’s Lazriel?”

He nodded. “That’s the name you mentioned. The wolf-vampire hybrid.”

I raised an eyebrow. This was a move of attempted dominance on the youngling’s part.

Not the normal way a wolf—or a young, impetuous vampire—would assert dominance. It was much more restrained and civil, yet also calculative.

Of course. Sylas Morgrave.

He’d very likely encouraged this.

With an irritated grunt, I rose to my feet.

Ketheron swiftly rinsed his hands, then followed as I strode to the door and opened it to find the hot-headed chaos machine that was Lazriel Thaine on our doorstep.

He was dressed in his tactical gear, his ready-for-anything garb, which I considered violently provocative to all those around him—his need to ensure everybody knew he was ready for battle at a moment’s notice. Both a challenge and a deterrent in equal measure.

And dangerous.

Dangerous and foolishly volatile.

His eye twitched as he took me in, seeming surprised at the sight of me in merely a charcoal tee and a pair of black lounge pants, slippers on my feet.

“Cassius,” he uttered, like he could barely stand to say my name.

“Wolf hybrid,” Ketheron spoke. “Hello. Nice to meet you.”

Lazriel looked to the side of me to take in Ketheron standing there in his sweats. He raised an eyebrow at the molten slivers all over his skin—perhaps they reminded him of the scars all over his own body, many that were visible on his arms, his throat, even his face.

“Hey. Same,” he told Ketheron, in a much more pleasant tone than that which he’d used with me. He turned his attention back to me. “Figured I’d bring this conversation to your door, seeing as though you’ve ignored all my other more peaceable efforts to make it convenient for us both.”

Yes. Definitely Sylas’ influence all over that line.

“Good idea. That’s very proactive,” Ketheron commented, a moment before he swept a glowing gold hand over the doorway, which created a path through the ward, allowing Lazriel passage.

I ground my jaw.

Lazriel smiled at Ketheron again, then stepped into our apartment.

“What can I do for you?” I asked, wanting to move this along and get him out of here as soon as possible.

“You know very well that I’m here about Velra.”

My stomach twisted at the sound of her name, especially with it rolling off his tongue.

And especially because I’d literally felt the sexual liaison between them through our Brand. Now the one who’d touched her like that was right here before me.

“She is not my concern.”

“Bullshit.”

“Check yourself, wolf hybrid,” I commanded.

That only made him seethe at me.

Ketheron turned to me. “He is greatly distressed, yet holding very tightly to his control, trying hard to push past his innate wolf and vampiric instincts to react with aggression or violence.”

Translation: I needed to tone it down.

I shifted my weight and took a moment, annoyed with the situation and myself for reacting so strongly—and rather emotionally—to this encounter.

The more time that went on while I remained now rooted to this plane, the harder it became to check my emotions, to continue to be able to bury them beneath my polished and stoic exterior.

Especially where anything pertaining to Velra Nox was concerned.

Somehow, I managed to tell the wolf hybrid calmly, “Please continue.”

He folded his arms across his chest, apparently settling in. “Look, Sylas thinks this weird-ass connection between you isn’t as cut and dry as you might be worried about. He thinks it might be a good thing for her to have in her life, something to be furthered and used in a positive way between the two of you.” He muttered under his breath, “As much as it pisses me off, if it can help her, I’ll deal with it.”

“I don’t want her unnecessarily impacted by our Soul Brand. It’s not fair to her.”

“I informed you that the Brand does not impact her free will in the way you were concerned about,” Ketheron spoke.

Hades.

He was merely stating a fact, not liking it when things were incorrect. He wasn’t trying to undermine me, I knew that. But it really hadn’t helped.

I shoved my hand through my hair. “Ketheron,” I groaned. “May I have a moment with Lazriel—alone?”

He nodded. “If you wish.”

He waved at Lazriel, much like the children at Haven Initiative did when saying goodbye for the day. And then he took off into his room and shut the door.

Lazriel stepped up to me. “Hold up, you already know what Sylas suspected was actually the case, and you’ve still hung back and kept away from her, abandoned her and the connection you know damn well she formed with you? A connection that takes great courage for her, that doesn’t come easy to her, and means a fuck of a lot to her when it actually happens for her? Why? Are you nothing but a fucking coward?”

“Why is this of concern to you—and Sylas?”

“Velra is afraid. Afraid of getting close, including sexually.”

I jolted at his brazen phrasing.

Before I could even begin to reconcile it, he continued all too quickly, “It’s not just survival mode now or rooted directly in her trauma. I mean, not from the standpoint of being afraid to get close. She wants to. But her power… she can’t control it in those circumstances and it leaks out, lashes out. It hurt me. Not that I care. I kind of… enjoy it. But she cares. And Sylas believes you are the key to being able to help her to remedy that, to ease that fear.”

“Because of what I can feel through our Soul Brand.”

“Yeah.”

I turned from him, needing a moment.

“Cassius,” he pushed, not even allowing me that.

The impetuousness of a wolf… Hades, it was infuriating.

“She’s not supposed to need me,” I spoke over my shoulder.

“Get over yourself. Velra doesn’t really need anyone—not in the way you mean, anyway. She just could do with a little guidance, and that seems to be something you can provide.”

Insolent little—

I couldn’t stop myself, I started toward him, towering over him, literally seething down at him.

And he simply stared.

Steadily.

Unaffected.

And with such determination.

For her.

All for her.

Curses!

I stepped back, breathing heavily. “I will consider it.”

“Consider it? That’s it?”

“Yes. You’re fortunate that you’re even getting that.”

His gaze darted behind me and the next thing I knew, he was employing his vampiric speed to burst behind me to the entryway table. I spun to see him snatching up my photo of Velra. “She’s not your concern, huh?”

I’d put it there, intending to discard it, a symbol, really, of finally fully letting go of my sentiment toward her.

But it had been three days and I’d still yet to manage it, the photo remaining on that little table instead—frozen in space and time.

“Put it down,” I ground out.

Of course, he didn’t.

He held it up for me to see instead, weaponizing it, as he made me look at it—at her.

“You pulling away like that really hurt her. For somebody claiming they’re trying to safeguard her, you’re sure doing a piss-poor job of it. And you don’t get to decide what she needs, what’s best for her—she’s a grown fucking woman. Get a clue and lose that toxic mindset. I’ll get you a book if it helps.”

“What sort of book?”

He stilled. “You… fuck me, the fact you’re asking… yeah, expect a book in the mail. The magical mail. I’ll have Sylas send it over.” He finally put the picture down, although failing to hide a longing look at it as he did so. Then his harshness returned as he told me, “Sort this shit out in your mind and do something. Help her. And don’t take an age about it, or next time, it’ll be Sylas at your door.”

“Sylas won’t challenge me.”

He scoffed. “Of course he will. It’s what he does. And he gets off on doing it. I thought you knew him.”

“I do. He won’t challenge me because I saved his life.”

He shifted his weight. “What are you talking about? Why would somebody like him need that level of help?”

Interesting. “I was under the impression that the two of you were intimate.”

“Wow, your bravado about not being interested in Velra is falling apart all over the place. You’ve been spying on us—the men in her life.”

“Take your leave.”

Instead, he stepped up to me. “How did you save his life? What happened?”

It wasn’t really my place to tell. However, Sylas shouldn’t have sent him my way. As such, if it would help to remove him from my vicinity and provide me time to determine my course of action regarding Velra now that Lazriel had brought this to my door, so be it.

“He is unwell.”

He choked at my words. “What are you talking about? No. No, that’s not true.”

“You can’t smell it on him?”

“All I smell is that potent scent of Bergamot.”

Ah, he was masking his scent with magic. “That is an illusion. More specifically, a glamor. Sylas doesn’t care for demonstrating any sort of weakness, so that makes a great deal of sense.”

“How serious is it, then?”

“He is gravely ill, youngling.”

“No. No. He seems… normal. Strong. Powerful.”

“You haven’t witnessed his magic fritzing?”

I saw the realization flare in his eyes. He had seen it. Sylas had of course written it off, likely claiming it was over-exertion, that he was tired, something along those lines.

Lazriel clenched his fists, his eyes darting around erratically.

“Just… sort your shit out where Velra is concerned,” he spoke, a moment before he burst back through the door and disappeared with his vampiric speed.

I closed the door and sealed the ward with a flick of my magic, then sank against the wall heavily.

Hades.
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Shit, I loved her bike.

And I loved her on it.

It was a custom Harley V-twin, a street beast optimized for agility and tricks. It was a rich, metallic amethyst purple with onyx-black on the engine block, pipes, handlebars, rims, and grip, creating a high contrast gritty edge.

I’d known she’d had the bike for a while, but seeing her work the beauty was a whole other thing.

It was uncanny, because with so much else she was incredibly cautious, but riding was one of those things where that went out the window, as had become undeniably apparent over the last two hours since we’d been roaring and stunting down the backroads surrounding the Academy.

I watched Velra surf her bike as it tore along the road beside me.

She zoomed by and I didn’t speed up to ride alongside her, enjoying watching her.

I actually stopped my bike and idled instead.

It got even better when she suddenly made her shadows encircle her and they pushed her, literally helping her leap up and spin into a flip, where they then carried her down, bringing her feet back to the saddle.

Wow.

“That’s new!” I called out to her. “And fucking amazing!”

She laughed so freely, then continued into another stunt, flipping herself until she was on her sexy little ass and riding the handlebars with her boots.

I couldn’t get enough of it.

A week and a half had gone by since she’d rain-checked our hang.

But it was finally happening, and that was what mattered.

Honestly, given what that motherfucker, Cassius, had dropped on me like a bomb about Sylas, it had actually given me some time to investigate, to put out feelers to try to obtain more details about what gravely ill actually meant to a necromancer. And how the fuck that could even be possible.

As much as I hated to admit it, Cassius had been correct—Sylas didn’t like showing weakness. So me simply confronting him wouldn’t go over well, or help one little bit in all likelihood. Knowing him, he’d either deny it or deflect and feed me some story that sounded believable, but wasn’t actually accurate.

Not that it had been easy to just let that go.

Although, we hadn’t seen that much of each other over the last few days as we’d all been bogged down with settling into classes. Once the calming first week came and went, it got intensive with the studying at Wraeven.

This was the first time I’d come up for air, except for one time where I went to Sylas’ dorm room and we spent the night fucking, where he schooled me in the many different ways to draw out intense, mind-blowing pleasure from both anal and cock play. He’d most definitely delighted in the fact that I could bounce back just seconds after coming, and we’d taken full advantage of it that night.

And now there was this fun evening with Velra.

The three of us had made plans to have breakfast together in the Dining Hall before classes, and I was really looking forward to that togetherness.

I didn’t know where Sylas was tonight, as he’d just told me that he had something to attend to. I knew he was part of a secret sorcerer group, just not any of the details, because of said secrecy. I just hoped he was actually doing that and not his vigilante work. Especially if there was actually something to this illness of his, and Cassius hadn’t just been exaggerating in a bid to jolt me from my pissed disposition when I’d shown up at his place.

Days ago.

Days ago I’d gone there, and none of us had heard anything from him.

He hadn’t contacted Velra. I knew because I had eyes on her.

He hadn’t done a fucking thing.

“Lazriel?”

I pulled from my thoughts to see Velra was gesturing at me to get moving, to pull off another stunt too.

Definitely down for that.

I patted the side of my bike, something I always did before a stunt.

Graverun goers and the student body at Wraeven in general referred to it as The Hound’s Shadow.

It was powerful, but not flashy. Utilitarian and brutal. And the growl from the engine was fucking beastly. Definitely wolf-worthy.

It was a Yamaha MT-10, matte black with green detailing. The reinforced rear tire enabled me to ride hard, and the upgraded exhaust had an awesome low, guttural sound. Then there was the green LED underglow as well.

I pushed from my current idled state and my bike roared forward, the powerhouse growl reverberating up my spine.

Starting with a clean wheelie, I let the front wheel hang high, my control tight around the throttle.

Then I surged ahead and stood up on the pegs, arms wide, before I slammed back down and angled into a sideways drift that burned rubber. The second tire caught again and I pushed my weight, employing my vampire speed to leap clean off the saddle.

I landed in a crouch on the bike’s tank to excitable clapping applause from Velra.

A moment later, I vaulted off the tank, letting the bike coast on its own just long enough for me to flip through the air, catch the handlebar mid-spin, then swing myself onto the saddle backward.

Velra whooped, her shadows swirling around her.

I chuckled, twisted back around in one fluid motion, then tore down the road and lined up my bike right next to hers.

I deployed the kickstand, then dismounted and leaned against it with a well-deserved cocky grin.

“Very impressive,” Velra said, throwing her leg over her bike in her purple leather pants. The motorcycle jacket was purple leather as well. And she looked stunning in it.

For my part, I’d just thrown on one of my worn black leather jackets over a white tank and a pair of gray jeans.

“Why, thank you, milady,” I said, giving a deep, dramatic bow.

A thrill ran through me as the whole thing had her laughing. So freely, so happily.

As she settled beside me against my bike, I told her, “What you did with your shadows was incredible. That’s new, right?”

“Yeah. I’ve been working on using my shadow magic for fun.” She smiled to herself. “As per Professor Nyvarra’s advice.”

“Oh, that was your extra assignment?”

“It was.”

Sylas hadn’t even known what it was, and Velra hadn’t yet mentioned it. Knowing her, it was so she could make sure she could achieve it before she brought it up—more survival mode stuff with her.

“Well, from what I just saw, it looks like it’s going really well.”

“It really is. It’s really freeing. And it’s kind of opened up new realms of possibility.” An awkward look spread over her face and she looked away, wringing her hands, as she admitted, “It’s also helping me to better control that ability. And my frost as well, because I started trying to use that for fun as well, like building little frost figurines. It takes concentration, precision, and a stable mental state.”

I turned sideways to face her. “We can talk about this without it being weird. There’s no pressure from me for you to hurry up with figuring that out. I mean it.” She met my eyes again, and I kept going. “I like this… us just hanging out like this. And if anything more is to come of it, you make the move—if or when you’re ready. You doing this, not pulling away, and keeping me in your life… it means a lot to me, and I won’t fuck it up by considering it some consolation prize to be your friend only. Like you, I don’t have friends. Especially not close ones. So it’s special to me to have this.”

She stared at me for a few moments in what seemed to be a mixture of awe and relief, then she leaned against me and took my hand. “It’s special to me too.” She gave my hand a squeeze. “Thank you, Lazriel.”

“Nothing to thank me for.” I nudged her playfully. “And, just for the record, I like you exactly how you are already. I wish you didn’t feel the need to ‘fix’ this aspect of yourself with your frost and shadow magic, where it sometimes bursts out of control when your emotional state is heightened. But I also get why you want to, the peace of mind it will give you.” I raised our joined hands and brushed a brief kiss across her knuckles. “So, just know that I have no fucking doubt that you’ll accomplish what you need to there.”

She went to speak, but then my senses—vampiric and wolf alike—shot into an electrified state.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, as I tensed up, my hand tightening in hers a little too much.

I pulled away and strode from our bikes, staring out down the backroad in the distance, zoning in on the internal alarm that had just gone off—the warning of a presence nearby.

Worse.

Us being watched.

“Someone’s here.” My brows knit, as I concentrated and added over my shoulder, “Or, several someones.”

“What? I don’t feel anything. My magic isn’t registering a threat.”

No. It wouldn’t. What I was sensing was on the very outermost fringes of sensory perception. Whatever these assholes were, whoever they were, they were beyond stealth. But my senses were miles beyond most others. Not just the wolf and the vampire combined, but also the Ancient Vampire aspect that I carried with me.

I sucked in a breath and walked back to her.

“Aren’t you going to seek them out?”

“Yes. But I need to move fast. There’s magic up, I can feel it around them, just hiding their scent and sound, the latter working both ways so they can’t hear what I’m saying.”

“But you can hear them? Moving? Rustling? Breathing?”

“My resistance to magic is extreme, but not that extreme. The power I’m sensing is great. It’s not hearing that I’m using… it’s something more primal, instinctual, knowing there’s a presence, feeling the threat of it whirring through my veins.”

“Then what—”

“Walk to your bike. Look like you’re going to head out back to the Academy. I’ll follow—for a moment.”

“Lazriel, I’m not just going to leave you to—”

“Please. As if I don’t know you spelled the bracelet you gave me so you could track me with it, to make sure I’m okay.”

She paled. “I… uh…”

“No worries. I actually liked it a whole lot.” I grinned. “Showed just how much you truly care about me. You thought I was gonna spiral after The Fade thing, and the aftermath of that vampire attack had you worried I’d take it further.”

“It might have crossed my mind. But you didn’t.” Her eyes shone. “And that says a lot.”

Shit. I wanted to lean into what she was saying, to revel in it.

But I couldn’t—not with these stalkers in our midst.

I led her toward her bike and moved as though I was going to mount mine alongside her.

The second she threw her leg over hers, I took off, darting down the backroad and then through the trees with the full rapid-fire propulsion of my vampire speed.

The wind whipped harshly around me, twigs snapped, my feet scorched the dirt and grass, I dodged low-hanging branches, the world around me almost completely stilling with the speed I was traveling.

My senses carried me forward right toward my targets.

Predators mistakenly believing we were prey.

How wrong they were about to be proven.

Cocksucking fools.

I locked in on them visually, the moment I felt myself passing through an invisible magical barrier, the air around me reverberating with brief disturbance before I made it to the other side.

Three shadows hidden in the dark of night in the middle of the surrounding forest—or so they believed.

Vampires.

All wearing dark hooded cloaks and metal masks that only left their eyes visible.

A brief scenting and study of their energy told me they were near Ancient status—perhaps six centuries old each.

I slammed into them, causing a domino effect that ripped all three of them off their feet in moments and had their hoods blowing back in the process.

As one reacted faster than the others, flipping back to his feet, I snagged him around the throat and drove him into the nearest tree. I called my claws to my free hand as I felt the other two recovering all too quickly as near-Ancients were want to do. They approached from my left side and I held my wolf claws at the ready.

Hold up.

The guy wasn’t resisting.

He didn’t even make a move to fight back at all.

He just stared at me… curiously?

What was—

I took him in, while not taking my eyes off the other two in my peripheral vision.

My hand around his throat had his three thick, gold chains digging into his skin. His fingers were also covered with more gold—so many chunky rings. And even his ears had hoops and dangling earrings.

“Do you really want to risk my wrath for Derek? The first three he put up to coming at me already faced a takedown and then arrest by the Guardian Movement. All because that little shit couldn’t shake off the humiliation of a well-deserved beatdown.”

“We’re not here on behalf of that purist,” one of the guys to my left spoke.

I looked from Gilded Guy to see the one with a very severe buzzcut had spoken.

“We mean you no harm. Your companion neither,” he went on.

“In fact, harm is the opposite of our intent,” the one with the long, peroxide-blond hair spoke.

“Perhaps you could allow cooler heads to prevail,” Gilded Guy strained to speak against my constricting hold.

“And advise your companion to do the same,” Buzzcut added.

I felt it then—something I would have noticed sooner if I hadn’t been focused on the three of them. When there was a threat in my midst, all my focus went right here, my instincts highly attuned to just that.

But now as he mentioned it, Velra’s magic nearing us rolled over me.

Peroxide swung his head just as her shadows began to spread through the area, essentially surrounding the two of them.

In the next moment, she materialized from the shadows and a puff of her purple Dark Fae magic. Wow. I loved it when she pulled from two different magical power sets at the same time. It was really fucking impressive. Sylas had told me that it was also hard to achieve so seamlessly, especially for somebody with only a few years’ worth of practice from having both abilities. She was much more powerful and capable than she knew.

The shadows closed in around them as she stood off to the side of her creation and gave me a chin lift—I’ve got your back.

I turned my attention to Gilded Guy, driving my claws into the bark right beside his head, taking out a massive chunk of it. “If you’re not with Derek, who the fuck are you?”

As he stared at me, I didn’t pick up on anger, or even actual ill intent.

Neither he nor the others were in a predatory state of mind.

They hadn’t even dropped their fangs.

Their vampiric features hadn’t been called either—they were still in their fully human visual state.

“Creswyn,” he spoke.

I started.

That word.

No.

It couldn’t—how?

“What?” I demanded, my voice coming out rougher than I’d intended due to the shock and the emotional punch that came along with that word.

“Creswyn,” he repeated.

I released him and took a couple of steps back.

“Lazriel?” Velra queried.

It wasn’t exactly like me to stand down.

“They’re good,” I told her, gesturing at Buzzcut and Peroxide trapped within her shadows.

“How do you know?”

I sucked in a breath. “My mom sent them.”

Creswyn was the name of the refuge that she’d hidden me away in shortly after my vampiric abilities had surfaced and my true hybrid nature had come out. It was something that had caused a whole lot of havoc among our pack—and beyond, to be honest. War had broken out within and other packs had even used it as an opportunity to attack a pack in the midst of a civil war.

And many had been hunting me then, until my mom had formed an alliance with some key vampire clans in exchange for a stake in her power as Alpha, and a way to hold peace and stop the wolf attacks of smaller vampire clans that had been happening at the time. And, yeah, they’d also liked the idea of her having a son who was kind of like a supercharged vampire with my wolf abilities along for the ride as well.

Over the years, long after I’d no longer needed to be secluded at Creswyn, the name of that place had become a codeword of safety between us.

“Why?” I asked. “Why does she have you watching me?”

Velra dropped her shadows and Gilded Guy walked to the other two, joining them. Velra moved beside me, eyeing them with a whole lot of scrutiny, still tensed and at the ready.

Peroxide answered, folding his big arms across his chest and informing me, “Rhyza is unreachable for the next several days, so in that time she wanted to ensure you were protected.”

“Unreachable how?” I asked.

“She’s in closed-door meetings with the Shifter Stabilization Unit.”

What? She hadn’t told me that. For years now she hadn’t left her home that was located in the middle of nowhere. She’d basically been a hermit ever since she’d retired and left pack life behind.

And now she was suddenly at a political and high-level supernatural governance summit?

The Shifter Stabilization Unit had been the Lupan Stabilization Unit until recently, when the Dracoryn Realm had gone to war and new leadership had been installed to force out the tyrannical rulers of House Titanus. Those who’d suffered under their control had left the Realm—dozens of them. So the leader of the Unit, Jaxon Silver—and now Vorzyr Titanus as well—had needed to update their mandate to include other shifters, not only wolves.

What the fuck was going on?

“About what? She’s not part of the political landscape anymore. She’s removed herself from it all.”

“Things alter, evolve,” Buzzcut said.

Rather evasively.

She’d sent them, and I knew my mother, I wouldn’t get anything out of them—at least not freely. And the fact they were here at her request and her allies meant I wasn’t going to try to extract information using harsher methods.

But, shit, she could be incredibly cryptic, especially when it came to protecting me. It either meant that she was in transition with whatever had drawn her back to wolf politics, that she was still gathering information regarding what had led to her sending protection my way, or she already had the full picture and didn’t want me to be made aware in case I went off the deep end. In all fairness, I had responded that way in the past whenever a threat had come our way. Not only was it in my nature, but it was my fucking right to protect her and myself, and anyone I cared about, from an act of aggression or a threat against us.

“All right,” I said. I reached out to Velra and laid my hand on her shoulder. She’d been incredibly quiet during all of this. “We’ll head back to the Academy now. Guess I’ll be seeing you around.”

“She wishes you to continue operating as normal, focusing on Wraeven and your studies,” Gilded Guy told me. “Don’t concern yourself with this. It’s being handled.”

“Of course,” I forced myself to respond. “I have no doubt with my mother’s involvement.”

They each gave me a chin lift, then nodded politely at Velra.

“Let’s go,” I told her.

She didn’t protest or resist, just turning with me as we headed away.

But as soon as we were through that magical barrier wherein they could no longer hear us and vice-versa, she eyed me as we trudged through the forest. “What are you up to?”

“Me? Up to something?”

“You don’t back down. That’s well-documented.”

“I don’t,” I admitted. “That summit she’s at is not only closed-door, everyone attending is locked down, the whole thing warded. I can’t reach her there. Once she’s done, though, I’ll head out to her place. In the meantime, I can root out suspects on my own. Strickland’s connections.” Off her look, I explained, “My stepfather. He’s dead now, but he had a lot of connections in the wolf community—purists who, like him, hated my hybrid status. Contacts who are also pissed that my mom’s pack and many connected to it were ruined when all that shit went down—Jason Strickland losing his shit about it, trying to take my mom’s power and bringing in other alphas to fight alongside him. Every few years, some of them come out of the shadows and make a play to hurt me. It used to be her too, but her place is warded and she’s off-the-grid and when she’s at that property.”

“And in the meantime, you’re going to allow this protection to continue?”

“It bothers me, but it puts her mind at ease so I’ll suck it up.”

She smiled. “You’re a sweet son.”

I nudged her. “Aww, come on, you know well now just how sweet I am to those I allow close to me.” I whispered faux conspiratorially, “Don’t tell anyone. Gotta maintain the Halfblood Hound rep.”

She laughed, then nudged me back playfully.

After a few more strides, she stared up at me curiously.

“What?” I asked, amused at the cute look on her face.

“How do you do it, Lazriel?”

“What’s that?”

“Well, you just found out your mom sent along protection in the form of a group of near-Ancient level vampires to protect you from a threat, and yet here you are taking it all in your stride, and even joking around with me as well.”

I lifted a shoulder. “Bad things happen sometimes. To keep going, you’ve gotta find the levity, right?”

“Yeah, I guess you do.”

I wrapped my arm around her. “Stick with me, I’ll show you how.”

She sank into me as we walked together. It felt amazing. Soothing. Right.

“So, if you want, I can help you. You don’t have to track the long way with your wolf and vampiric senses. And I doubt that would even be possible with those vampires watching you. While you were talking, I accessed their death essence. I have a lock on it. We can trace back from there to their clan, or perhaps an organization, or a boss they’re connected to.”

“Death essence?”

“It’s kind of like a magical signature, but for death-touched beings. Specifically the undead—vampires. With my Wraith side, I can lock onto it and use it to track them all over where they’ve been recently. Your mom may not tell you what you want to know, and I’m sure that won’t be enough for you. But I can backtrace these guys and their boss, or whoever they’re connected to, and we could get our information from that source.”

Ah, so that’s why she hadn’t said much. She wasn’t exactly docile, so I’d wondered why she’d barely contributed to the conversation. I’d figured she’d been studying and analyzing them to obtain answers that way and properly rule them out as threats to her standards. But it had been even more than that. I was fucking impressed.

“Wow, that’s a cool ability. Why didn’t you tell me about this?”

“I thought it might freak you out because you’re part vampire.”

“Don’t you know by now, Wraithqueen, I’m absolutely not easily freaked out?”

She laughed again, then we walked together in comfortable silence with her actually nuzzling against me as I kept my arm around her.

“Lazriel?” she spoke after a while.

“Yeah?” I murmured into her hair.

“What if it’s not a personal enemy like Strickland? I mean, his connections?”

“You’re worried it’s Puritas?”

“It’s a possibility. You’re a hybrid, part of Crossborn—an organization that creates better lives for hybrid beings and enables them to thrive.”

I could feel the fear from her that she was trying so hard to swallow down. But given that so much of her trauma was rooted in what they’d done to her, how they’d hunted her, with her own brother being a part of it, it wasn’t something she could shove away like it was just a brief bad thought.

“Puritas went to ground after Corvin Morvain failed to use Ketheron to destroy the Guardian Movement—and a hell of a lot else. It’s been months and there hasn’t been a peep from them.” And her brother was imprisoned in The Void, so he wasn’t an issue either.

She blew out a breath, shuddering with it. “Right. Yeah. Of course. They’re down. And even if they resurfaced, the Guardian Movement would be all over them.”

“No doubt there. You can count on it, love. This has to be wolf-related. Wolf and vampire-related. My mom suddenly reinserts herself back on the political map, right when there’s this threat against me out there? Sounds like one plus one is making two, huh?”

“Yes,” she breathed again. “You’re right. That has to be it. We’ll deal with this, then.”

“We?”

“Of course. You’re my friend. You’re under threat. I’m here by your side.”

“That’s a hell of a thing, Velra.”

And I was still trying to get used to it—not acting alone. Having first Sylas at my back and now her as well.

I’d always figured myself a lone wolf.

I mean, I was a lot to take—in many ways—so it wasn’t easy to handle that. Or me.

But with Velra and Sylas, they were different.

It worked.

The friendships, the connections with them, were functional and even thriving.

“Thank you,” I told her.

She smiled. “I had fun tonight.”

“Yeah? Even with the creepy interruption and revelation?”

“Even then.”

“Hmm… could you perhaps be a bit of an adrenaline junkie, like I am?”

“Maybe,” she murmured. “I just hide it better.”

“Hide it? Where’s the fun in that?”

“Living your life out loud, always and forever, huh?” she teased.

“You joke, but it’s freeing as fuck, love. I mean, I’m not perfect with that. Like, the feeding from the vein issue I have that I told you about. But I’m doing all right. Keeping on trying to live and explore.”

“That’s a really nice outlook. Definitely something to aspire to.”

“The goal to life is happiness, right? To see and feel beyond the pain that’s afflicted us? It doesn’t just feel good, it sticks it to those who’ve harmed us and tried to keep us in that pained state.”

Her eyes shone, liking that a whole lot. “Well, maybe tonight will be the beginning of me trying out that bright and hopeful philosophy of yours.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, you’re already well on the way—with the stunts tonight and the new, fun way you’re using your shadow magic.” I winked at her. “Wraithqueen.”

She let out a little laugh again.

It was seriously one of the best sounds I’d ever heard.

And I just knew… I’d never get enough of it.
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~Sylas~



He was staring at me.

Again.

Of course, normally I would delight in that.

But it wasn’t lust or playfulness, or the good kind of smoking hot intensity that I was used to him bringing to the table when it came to me.

It was a worrying intensity.

There was a heavy edge to it.

Upset, concern, and suspicion seemed to lace those stares he was throwing my way, which he’d been doing for the last couple of weeks.

I’d accounted for him being unnerved during this new exploration of his sexuality with me, him opening up to that aspect of himself finally. And it certainly wasn’t that. It had most definitely been ruled out when we’d spent that entire night in my dorm room devouring one another. He’d taken to it well and with delicious enthusiasm. He’d reveled in our sexual connection and my teachings.

“Death Sense.”

I shifted my querying gaze from him opposite me to the left where Velra sat beside him at our end of the table in the Dining Hall.

We’d spent the last two mornings having breakfast together before classes, and it had been such an enjoyable time that we’d now extended it to lunch for today. A couple of times a week, all our class schedules worked out seamlessly where we could take lunch at the same time.

I munched on my roast beef sandwich on pumpernickel with spicy mustard that I enjoyed, moving between that and sipping at my blackcurrant tea. I’d also brought some of my homemade jerky from my dorm room stash, only managing to eat one of them before Lazriel had nabbed the rest and shoveled them down.

I watched as she and Lazriel chatted away while she ate her flatbread with roasted garlic and goat cheese for her lunch.

Lazriel’s plate was piled high as usual with a steak sandwich, stacked with arugula and red peppers, along with spicy sausage bites and crispy sweet potato wedges.

He was also sipping from a glass of whiskey. Something he’d taken to doing for the last few days ever since it had been revealed that his mother had sent along protection in response to an ominous and yet to be revealed threat.

As they continued talking about Velra’s idea to use Death Sense to track down the homebase and commander of the group of vampires Rhyza Thaine had employed to safeguard her son, I finally intervened. I’d been hoping that they would both realize the inherent dangers in going that route to gather intel on this unknown threat. But the fact that they continued to discuss it had me concerned that it wouldn’t just remain in the theoretical or planning stage.

“You’ve never used Death Sense to track before, have you?” I spoke, eyeing Velra.

“No. But I was able to ascertain the death essence from three different people.”

“Drawing that out is a far cry from using it to track them via Death Sense. We’re talking about vampires boasting centuries each—millennia between them. The speed alone, the ground they can cover—it would be overwhelming on your psyche to seek them out that way. It takes experience and a steel trap of a mind to be able to withstand the process, let alone succeed at it.”

Velra took note, nodding along, and absorbing my warning. “I’d have to practice beforehand. On someone easier.”

“On me,” Lazriel said. “I’m only part vampire. The intensity might be muted.”

“Incorrect,” I cut in. “You have Ancient vampire blood. But what could make it easier on her is if you don’t employ your vampiric speed, move more easily, so when she practices tracking you it’s not like a swirling vortex of insanity running through her mind.” I took another sip of my tea. “Or you allow somebody who is already well-acquainted with this ability to handle it.”

“You can do it too?” she asked me.

“Master of Death Magic at your service, little Wraith.”

“Master of Death,” Lazriel muttered, leaving off the Magic part. “Interesting.”

I frowned at him. Did he—had he… no he couldn’t sense anything on me. I’d made sure nobody could before I’d even set foot inside the Academy. I’d ensured it the moment I’d fallen sick. I had a lot of enemies—most from my vigilante work—and if they sensed weakness it would be open season on me.

“Interesting?” I queried.

He merely lifted a shoulder, then looked at Velra in that starry-eyed way of his. Not that I wasn’t doing it also, let’s be frank about that. “It’s the better bet. Let Sylas do it. He already has full command of that ability. And you’re pushing yourself so hard with your frost and shadow magic, expanding your usage and understanding.”

“Yeah, that’s true.” She eyed me. “But I’m the one who read those vampires.”

“I can extract that from you with a simple, targeted spell,” I informed her. “Access their signatures for myself.”

“Wow, that’s really something.”

“I suppose it is.”

She gave a nod of agreement. “Tonight? After classes, before Circle lockdown protocol?”

“I’ll come to your dorm room.”

“Perfect.”

It was perfect. Because it would allow me to take control of this situation.

Something I was already in the process of doing. My way.

My underhanded way that would protect them and be absolutely inconspicuous, rather than their intent to track the vampires who Lazriel’s mother had hired to protect him and then interrogate their leader. Something that could rattle Rhyza’s deal with them, that could compromise Lazriel’s protection. Their approach was too aggressive. Especially when we possessed barely any intel—something I would be fixing later tonight when I met with a contact of mine. Well, after I’d performed a favor in exchange for the information.

In the meantime, while I pursued answers, I would use this Death Sense tracking to stall—and to calm them at the same time with them believing action was being taken.

“You’re heading out to that sorcerer group after classes?” Lazriel asked me.

He’d asked three times now—all today.

“Yes,” I responded. “Is that reality getting lost in translation somehow?”

He shifted his weight on his chair. “No. Just disappointed, I guess. I thought the three of us could go out or something. Hang beyond just eating lunch.”

“And we will. Just not tonight.”

“Fine,” he gritted out.

Velra and I exchanged a look.

I reached out and laid my hand on Lazriel’s, the one that wasn’t currently clutching the glass of whiskey—spelled whiskey that gave it a major kick.

I didn’t get much further than that, when an interruption came our way.

In the form of Kelsana Torl.

She gave me one of her flirty smiles as she’d been doing since the moment I’d arrived. Fortunately, I’d shut it down quietly and had a word with her and our interactions were now reserved to just a brief smile or a glance here and there. While to others it had appeared that she was attracted to me, that she wanted me, that wasn’t actually the case. She hadn’t even realized the full extent of it until I’d explained. It had happened before. Many times over. Especially from Dark Fae beings, vampires. Fortunately, in the case of both Velra and Lazriel, their hybrid natures prevented that from occurring.

But with Kelsana, it wasn’t attraction or sexual desire, it was about what I was—an experienced, highly-skilled, powerful Necromancer. She was drawn to what I represented to her, especially as a Dark Fae. An apex predator that didn’t bow. It was her hunger for dominance, control, and proximity to raw power.

A growl rumbled from Lazriel and as she turned her attention to Velra, it ramped up in ferocity.

I squeezed his hand, and it lessened a little. Not quite enough to be civil. But enough for him not to react aggressively.

Kelsana’s gaze flicked to him and she swallowed hard, then stopped at Velra’s chair and spoke quietly. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I just came by to ask you something.”

Velra frowned up at her. “Okay…?”

“We both have Harmonic Discipline: Dark Fae Magic & Ethical Focus with Dark Fae Professor Kiera Rae in a few minutes, and I was wondering if you’d sit with me?”

“Sit with you?” Velra asked, as shocked as we all were.

“Yeah. I’m… my track record for using Dark Fae magic responsibly and ethically isn’t exactly the best. It’s why I no longer attend Maven. I don’t have the best… instincts. But I’m trying to get better. You already are that, you already operate that way. Would you… help me? Even if I could just observe you, it would do wonders.” She wrung her hands. “I know after what I said that first day here, something I am so very sorry for, that you have no reason to want to help me or to—”

“We’ll sit together.”

Kelsana started. “We… really?”

Velra smiled one of her dazzling smiles. “I know what it’s like to fear your own power. Not my Dark Fae side like you do, but that is something I can help you with. If I can make a difference to somebody and ensure they don’t have to go through something like that alone like I did, I’m on board.”

“Oh my God, thank you.”

“No worries. See you in class.”

“Yeah. I will,” she said, brightly.

As she headed off out of the Dining Hall, Velra returned to eating like nothing had happened.

“Seriously?” Lazriel grunted.

“She needs help,” Velra told him.

“So, she’s suddenly no longer being an utter fucking cunt, and now she gets to use you for her own benefit?”

Fuck. “Take it down,” I warned.

He ripped his hand from mine. “No.”

Velra shifted on her seat to face him. “I know you’re stressed with news of this unknown threat, and not knowing what’s going on with your mom’s sudden return to supernatural politics, but Kelsana isn’t the threat you’re making her out to be. You know that. You and I have both lacked help with our hybrid natures, and although she’s pure Dark Fae, she needs that kind of guidance with her power. She feels out of control, lost. She came to me just now and swallowed down her pride and displayed a lot of vulnerability. Do you think that was easy for her to do? She’s obviously trying to change, to better herself. How can we begrudge her that? How can we begrudge anyone that, Lazriel?”

He ground his jaw.

Then he looked out at me, a mixture of restrained frustration and adoration for her sweet and compassionate words flickering in his eyes.

He sighed, then told her, “Well, if you’re gonna be all mature and reasonable about it, what leg do I have to stand on, huh?”

She smiled and laid her hand on his thigh. “You’re not all wrong. You have strong instincts. And I love how much you care about me and Sylas, how this reaction is coming from a safeguarding place. But it can prevent you from seeing the good sometimes too.” She winced. “Just like me with not bringing the fun very often and getting bogged down in the negative and the fear.”

“Wow, when you put it like that, we’ve got a whole lot of messiness between us, don’t we?”

“Anyone who’s learning to grow and better themselves, make connections, does,” I assured him.

“Yeah, I guess. But thank goodness we found each other. Really fucking lucky there, weren’t we?”

I chuckled.

Velra laughed too and patted his thigh, before eyeing the clock high up on the wall over the food service stations. “We better get to our classes.”

As Lazriel rose to his feet, I grasped his hand, my red magic flaming briefly. He jolted from the sudden warmth it would have caused him.

“What was that?”

“A scent-muting spell.” I gestured at his now empty whiskey glass. “To mask that before we get to class.”

“This professor is meant to be a chill, down-to-earth guy. I doubt he’d care.”

“He’s a Guest Lecturer from the Unity Council.”

Dropping your guard around anybody connected to the higher echelons of supernatural governance was never a good idea. Case in point being yours truly.

“All right, yeah. Well, thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” I responded, letting the clipped way he’d said that slide.

For now.

Velra and I cleared away our dishes with our magic, returning our trays to the service station area, and then the three of us made our way out, Velra and Lazriel slinging their messenger bags over their shoulders as they went.

Lazriel was back in his full black-on-black tactical gear look, his bag his favorite forest-green.

But Velra wasn’t in her normal black leather corset and pants. She looked much more relaxed, open, and even approachable through forgoing her usual armor in a midnight-black top that clung to her shoulders in a sculpted off-the-shoulder cut, paired with fitted violet jeans and a thick leather belt. Her bag was a checkered purple and black edgy design.

Things were shifting for her.

She even leaned into me, then Lazriel, and gave us each a kiss on the cheek, before she made a left down the corridor toward her class, wherein Lazriel and I took a right toward ours.

“Want to tell me what’s going on with you? What’s had you resorting to drinking spelled whiskey in order to take the edge off? Something you told me previously that you used to do in the past during times of stress and extreme upset in order to mute your bloodlust and the wrath of the wolf when emotional stress threatened to destabilize you?”

He didn’t answer at first.

His boots struck the polished floor with heavy, deliberate thuds, his jaw set like he was grinding thoughts between his molars.

“I’m fine,” he finally muttered. “I’ll be fine. Just adjusting to this threat situation. Another fucking one coming my way.”

“You’re not in it alone. You don’t just have your mom now either. Velra is here. I’m here. It will be resolved. Of that I have absolutely no doubt. So, it has me wondering whether that’s actually all that’s causing this reaction in you?”

When he said nothing, I went to reach for him, but he batted my hand away.

I rounded him, forcing him to pull up short. “Tonight. Before I go to see Velra regarding the Death Sense spell, you’ll come to my dorm room.”

“What? That’s not—”

“It’s been days of this from you. I’m done with it. Tonight we have it out. Whatever it is, we’ll discuss it.” I stepped closer, our chests brushing, making his breath hitch at the contact. I wasn’t above it either. Like I said, it had been days with him in this piss-poor mood, so fucking had been off the table. I was all for an angry fuck here and there, but he didn’t like the concept. As much as I doubted he’d admit it, except when in the throes of pleasure, the connection was important to Lazriel. He needed that, pure and untainted, during sex. “Am I clear?” I ground out, my breath fanning over the side of his neck.

“Yes,” he breathed. “Fine.”

Fine. I hated when he said that.

“Good.”

I stepped back, then we turned off into our designated classroom for Inter-Realm Relations: Treaties and Cooperation.

Students were already arriving and taking their seats.

I led the way to a two-person desk in the far left corner of the room at the back, and Lazriel followed me over.

As I sank into my seat, I gritted my teeth when he dropped his bag on the table with an unnecessarily heavy thud.

“Are you looking forward to this class?” I asked him as he sank into his chair, then brought out his laptop with a brief burst of vampire speed, opening the lid, then even setting up and titling a new document for this class in split-seconds.

“Not really. It’s all theory. Nothing practical or physical to do.”

“Working the mind is still an act of physicality.”

He snorted, despite his moody state. “That’s so you.”

“That it is, wolfie.”

He laughed, fighting to stop himself and hide his smiling face, but failing beautifully.

Relief filled me that I’d managed to cut through the nasty tension and his awful mood.

Although, it would clearly only be temporary until we had it out properly later.

Fortunately, before it had chance to take root again, the professor walked in, kicking the door shut behind him as he went.

He swaggered down the gangway toward the front of the class, sipping from a large coffee cup.

He was wearing dark jeans rolled at the cuffs with a pair of scuffed boots. A plain white T-shirt was layered with a gray button-down, the sleeves shoved up to his elbows. His ears were more metal than skin with all the earrings hanging from them. His black, shoulder-length hair was mussed up like he’d just rushed out of bed.

He leaned his hip against the desk at the front, and looked out at us as he sipped from his coffee, taking his sweet time before releasing a satisfied sigh, then putting the cup down on the edge of the desk.

Then he pushed his ass onto the surface. “Lenos Caldrith. Sorcerer. Unity Council member. Been practicing for ninety-years, so despite the mid-20’s youthful exterior you’re all seeing, I’ve got some experience under my belt. So, rest assured, you’re in excellent hands.” He executed a hand flourish. “Call me Lenos. Formalities aren’t my thing.” He smiled. “Works out well that I’m coming in with that attitude considering the dry material we’ll be covering in this class. What are they calling it….” He snapped his fingers and a document levitated before him. The class syllabus. “Ah, right, dry title too. Inter-Realm Relations: Treaties and Cooperation.”

Hmm. He was certainly an interesting character.

More than that. He was perhaps somebody I could actually work with.

When the time was right.

I wasn’t quite ready yet. Things weren’t in place.

Suffice to say, I wasn’t just continuing on with my vigilante activities on the down low for the sake of it, or for some adrenaline high, or to play judge, jury, and punisher like Ryker had believed.

I wasn’t that short-sighted.

I always had a plan.

And this was no exception.

It had just been a long time in the making due to the nature of it.

“This class isn’t about history. It’s about fallout,” Lenos went on. “Power vacuums. Backroom deals. People who smile while rewriting your rights. We’re talking about how inter-realm cooperation has been used to broker peace, rewrite oppression—and the darker and more complex side to all of this.”

He shifted on the desk until he was sitting cross-legged on top of it.

“The Dracoryn Realm just suffered through a civil war, the results of which extend beyond the confines of that realm. There are draconic expatriates being assisted by the Shifter Stabilization Unit, territorial alterations. There has been fallout from the Severance, issues with the Dark Fae Realm with their refusal to outlaw free-will-violating magic. A whole lot. And all of that is in the here and now. That is what you need to be aware of, not some look back at history, but the current state of things and the complications that come along with managing it. The processes, the high-level decision-making and policy development.” He winked. “We’ll have no fools here. Be informed. Be aware. Be prepared.”

He slapped his knees to some sort of improvised melody. “So, today’s lesson will have real-world application. Inter-Realm Crisis Treaty Simulation. You’ll work solo, because I want to see as many perspectives as possible. And I want to see how you all think, where you’re at, what I’m going to be working with here for the next year. You get to pick from two scenarios.”

He flicked his fingers and with a spark of beige magic, a screen materialized stretching from the floor right up to the ceiling.

“First option,” he said, with another hand flourish. “Realm Border Reformation Dispute. After the war in the Dracoryn Realm, many dragons who’d suffered under House Titanus’ control left the Realm. Tension Point: The Guardian Movement's Inter-Realm Relations Division pushes for formal treaties; House Vortimer wants temporary magical sovereignty; Unity Council demands transparency. Meanwhile, the Shifter Stabilization Unit is working to realign existing shifter settlements and resources to accommodate displaced dragons. Deliverables: Draft a treaty between the Guardian Movement, House Vortimer, and the Unity Council. This treaty must include at the very least: territorial boundaries and control agreements, expatriate rights and magical status, transitioning from short-term damage control to long-term sustainability.”

He brought up another screen. “Second option. Dark Fae Sovereignty vs. Magical Ethics Crisis. The Dark Fae Realm continues to permit the use of violating and identity-altering magic—spells capable of unmaking, rewiring, or suppressing an individual’s core essence. While the Guardian Movement has flagged this practice as a critical threat to inter-realm stability and individual rights, it cannot lawfully intervene without violating Dark Fae sovereignty. The Unity Council is pushing for diplomatic pressure and public declarations of magical ethics, while the Dark Fae Realm refuses external regulation. Tension Point: How do you protect vulnerable beings in this realm while respecting borders and tradition? Is there a path to establishing minimum ethical standards across all realms? The Unity Council wants to institute a cross-realm Magical Ethics Accord to ban or restrict such magic from crossing realm boundaries. The Dark Fae Realm claims any outside interference is a breach of culture and magical tradition. Deliverables: Draft a treaty between the Dark Fae Realm, Unity Council, and the Guardian Movement. This must include an agreement on whether—and how—these magics are restricted or disclosed outside the Dark Fae Realm, possible paths for reform without violating magical culture, and the establishment of a cross-realm ethics council, or rejection thereof, with justification.”

He snapped his fingers. “Begin. Should you require guidance, let me know. I am here to support you. We will work on these treaties for the few weeks, then dissect each one.”

Not a bad assignment.

A lot of work, sure, but I’d never minded that.

Not if the goal was worth it.

But if this professor thought I’d merely work within the framework of the current status quo, he had another thing coming.

If there was one thing I’d learned from my fucked-up life over the years, playing by the rules was rarely an effective way in which to achieve any lofty goal.

If there wasn’t a clear way through, you needed to fucking well make one—barriers be damned.
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I headed through my little house toward the bedroom.

I needed an extra boost of my serum to be able to pull off what I’d arranged tonight.

But before I could make it to the threshold, a sharp rap sounded on the front door.

He was early.

Of course he was.

It wasn’t impetuousness, it was eagerness.

Having me on board with what he wanted done was a hell of a thing for him.

Fuck. With him being a vampire-sorcerer hybrid, I couldn’t grab my extra serum now, let alone actually inject it. He’d hear every movement. It would risk word getting out about my sickness—my weakness.

I’d be fine. The extra shot was just a backup, really.

I crossed to the front door, waving my hand glowing with my magic briefly to drop the ward, and then I threw open the door to see him on my doorstep, standing rigid and regally with his hands linked behind his back.

Charles Petrone.

Vampire-sorcerer hybrid.

He was a nice guy, all in all.

And he had his ear to the ground.

However, he was also very aware that knowledge was power.

And that certainly didn’t come free from him, hence what I needed to do tonight.

Of course, I always took my payment up front.

Not that I would skip out on fulfilling my end of the deal. That sort of response was reserved for low lives. But he was also a high-value asset, not somebody you wanted to screw over. He would most certainly continue to be useful down the line, so maintaining a strong professional relationship was beneficial to me.

He appeared to be in his forties in human years, but his true age was three hundred and sixty-five. His timeless, chiseled features reflected his original upbringing rooted in aristocratic legacy. His eyes were a deep crimson, intelligent and always carefully assessing.

He wore a fitted gray suit with a black button-down beneath, tailored to perfection. A single gold medallion hung around his neck that glowed faintly with aquamarine magic—a gift from his sorcerer wife and a way for him to carry her with him always, the two of them happily married for two centuries now. His dark brown hair was a classic side-swept undercut, almost modern.

He held out his hand immediately, and we shook.

“It’s a pleasure, Sylas.”

“Good to see you again, Charlie.”

“I’d worried that wouldn’t be possible for at least a year, given your current circumstances of being imprisoned at a college that is miles below your capabilities and knowledge base.”

“Well, you’re well aware that I have my ways of circumventing what seems impossible on the surface.”

He chuckled. “Indeed. You have proven that several times over.” That levity dissipated as he told me, “It’s unfortunate that the Guardian Movement cannot see the necessity of your vigilante efforts. Soon. Change, especially of significant magnitude, takes time, and those like you who are willing and courageous enough to challenge the status quo and, unfortunately, often suffer for it in the process.”

“Let’s hope things tilt the way we both intend.”

“Hope has nothing to do with that. It’s not like you to be so modest.”

“Well, I’m working on being less of an arrogant prick.”

“You care for these two personal interests of yours a great deal then if you’re willing to alter that.” He grinned. “Or anything about yourself.”

“I like to think of it not as altering but evolving appropriately.”

“I see. Very well.” He gestured outside. “Are you ready?”

“I’m ready the moment you provide your end of the deal.”

His lips quirked. He did enjoy my no-nonsense attitude. He was all about efficiency.

With a snap of his fingers and a brief spark of his orange magic, an envelope materialized, and he handed it over.

I took it and opened it quickly, pulling out the thick document within.

Photos, recorded sightings, conversations with sources—an in-depth investigation.

He’d really gone all out.

It didn’t take me long as I sped through the document—with a little concealed use of my magic to assist with intaking a mass amount of information and processing it within a very short timeframe—to register the conclusion.

What I’d fucking worried about had just been proven from this intel.

By cold, hard facts.

Motherfucker.

I looked out at him, his grave expression mirroring mine.

He was clearly also registering the rush of adrenaline that had surged through me as the awful conclusion had hit me.

“Those despicable, demented fuckers have risen, like I’d suspected.”

“There are rising. And they wish to punctuate their official return with this planned horrific act I’ve detailed in those pages.” He shifted his weight. “He is a born hybrid, Sylas. He’s instrumental with Crossborn. His mother is an infamous Alpha. He’s somehow naturally inherited his father’s Ancient power levels despite being so young—it’s unheard of, evolutionary, in fact. He’s a prime target for them, and should they achieve what they wish where he’s concerned, it will make a powerful statement. And it will strike terror across the supernatural world to all hybrids and the command structures alike.”

Yes, I was aware of the far-reaching implications.

And normally that would be what I’d focus on.

But not now.

Not when it came to how I now felt, how he’d pulled me in.

His wellbeing and that of Velra, somebody who would be directly impacted by this also, surpassed all the rest.

“I was able to trace where the command instituted from regarding this protection that has been assigned to him. It’s being filtered through his mother, but these vampires do not work for her. They are on loan, shall we say.”

“On loan? From clans she’s worked with in the past? Those who owe her favors?”

He shook his head. “The Shadowed.”

“The vampiric underworld,” I breathed.

“This protection order comes from the Commander himself. The one known only—even to someone like me with my extensive resources—as Remnant.”

“And this is as deep as you can go?”

“You know it is. It took a great deal in order to get this much.” He smiled sadly. “I’m sorry, Sylas.”

I sucked in a breath, then hid the document away with a spark of my magic. “I’ll take it the rest of the way. This is a good start.”

“On to Clan Thalbraxus, then?”

“Yes, it’s my turn to pay up. Any change to the specs you already ran by me?”

“The information is solid. Locked in. No updates to convey. Clan Thalbraxus has established an ongoing and rapidly growing operation—kidnapping magic-wielders and harvesting them like magical livestock. They use that stolen power to temporarily charge their own blood, giving them a brutal edge in battles to dominate rival vampire clans, strike wolf packs, and unleash chaos across the supernatural world. They operate in secret, and most of their attacks have slipped under the radar of both the Unity Council and the Guardian Movement—thanks to cloaking spells cast by the very victims they’ve enslaved.”

“And you said they’re using Inhibitor cuffs to contain the magic-wielders?”

“Yes. A former Guardian Movement security personnel member who’d been fired for mistreating a couple of beings in custody slated to be sentenced to The Void, had stolen a few dozen Inhibitor cuffs. The group of five leading this clan killed him right after so it wouldn’t trace back to them.”

He stepped up to me. “Outside of a being possessing Immortal blood, you are the only being, with your advanced necromantic abilities, who can breach Inhibitor cuffs.” He went on, “I can’t go in with an army. Not without drawing attention, very likely of the Guardian Movement itself. An act of vigilantism involving sixty vampires will lead to severe charges levied upon myself and those I’ve employed to assist with obtaining all of this intel.”

“With me, you don’t need an army to see to this.”

“Precisely. You are able to incapacitate without significant bloodshed, liberate the hostages from the Inhibitor cuffs, and also apply a scent mask so involvement isn’t discovered when I send an anonymous tip to the Guardian Movement to arrest them all once you have them debilitated.”

“You’ll lead the hostages away to your checkpoint wherein several of your vampire contacts will perform Oblivisca on them, a minor memory wipe to remove my involvement?”

“As promised, yes. Although, it is highly doubtful they would turn in their savior. But I also agree that we cannot rely on that hope. I’ve provided a cover for you tonight, so if the Guardian Movement comes knocking purely because you’re somebody who’s become synonymous with significant acts of vigilantism, you will have an alibi.”

“I’ll take care of the mind-wipes with the targets. I can do it in conjunction with the takedown.” I arched an eyebrow. “What’s my alibi?”

“One of your projects with Arcanum Order is to determine how to protect beings of this realm from the mind-violating magic of the Dark Fae Realm. In order to do that, you need to determine how to unravel the foundational aspect of those spells. You met with me tonight because I’ve obtained information from a defector inside their realm that can assist with that goal.”

Of course he knew about Arcanum Order. The fact he even knew what we were researching—well, one of the many things that we were—didn’t surprise me either. He was most definitely a font of information. Likely, unmatched.

Perhaps except for this Remnant. But I had a strategy on how to deal with that ghost.

With a flick of his fingers, Charlie produced a scroll.

I snatched it out of the air as he levitated it toward me.

Sure enough, as I opened it, I saw a few key details that could assist with our Dark Fae magic research.

“Very impressive.”

He lifted a shoulder. “It’s what I do.”

It certainly was.

I shifted my weight and folded my arms across my chest. “These hostages… forty-six?”

“Correct. Not many magic-wielders can teleport that many people in one sweep. Another reason why I’ve come to you, specifically.”

Normally, I could absolutely pull that off.

But with this sickness, things didn’t always reflect what I was truly capable of—or had been capable of.

To do what was needed there and teleport that many supernatural beings to his checkpoint, I’d have to actually create a portal to accomplish it. Especially if my magic glitched mid-cast—I could lose accuracy and they might end up somewhere entirely different, or there could be issues with them materializing on the other end at all. But with a portal, once it was open, the gateway was set. So long as I kept it open, they’d reach the destination I’d programmed into the portal at the moment of its creation—no matter what happened to me.

“All right. Let’s move out,” I told him.

“Do you need to take another look at the building plans, the locations of the hostages and the targets?”

“No. I’ve got it locked in.”

As I went to grab my coat, he grasped my shoulder. “No killing. A little spilling of blood is acceptable, but not actual death. The fallout will be far too severe.”

“While I understand what you—”

“We must be careful that we do not become those we fight, Sylas.”

Fuck. “Fine. No killing. They’ll survive to hurt another day.”

“So long as you take those magical snapshots of their activities when you first arrive, we’ll have the proof we need to end their reign of terror without the need to take things the fatal route. They will be dealt with by the Guardian Movement. Arrested, charged, imprisoned.”

Sure, we’d go with that sufficing as justice for what those motherfuckers had done.

It was the way it needed to be right now, unfortunately. As much as it filled me with utter distaste.

“You have my word.”

He smiled. “Then I am not worried.” He released me and straightened. “Be safe, my friend.”

“Always,” I returned with a wry grin.
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I materialized just beyond the ward encompassing the private, cloaked countryside estate turned vampire fortress of depravity.

Even if I hadn’t already studied Charlie’s intel beforehand, it would have become apparent to me, because I felt it the moment I arrived—the place was hidden in a magical dead zone. That was being reinforced by cloaking of the estate through the magic of the enslaved magic-wielders that Clan Thalbraxus had at its disposal. No wonder neither the Guardian Movement nor the Unity Council had discovered it yet.

The estate was grand yet rotting—demented opulence.

And highly creepy.

That last part was really saying something from the Master of Death Magic. The things I’d seen… they would turn the stomach of most beings. They would fucking stay with them.

Fortunately, the heavy compartmentalization I employed ensured I remained unaffected by any of that.

And this mission tonight would be no exception.

The only thing I’d feel once it was done would be a deep sense of twisted satisfaction.

I stared at the estate, vines climbing its weathered stone walls, cracked towers barely holding themselves together. Crooked iron gates hanging ajar. The foliage at the forefront was overgrown, but not in a liberating way, more like the vegetation was screaming to break free from such an unapologetically wicked place that had no respect for the sanctity of any life at all.

I swallowed down my disgust and any such other emotional reaction, which wouldn’t serve me well when embarking on a mission of this nature—especially when mistakes were not an option, as there was no fallback with me carrying this out alone.

And then I focused on the building, feeling my magic spark and warm me from within as I called on an ability that many didn’t know about when they thought of necromancers, yet one that I used a great deal with my vigilante work.

Soul Track.

It enabled me to trace active souls in real time.

I had to be within proximity to use it, but it could easily encompass an estate of this size—around 15,000 square feet. I also had the ability to zoom in on clusters of beings, but the more I did that with this many souls to track—sixty vampires and forty-six hostages—the more taxing it became.

I gritted my teeth at the fact that this was something I had to worry about now. That I had to be strategic with how I expended my power.

I focused, staring into the building as I drew on the tactical edge Soul Track afforded me.

Flickering outlines lit up through the structure.

Vampires at the entrance, more scattered along the main corridor and in rooms to either side. But most of them had gathered in the largest space, which I recognized from Charlie’s intel as the Banquet Hall.

A couple dozen magic-wielders were in there with them.

I pushed harder, filtering deeper into the structure, and found the rest of the hostages held captive in the dungeon below. A handful of vampires lingered near that area as well.

All right. Done. I’d gotten the lay of the land.

Now onto the evidence gathering aspect.

And then came the fun part. Punishment and violence. Justice.

Well, as close to it as we could get with current constraints.

There was comfort in the fact that the hostages would be free. Just… the trauma they’d have to carry… it didn’t sit well with me.

There was a cost to compartmentalizing at the level in which I did. And the closer I grew to Lazriel and even Velra of late, the more that was called into question. I’d always reveled in standing apart from everyone around me. But that was… shifting now.

I blinked, agitated that I’d gone down an emotional track again, when usually I could keep things completely locked down. Especially when I was on a vigilante mission.

I turned both my palms up, my magic sparking.

I uttered a low incantation and wove my hands, conjuring several glowing red spheres, no more than an inch in diameter each.

I kept going until I had fifty of them hovering around me.

I called them snapshot spheres. They would float over the target area and gather photographic evidence, which I’d already magically programmed to be sent directly to Charlie in the form of a glowing red business card. A brief spark of his power would obtain access to the photographic intelligence that he’d need to ensure the Guardian Movement put these fuckers away. I couldn’t worry about taking magical photos myself while I was in the throes of battle, so this was an ideal solution.

The creation was something I’d been using with my vigilante work to gather evidence and data as part of my long-term plan.

I’d taught it to Kai recently during a couple of our breaks outside Arcanum Conclave. He’d been worried about Nyx working fulltime at Crossborn and traveling throughout the supernatural world to further the Crossborn Refuge System that he and Velra had originally developed. There were still hybrid-haters out there and Nyx was more exposed by being everywhere with his work. Not to mention, Kai hadn’t trusted in the quiet from Puritas lately.

Tonight, I’d learned that had been for good fucking reason, something I’d need to disclose to him after this mission.

For now, he was using these snapshot spheres to monitor Nyx without being too invasive. They couldn’t be detected like a holoscreen could by a being with heightened intuition. And they also dissipated once they’d taken their snapshots, the magic returning to the caster.

I thrust them forward, watching as they passed through the ward with pop after pop, then rushed toward the building.

Three minutes it would take them to complete their task.

I waited as they disappeared into the structure itself to take their snapshots, weaving through corridors and shadows, capturing every damning detail.

In the meantime, I swept a glowing red palm the length of myself, casting a necromantic shield that would repel any death-touched being.

With the power I needed to expend in a moment, I couldn’t afford to take a big hit, let alone fall victim to one of a magic-wielder’s greatest weaknesses—the speed of a vampire. Although, if one were to feed from me, it would likely be their death sentence, but the blood draw would weaken me, so there was that.

Once the shield was in place, I felt a rush of additional power roll over me—the snapshot spheres completing their job and their magic returning to me.

I used that to smash my fist into the ward and bring it down fully.

Game on, motherfuckers.

I stormed toward the entrance, my magic flaming wildly on either palm.

Once I was within range, I thrust a blast of raw magical force at the double doors.

They exploded inward, cracking and splintering, and raining down all over the winding staircase of the foyer.

It made quite the shocking statement to the dozen vampires gathered around engaging in a fuck-and-feed with a handful of the magic-wielder hostages. Against the walls, on the stairs, and even on the worn stone floor.

My stomach roiled as I saw the magic-wielders were in various states of undress, some barely conscious. One was being felt up against the wall, a vampire feeding on his throat while his hands—like all the others—were bound by Inhibitor cuffs preventing magic usage. Other vampires had their fangs in throats, taking magic through their blood, their eyes glazed with it, high as fuck.

Two vampires were on the floor straddling two female magic-wielders, their fangs buried in their bare breasts.

It was beyond sickening and I had to swallow down the bile rising to my throat.

One of the vampires who’d been hit by the portion of the door wreckage that had reached the stairs tossed his magic wielder aside, then launched himself at me.

I thrust my hand out, stilling him instantly.

With another, I swept my red flame to the left at two others coming at me. They smashed into the wall and a twist of my hand snapped their necks in efficient unison.

Another lunged at me, but slammed up against my shield, and was propelled across the foyer floor, smashing his head against the bottom of the wall.

I stormed toward him, firing a blast at another two incoming fools and blowing them high up into the chandelier of the vaulted foyer ceiling. The metal of the chandelier tore into their throats and it had them hanging there from it like macabre decorations, choking and spluttering.

I reached the fool who’d come at me, then smashed my boot into his face, knocking him back before he could spring to his feet. Then I drove the heel of my boot into his face, watching with sadistic satisfaction as flesh scraped and bones crushed, breaking his fucking features, and earning muffled shrieks from him.

Pull up. Take it down.

I forced myself to step back.

Personal satisfaction and my version of brutal justice wasn’t on the menu tonight.

I had a job to do. For somebody else.

Just a little bloodshed. No killing. And no real torture either.

It wasn’t just that there wasn’t time for that, or because Charlie had laid out how he needed it to go down. It was honestly—as much as it vexed me that it had gotten to me—his warning he’d spoken earlier.

“We must be careful that we do not become those we fight, Sylas.”

I grunted, then snapped my fingers and broke the necks of all the remaining vampires in the foyer vicinity. It would keep them unconscious for long enough.

Then I clothed the magic-wielders in robes with another spark of my magic.

These, with it only being a handful at a time, I could simply teleport out to Charlie and his people.

“Go. You’ll be safe now and cared for. Help is waiting,” I told them, as they gathered around me in awe and confusion. I had to help two off the floor because they were so lethargic after being fed on and abused. They were all fucking shaking with it, it was that fucking horrific. I stepped back once they were all together, then I swept a cloud of teleportation around them, watching as they dissipated, and were sent along to Charlie.

A low growl rumbled in my throat as I glared at the unconscious vampires.

And then I started down the main corridor to the left, headed for the Banquet Hall.

The corridor stretched, long and shadowed, flickering with muted light from a couple of bare bulbs above. Doors lined either side.

Vampiric energy pulsed from within.

It was absolutely no surprise to me, as I was sure they’d been counting on, when the doors burst open from either side when I was halfway down the corridor, and two dozen vampires burst out, snarling, hissing, fangs and talons bared.

Imbeciles.

While a vampire’s speed was a magic-wielder’s greatest weakness, a necromancer was right up there with a vampire’s greatest fear.

I was the monster they whispered about in the shadows.

The nightmare they cowered from.

A blight they’d do anything to avoid coming into contact with.

But these members of Clan Thalbraxus were far too hopped up on stolen power and arrogance to have the good sense to run.

I thrust my glowing palms out either side of me, my red flame exploding forth. Screams sounded as it tore into them, blasting them through the doors and walls alike, decimating the stonework as it propelled them back into the rooms in bloodied, beaten, and unconscious heaps. The couple who darted out of the way, I broke their necks with two twists of my wrists.

As I passed on by, I trapped the ones among the wreckage either side of me in stasis, ensuring I used a non-necromantic specific spell so that the Guardian Movement wouldn’t immediately associate it with my work.

I stepped around the wreckage and stormed down the corridor, eyeing the yellow-stained ivory double doors ahead.

I stumbled in my step for a moment as a wave of lightheadedness assaulted me.

No. Not now. Not fucking yet.

I knocked into the wall, my shoulder taking the brunt of it.

Fortunately, adrenaline surged, helping me out, as I heard commotion from inside the Banquet Hall up ahead behind those doors.

The vampires within had finally been alerted to my presence.

The fact that I’d already taken out several of their clan members and even decimated part of the building and they’d only just registered an attack really spoke to how out of it and fucking high they were on magic-wielder blood.

I pushed off the wall and blew the doors to shit, then strode across the threshold.

Cracked marble floors were stained brown-red from dried blood. Faint golden latticework clung to the walls, its former glimmer and grandiose appearance now withered and drained away.

The two female clan leaders cast a disturbing visual with gothic decayed Victorian gowns, hoop skirts wilted, satin faded, and age and blood staining the fabric.

The three male leaders, all sporting long, greasy dark hair followed the theme, wearing high-collared waistcoats, and frock coats that were stained and drained of color, even torn in places.

They sat upon five thrones, antique velvet chairs, now yellowed and cracked, stained with blood, fresher blood from their current feeding spree even currently dripping down the legs. They were each elevated on cracked dais.

They clearly thought themselves power players. But they were nothing but twisted relics. Rotting rulers drenched in degeneracy and decay in a hellhole of a supernatural drug den.

They were sharing two magic-wielders between them—a man and a woman—who they’d stripped down to their underwear, the male across the lap of three of them with bite marks all over his body, twitching as they buried their fangs in his abs currently. The female was being shared by two others at either side of her throat.

Six long banquet tables stretched from the thrones across the length of the vast space whereupon two magic-wielders were sprawled out on their backs on each, their Inhibitor cuffed hands wrenched above their heads and tied to chains connecting to chandeliers that were covered with dust and cobwebs. Every time their victims squirmed in pain, the crystals jangled like a bell, making the vampires chuckle in demented glee and some even clap.

“Necromancer!” one of the leaders hissed, a woman in a decrepit navy dress, her auburn hair a mass of tangled curls.

She pushed away from the woman she was feeding on and stepped forward in an unstable intoxicated state.

Hisses and snarls sounded as she alerted the others.

Within moments, thirty of them, including the five clan leaders, were leaving their playtime and gathering in unstable bursts of speed, then facing off with me.

“You dare to enter our home?” one of the male leaders thundered, calling his borrowed power, and causing the rest of them to do the same, all thirty raising their hands at me, prepared to fire upon me in a fusillade of magic.

“Psychopathic shits,” I rumbled.

More hisses.

“Take him down! Decimate him!” one of the male leaders bellowed.

I smirked.

Let’s go, demons.

I sent a wave of my magic toward the hostages, a red film sweeping over each of them and shattering their Inhibitor cuffs.

They gasped and choked with relief as their power rolled over them, some even sobbing.

Fuck, it was heartbreaking.

And I couldn’t entertain it. Not right now.

Not ever.

The army of vampires roared. Some fired at me, my shield deflecting their blasts.

Others burst toward me with vampire speed and the moment they hit, they ricocheted right off and were sent flying backward, taking out some of the gathered vampires in the process, downing them in a mess of limbs and a drug addled pathetic display.

With a twist of my hand, I snapped the necks of the vampire heaps—a dozen of them.

“You can’t hold that shield forever,” one of the leaders hissed at me.

A sadistic smile twisted my lips.

“Take your punishment, motherfuckers.”

Weaving my hands while they failed to get in a single hit, I channeled necrotic energy directly into the leaders, my crimson magic fusing with darkness, much like shadow, as it wove through one after the other.

Shrieks were forthcoming as they began to desiccate, starting with their hands, which cut off their ability to wield their stolen magic like the leeches they were.

I could feel myself weakening.

I had to speed this up.

I didn’t have time to exact the punishment I’d been intending.

It had to be solely about efficiency now.

I pulled harder until I’d encompassed every single remaining conscious vampire in the room, trapping them with my Desiccation Curse, watching as they screamed, writhed, and fell, clutching themselves, some paralyzed, some with whole limbs turning to ash.

They’d recover with their regenerative vampiric healing, but it would put them out of the fight without me needing to trap every single one of them in stasis, which took more power.

Once they were all suitably incapacitated, I walked to the hostages who were convened around the throne area now, and I cast a portal. “Head through, you’ll find help on the other side.”

They hesitated at first. Not surprising given how much trauma they’d endured.

But as a couple passed through, the others followed.

I left the portal open, then headed to my last target site—the dungeon below.

I teleported down to it and found myself at the threshold of a cavern with rough stone walls, iron bars across holes built into the place serving as cells.

Hisses sounded and a rush of remaining vampires started toward me.

I snapped their necks in unison and they all dropped like a macabre carpet on the ground.

That was it. All sixty vampires were down.

With a flick of my magic, I opened the bars to all the cages, and then the remaining few magic-wielders staggered out. Another flick and I had the cuffs shattered.

I swept them all up in a cloud of teleportation and as we rematerialized back into the Banquet Hall where my portal was still active—and pulling on my power like a bitch—I staggered and had to throw out my hand and grab one of the disgusting thrones to steady myself.

“Sylas? Are you all right?”

I looked to see one of the magic-wielders, a small woman with a bright-blue pixie cut eyeing me with concern.

It wasn’t uncommon for somebody to know my name without having met me before. I was a necromantic legend. But it was uncommon for somebody to express concern for me.

I was wanted for my power.

That was it.

The way it had always been.

Nothing else really computed.

Until Lazriel and Velra, of course. And Kai, too.

“All is well,” I said, forcing a smile and pushing forward. “Just head through the portal and you’ll all be taken care of.”

“Thank you,” she said, startling me as she grasped my arm.

I tensed, not knowing what to do with it.

“Of course,” was all I managed.

Fortunately, the stark emotion of it only had to be endured for a few moments, before she headed through the portal.

Others smiled back at me and gave me chin lifts before they all passed through as well.

Once the last one was through, I activated Soul Track to ensure I hadn’t missed anyone, or that there weren’t any hostages being hidden away.

Nothing.

I had them all.

I closed the portal, then called my power and performed Oblivisca, a small mind-wipe, but to sixty vampires.

By the time I was done, the strain was clear, and I had to grab at the corridor wall on my way out of the building.

It took me a while to get clear and I pulled out my phone instead of using magic to convey to Charlie that the job was done, and that he could call in the Guardian Movement.

I needed the last vestige of my energy to do one last thing.

Once I was out of the mansion, I walked about fifty feet away, then called my power again to wipe my scent and magical signature from the place.

A heavy sigh escaped me.

It was now fully done.

Mission complete.

I needed to get much further away before the Guardian Movement arrived, so I swept myself up in a cloud of teleportation, intending to head back to my house.

But it cut out before I made it all the way there.

Instead, I materialized against my will, finding myself in the heart of the forest about twenty miles from my home.

I choked as pain shot along my right arm, a burning fucking pain that I knew all too well at this point.

Desiccation.

A moment later, it seared across my abs too.

It started moving from searing pain to a freezer burn sensation as it drove deeper, damaged me deeper.

I had to try to teleport the rest of the way.

I wouldn’t make it walking.

I went to call my power again.

But then a blast of magic slammed into me.

It ripped through my shield because I was obviously so fucking weakened now, and it propelled me twenty feet across the forest into the trunk of a tree.

I cursed and clawed at the bark, staggering around.

Rainbow curls filled my vision.

Rennick Darrow.

The arrogant sorcerer from Wraeven Academy. Kelsana Torl’s possessive boyfriend.

“You’re not gonna be so charming when I’m done with you!” he roared, delivering another blast of his yellow magic that slammed into my gut and had me doubling over.

His fist smashed into my face in the next second, wrapped in magic, and scraping across my cheek, all his fucking rings ripping it open.

As he went in for another blow, I knocked him back with a blast of my red power.

It had me grunting as I felt the desiccation spread from the exertion, traveling up my shoulder beneath my hooded coat.

“You’d fare much better having an honest relationship discussion with your girlfriend than coming at the likes of me,” I rasped, pushing off the tree, and calling my magic to both palms.

It flickered unsteadily, though, and the strain of holding even that right now was weakening me further with every moment I forced it.

“I don’t give a shit about your threats!” he yelled back at me, sending another blast my way, which I deflected this time, sending it spiraling out into the air, high above the trees. “Her interest in you is ruining everything!”

“It’s not romantic or even sexual. I’ve explained that to her.”

“Yes! And now it’s worse, because now she’s talking about not wanting to be drawn to dark power. The power that I wield, that she and I used to play with together! She wants to change and now it’s had her befriending Velra Nox! All because of what you sparked in her! You know how hard it is to keep her in my orbit now, to spell a Dark Fae being with enough magical influence without them noticing?”

“You’re violating her free will?”

“You left me no choice! She’s mine!”

What a despicable bastard.

“Sounds to me she’s a possession to you, rather than a person.”

“Shut up!” he bellowed, his whole body in that gold suit shaking with it.

His blasts came rapid-fire then.

And I was beyond countering them anymore.

They slammed into me brutally, knocking me to my knees, making me curse.

All I could do was hold my hand up with barely a flicker of my magic still live in a futile bid to counter some of the damage.

And then I couldn’t even manage that.

With the assault and the desiccation combining, I could barely breathe steadily, the pain becoming unbearable, and the lightheadedness being the final straw that had me collapsing onto my back.

He moved in and smashed his boot into my ribs, making me choke and splutter up blood.

“Beg for mercy, Almighty Necromancer!” he spat at me.

Never.

He fisted his hand in my leather coat and jerked me up to him, holding his other hand in a fist. “I said beg,” he seethed.

I spat out a mouthful of blood over his suit.

He roared, then threw his fist.

But it never made contact.

A blur of movement caught my eye a split-second before he was ripped away from me, then hauled into a tree a few feet away opposite.

“Cocksucker!” a familiar voice thundered.

The blur came to a stop and then I was taking in that tactical gear, those green highlights in his spiky hair… and that delectable ass.

“Lazriel,” I croaked.
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Fucking shithead!

That arrogant piece of filth sorcerer thought he could come at somebody I cared for, thought he could lay hands on Sylas, hurt him, and walk away from that intact?

I’d fucking rip him apart.

I’d punish.

I’d ruin.

I’d bleed him goddamn dry!

As he tried to push off the tree, I body-checked him, driving him back against it with merciless force, hearing bones crack at the brutal impact, and the satisfying sound of his shriek echoing in the air.

It ramped up my bloodlust, which was already at a hell of a heightened state as it was after what I’d walked in on here—him beating the shit out of Sylas.

What the ever-loving fuck?

All I could see was blood-red as I threw my fists, wrenched Rennick to me by his shoulders and slammed him back against the tree over and over, then smashed my knee into his gut.

Blood sprayed, more bones cracked, flesh stripped away.

He flailed and tried to hit me with his magic, but I reacted faster, snapping his wrists in quick succession, then spinning him, fisting my hand in his hair and using it as leverage to crush and grind his fucking pretty boy face into the tree trunk.

“Stop… Lazriel… enough.”

I jolted at the sound of Sylas’ voice.

The plea in it.

The… weakness. It didn’t compute hearing either from him. I didn’t like it, and it was so jarring that it managed to cut into me. Right through the heart of my bloodlust and fury.

I roughly released Rennick, and he slid down the tree and slumped into an unconscious heap on the grass.

And then I spun back to Sylas and burst over to where he was sprawled out a few feet away.

He didn’t look… right.

No. No. No.

It was all wrong.

He was a dark god of wrath and vengeance.

That was what he’d told me Kai Hunter had referred to him as.

That fucking vigilante work of his. While I respected it in theory, in practice he was hurting himself continuing to do it when he was clearly sick.

Gravely ill Cassius had termed it.

And seeing the state of him now… shit, it rang brutally true.

Sylas Morgrave being reduced to this… to being hurt, to being unable to defend himself, to having his mammoth power depleted and compromised… it was extremely unsettling.

I hated this for him.

I hated him hurting.

Hated him flailing.

Not being himself.

“You should have fucking told me,” I gritted out, fighting to keep my anger at this secret of his in check, as I knelt down at his side to examine the damage.

“Told you what?” he croaked.

“You’re sick, Sylas.”

He frowned. “I just overexerted myself and—”

“Spare me the bullshit party line. I know.”

“You can’t. I cloaked the—Cassius… he told you?”

“Ding. Ding. Ding. Yes, you fucking cocksucker.”

His lips quirked, somehow in spite of it all. “You know how I take that as a compliment. And a come-on.”

“Seriously? Right now? When you’re hurt and clearly in pain?”

“Why not?” A laugh burst from him, but it quickly turned into him choking, then wheezing.

“Stop. Just shut the fuck up and let me see to you.”

He moved to argue, because of course he did, but then he jolted and twisted on the ground, crying out.

Frantically, I took him in.

His split cheek courtesy of Rennick’s fucking rings, bruising around his jaw and cheekbone, his right eye already swelling. His leather coat was scorched, his shirt was soaked in blood. More blood was splattered across his chin from where he’d been choking it up.

He hadn’t made a move to sit up at all, which didn’t bode well.

I listened carefully.

His pulse was weak. Far too weak. It was also thready, which was a sign of both blood loss and internal injury.

His breathing was shallow and uneven, indicating pain with inhalation—a classic sign of cracked or severely bruised ribs.

I listened harder and made out the sound of subtle creaking and grinding. Yeah, definitely broken ribs.

No. Worse. There was… a wetness to each breath. A rattle just beneath the ribs. A lung—punctured by splintered bone.

Shit.

“I need to heal you now,” I said, ripping off my right tactical glove, then dropping my fangs.

“Just… need… my house.”

“You’re kidding? I can’t move you like this. The toll that vamp speed could take on your body while you’re like this… no fucking way.”

“You don’t… understand.”

“You hate weakness, I get it. Believe me. But you’re gonna have to suck it up.” I tore into my wrist with my fangs, opening a vein for him. “Besides, my blood has one hell of a kick to it thanks to my father’s side, so that weakness you hate will only be temporary.”

I shoved my wrist toward him and our eyes locked.

Fucking intensely.

And then his tongue darted out and lapped at the wound I’d basically gouged into my wrist.

Just that slight flick from him sent a shock of sensation through me that hit me straight in the dick.

I reached out and cradled his head so he didn’t choke as he ingested more, and his gaze bore into mine as he started to drink from me.

Unlike non-vampires, he didn’t hesitate or screw up his face in disgust like most did at their first taste of blood. He just took it. And, shit, he took it well.

It was all I could do to hold my bloodlust at bay as it was. From the burst of violence just moments ago, the terror and rage at seeing him hurt, and then him drinking my blood, let alone his response to it. He wasn’t just accepting of it, he was… into it.

He was something else. His eyes were hooding, even though he was injured and pained… he was turned on by feeding from me.

It had my entire focus shifting to blood and nothing but blood. The scent of mine, watching it drip from his lips as he drank so quickly. Feeling it rolling through my veins and down his throat, hearing his swallows. His pulse strengthening, the strain receding.

It was working, he was healing.

I shifted my weight a little without relinquishing my support of his head, or moving my wrist from his mouth.

Just that slight bit of movement helped to ground me, to stop me from sinking into it.

Into the urge to bite him back.

To taste him on my tongue.

To drink him down.

I knew a necromancer’s blood wasn’t the most appetizing, that too much could be a little dangerous. But it was about more than the taste in this case.

A snarl escaped me and I couldn’t pull my fangs back.

I was close to frothing at the mouth and—

A strange scent hit me all of a sudden.

With the mind-fuck of everything else, and then needing to tune all of my focus to his injuries, before things had taken another sort of turn in regard to my focus, I hadn’t picked up on it.

No, not just that.

It had been hidden… the veil was dropping… there it was. It was… no. No!

He eased his mouth from my wrist, then moved his head out of my grip and sat up. “All better now. Thank you.”

“You’re lying. Again.”

“What are you—”

I called my talons and slashed them across his coat and shirt, until they were just scraps and he was essentially shirtless, just down to his pants.

There it was.

His chest, his arms… that grayish tint. “You’re desiccating,” I choked.

He went to snap his fingers, to clearly cover himself, but then he abruptly stilled. “Magic sparking,” he warned.

“What?”

“He’s not down…he’s—”

In the next second, a blast of power tore me from him and sent me flying across the forest several feet away.

I managed to land in a primed crouch, then spin around, just as Rennick thrust both his palms at me, that yellow magic streaming forth brutally.

“Stay down, beast,” he seethed at me.

I growled and pushed forward even as his magic slammed into me.

His eyes widened as I pushed against it, one shaky step forward at a time.

I saw Sylas’ power spark, but it went out a second later.

The fucking desiccation was preventing him from being able to use his magic.

“Stop!” he cried, trying to push to his feet, only to collapse back down.

As he did, I caught sight of the skin of his ankle visible through a tear in the leg of his pants. It was desiccated too.

My blood was supremely powerful. The fact it hadn’t healed that aspect… it was beyond worrying. It had already spread so far. If it reached his heart—

Rennick delivered a slice of magic across my throat, making me choke as the searing pain of him ripping my flesh open deeply had blood drenching my T-shirt in seconds.

Couldn’t kill me, though.

Or stop me.

His eyes widened as it healed rapidly, and I just kept pushing forward.

I was taking a shitload of damage, because he was using his full power and it was only my healing factor and my goddamn stamina that was enabling me to keep moving forward. All of that was being enhanced with a shitload of panic because if I didn’t get to Sylas soon and figure out a way to stop that desiccation he’d be lost to me.

“Stand down!” Rennick screamed at me. “You fucking animal! His punishment isn’t done yet. Let me mete it out! This doesn’t concern you!”

“You don’t walk right now and I swear to fuck I’ll hunt you. There’ll be nowhere across the realms that you can hide from me.”

It wasn’t in my nature to allow an enemy to run.

But I needed this shithead gone now so I could see to Sylas. Right now!

I actually saw him hesitate, especially as he took in my eyes flaming, my bloodlusting fury laid bare for him to choke on, and piss himself over.

He shuddered. “You’ll let me walk? With my girl?”

“Not with her,” Sylas interjected, before I could confirm it, and finally get the bastard away from us, away from him.

What was he playing at?

“You’re abusing her, warping her mind with magic,” Sylas bit at him.

Rennick had been doing what to his woman?

“No deal then!” he screeched.

While he was distracted yelling at Sylas, I jerked back, breaking the connection with his magic, then I vamp sped toward him.

But at the last second, he blasted me, ripping me off my feet, and using my speed against me. It had me landing with a back-breaking thud on the ground.

And then he was there, wailing on me with blast after ruthless blast, making me writhe on the ground and grit my teeth.

I heard Sylas yelling, saw him fighting to call his power.

And then purple lightning suddenly lit up the forest in a violent display, a moment before it tore into Rennick, hauling him off his feet, and holding him there in the air as he was electrocuted over and over, his body convulsing wildly as he screamed out into the night.

A moment later, I saw Velra step from the shadows.

Her own shadows.

Kelsana was with her, looking on with a mixture of pain and vindication as she watched Velra punishing her boyfriend.

Rennick passed out from the pain, and Velra pulled her lightning back.

As Rennick dropped in an unconscious heap on the grass, Kelsana strode forward, muttering curses at him, before sweeping indigo smoke around him, then teleporting him away. She kept the magic live as she looked out at me and Sylas in turn sadly, before telling Velra, “Thank you for your help.”

“Of course. When you get back, I’m around, all right?”

She smiled, then teleported away too.

I groaned and pushed to my feet. “How the hell are you—”

“Long story. One we can get into after we see to Sylas.”

We both rushed to him and skidded to our knees either side of him.

“My house. I have a serum. It stops the desiccation.”

“Desiccation, I—oh my God,” Velra exclaimed as she saw it all over his torso and beyond.

“I can’t risk vamp speeding him while he’s in this state,” I told Velra.

“No worries,” she assured me. “Take my hand.”

I did, and then she was sweeping us all up in a teleportation spell.
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Sylas lurched up on his bed, screaming in agony.

“Hurry!” Lazriel called to me frantically, as he pushed Sylas back down, straddling him now. The more he moved at this point, the faster the desiccation spread.

“Move me… to it,” Sylas urged Lazriel, his eyes darting to the nightstand where he’d told us he kept his serum. A whole lot of serum that he’d apparently been using to stave off this sickness—this desiccation—that we hadn’t known he’d been suffering from.

The problem was, he’d locked it with necromantic magic.

Our magic could meld together in some ways, but not with the spell he’d used.

There were only two ways around it—dark magic and Celestial power.

“You’re not using your magic,” Lazriel told him. “One more fucking spark and the desiccation will reach your heart and that will be it.” He growled low in his throat, cursing him out in angry mutterings that I could see he was trying so hard not to escalate to absolute rage. “I’ll call Cassius,” Lazriel told me.

I started at his words.

The mention of Cassius was bad enough, but there was also the inference there—Lazriel had a line to him? When and how had that happened?

“No,” Sylas uttered. “We’re even… can’t owe… him. Not… again.”

“This is your life. I’ll take the debt on me. I don’t give a fuck, so long as you’re well and—”

“I’ve got it,” I cut in.

I grimaced, then pulled on the dark and dangerous aspect of my Dark Fae abilities, something that I’d actually done earlier as well. The two of them hadn’t taken that in yet with everything going on. But when Kelsana had sensed a whole lot of rage and a surge of power from Rennick, and we’d arrived on scene, witnessing Lazriel and Sylas in such a state had sparked that dangerous part of me to the surface.

The last thing I wanted was to do it again, but here we were.

I had the power. I couldn’t not use it for them.

My purple magic burst forth with flecks of black, a rush like no other. It swept over the nightstand and I felt it breach Sylas’ magical lock a second before the drawer opened.

I pulled back my power, choking a little at the sensation, and then I reached in and pulled out five syringes of a couple of dozen in there—holy hell.

Sylas had said that he’d need at least five to be able to treat such a mammoth spread of desiccation.

“At the… site,” Sylas told us, as I handed them to Lazriel.

In rapid-fire bursts, he injected them into Sylas’ abs, right shoulder, left and right leg, and then his throat as well.

We watched with bated breath as the grayish tint actually began dissipating, the desiccation healing quickly.

Lazriel and I exchanged a heavy look.

“Thank fuck,” he breathed, sitting back on his haunches on Sylas.

It took Sylas a moment to breathe steadily again and become more cognizant, and when he managed it, he reached out to Lazriel.

I winced when Lazriel batted his hand away, then climbed off the bed.

Sylas sat up and leaned heavily against the headboard. “I know you’re upset and—”

“Upset?” Lazriel snapped. “Upset? Is that what I am, necromancer?”

“I’d say so, yes.”

“Sylas,” I ground out, perching on the edge of the bed. “His reaction is warranted. Downplaying it isn’t going to do that any favors.”

“It’s not as bad as you think,” he still told us. Jeez, he was a hard nut to crack.

Well, I guess there was a whole lot of that going around. I couldn’t really talk where that was concerned.

I grimaced as I looked at Lazriel who was pacing back and forth and pulling at his hair, anger and pain barely contained.

I’d contributed to this as well for him.

And I felt sick with it.

For him. For all of this.

He had such a good heart, an open heart, once he drew close to someone. So much to give.

And here he’d been slamming up against walls with me, then thinking the opposite had been true of Sylas until this brutal revelation about this awful sickness he was afflicted with.

Hell, it was more than mere sickness. With his magic compromised for a few moments, even though I could feel it surging back now, I’d sensed it—death.

Sylas was actually dying.

“Not as bad?” I queried, trying to keep the edge out of my voice

“I had to exert myself tonight on a job. I would have been fine, though, if it hadn’t been for Rennick’s unprecedented attack.”

“What job?” Lazriel barked back at him.

“The details don’t matter.”

Lazriel shook his head and scoffed. “Of course they don’t. Because you obviously need your fucking secrets, don’t you?”

“Word cannot spread that I’m ill,” Sylas told us. “It’s imperative.”

“We get that, you dumb fucking fool. Of course we do. You’ve got a shitload of enemies. They’d all come for you if word got out.”

“Not just me. Those I care for.”

“Kai, you mean?” Lazriel snapped.

“You know I’m referring to the two of you. I don’t draw close to people, so it will be very obvious. You’d become instant targets if my enemies found out I was weakened.”

“Velra and I aren’t new to being targets.”

“All the more reason to keep other bullshit away from you, wouldn’t you say?” He went to push off the bed, only to fall back down, his head lolling back.

He was still too weak to manage it.

“Just rest, for fuck’s sakes,” Lazriel told him.

“This is what you needed my magic for?”

Sylas’ gaze snapped to mine. “Yes. The way my power responded to the flare of yours the first day we met suggested it could possibly assist with my situation.”

“Yet you told me to take my time, to wait until trust was built between us, before we even tried?”

“Of course. I don’t force people into things. Ever.”

“This is different. You’re dying. I sensed it when your magic was down briefly.”

“And I fucking smelled it,” Lazriel said.

“The serum is countering the effects. So long as I inject it in time and don’t overexert myself, I’m fine and beyond functional. Tonight was an outlier. And I’m also searching for a solution to the actual sickness itself. It’s being taken care of. I understand seeing me in that state tonight was disturbing, but it was an extreme circumstance. I’m handling it.”

“Handling it, huh?” I said, shaking my head.

“Yes.”

Lazriel slammed his hands down on the foot of the bed, the whole thing rocking. “You. Almost. Died.”

“Babe—”

“Don’t. Don’t call me that! What’s the point of any of this, anyway? You’re gonna leave me. You’re gonna perish. You’re gonna keep doing this vigilante work and get yourself killed before you find a cure. If you can even find a cure! I looked into it. I’ve activated my sources and this sickness is unheard of. It’s never fucking existed before!”

“I’m already aware of that and I’m—”

“Stop! It’s all bullshit! You pulled me close, you let me care about you—deeply—all the while knowing you were dying! What kind of sick—fuck it! Just fuck it!”

I went to reach for him, but it was too late. He sped away in a burst, the door slamming after him as he left Sylas’ home.

Sylas cursed and brought his hands to his face.

When he sighed deeply, then lowered them, there were tears in his eyes.

It was the first time I’d ever seen emotion from him.

“He processes with rage first,” I said.

“Yeah, I know. I know he does.”

I reached out and took his hand. “Once you’ve properly recovered from tonight, I’ll help you, okay?”

“You don’t need to feel pressured just because you saw me in a bad way once. I don’t want that for you.”

“I don’t feel pressured. I want to help you. My hesitancy was because I didn’t know where your interest was coming from.”

“You were concerned there was some nefarious intent buried in there somewhere?”

“I have to be certain with these sorts of things.”

“Makes sense after all you’ve endured.”

“Yeah,” I muttered. “My survival mode approach, the thing screwing everything over.”

His fingers tightened around mine. “It’s not screwing everything over. It’s keeping you alive. And I’d rather have you cautious than destroyed.”

I glanced down at our joined hands, then back at him. “Still… I’m trying to learn the difference between protection and isolation.”

“You’re already doing the work there now. Don’t discount that. It’s a hell of a feat.” He smiled sadly. “I guess we have that in common, hmm?”

I nodded and a heavy silence passed between us.

Weighty, yes, but comfortable.

Then he raised our joined hands and brushed his lips over my knuckles. “Thank you. For your offer. And for what you did tonight. I don’t take that lightly.”

“You’re not just talking about my magic, are you? You mean, people helping you. Period.”

“I do, yes.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?”

“That your life has been like this. So alone. Nowhere to turn. No one to truly trust. At least until recently, right?”

He smiled. “Until recently, yes.”

“It’s time we both stopped kidding ourselves that we favor isolation.”

“That it’s easier.”

“And safer.”

“That too.”

Because in the end, it just hurt.

I reached out and stroked his cheek. He leaned in slightly, watching me carefully.

And then I took it the rest of the way, pressing my lips to his.

A soft groan spilled from him and he stroked my hair as we kissed softly and serenely.

A shock went through me, making me pull back with a gasp.

Off Sylas’ look of surprise, I told him, “That’s the alert I embedded into Lazriel’s bracelet. He’s at Graverun.”

Sylas started and tried to push out of bed again, but his body just wasn’t having it, and he slumped back down with a disgruntled curse. “In the state he’s currently in, he could be endangering himself. Or others.”

“I know. I’ll go to him.”

“I’ll be along shortly and—”

“You can barely move. Rest. Just rest.” As he moved to protest, I added, “It will go a long way with Lazriel.”

He sighed, then gave a nod. “Be careful. Graverun is as brutal as its name suggests.”

I was well aware.

Although, not wanting to witness that brutality wasn’t exactly why I’d stayed away.

There’d been more to it than that.

And it seemed like tonight that reason would be thrust into the light.

I guess it was the time for a whole lot of that in several respects.

Hiding and denial hadn’t helped anything.

Sylas looked out at me, his gaze dropping to my lips for a moment, before he smiled, his eyes sparkling, which was really saying something considering all he’d suffered tonight.

I smiled back at him.

And then I sucked in steadying breath and teleported out.
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Holy hell.

It was unbelievably brutal.

Like, no-holds-barred.

Sylas had been right on the money.

I’d heard about how intense it could be here.

Wherever I went, I ensured I did my research.

And this had been no exception.

But some things were different in practice, different up close.

Magical amber fire flickered erratically from the iron settings above, meekly lighting up the space, keeping most of it cast in shadow and darkness, clearly the intention for such a gritty, down and dirty place.

Roars, whistling, and cheering blared through the space like an aggressive cacophony that I was doing my best to try to block out.

Spectators were leaning forward on the edge of the coliseum-type seating around the fight circle, some on their feet and whooping.

Right now, they were all embroiled in watching a very bloody fight between a Light Fae and a Dark Fae—two warrior women going hard at it, using magic and bare fists and feet to brutalize one another. I’d watched the Light Fae have her two front teeth knocked out. Magic would fix it later, but for now, it had definitely added to the bloody spectacle.

I wanted to hate it.

Normally, I didn’t like people being hurt.

But that was my surface reason. Because it did call to my darker side. The violence, the power in that and the aggression… I liked it on some level. It made something stir inside me… something that I was afraid of acknowledging fully, let alone actually letting out and allowing it breath.

At least that was until I saw Lazriel stride down the gangway as the current fight came to an end.

He had a green satin robe hanging off his shoulders that was marked with glittering gold letters as Halfblood Hound. It was open, revealing matching shorts beneath, along with all that sculpted muscle of his.

There was so much dark intensity coming off him that I couldn’t look away.

Everything else faded into the background, the surroundings, even the raucous cheers as he shook off his robe, then took his place within the magical circle.

A vampire stepped in—a fourth year who also had a Graverun ring like Lazriel did. The guy was a monstrous powerhouse who even towered over Lazriel. He had his fangs bared already, in full vampire mode, twisted features and all. Even his talons were out as he assumed a fighting stance in nothing but a pair of tight black shorts, and waited for the magical flag to signal the start of the fight.

The moment it fell, the vampire slammed forward with a burst of speed.

Lazriel spun and smashed his elbow into his face at the brutal point of contact that sent the guy crashing into the magic of the circle, then ricocheting off it.

Lazriel was there in the next second, throwing his fists, yanking on the guy’s neck, then crushing his face with his knee, before then executing a spinning kick that had his opponent careening across the other side of the circle.

The guy choked and spluttered, and it took him several moments to get back to his feet. Even when he did, he was unsteady.

Not only wasn’t Lazriel pulling any punches, he was being unnecessarily brutal.

Because it wasn’t this vampire who he was really fighting. It was a whole lot else.

And then something shocking happened.

Lazriel allowed his opponent to get in a hit.

Not by accident.

Intentionally.

I knew how fast he could move.

The punch had been sluggish on account of the guy being badly hurt from Lazriel’s attack and his healing not yet kicking in.

But Lazriel let it plow into his chest.

It didn’t faze him, because he was like a wall of titanium, especially in a fight, as I’d seen from the scene in the forest earlier when he’d taken so much magical damage from Rennick and had somehow still pushed on when most would be on their knees at the very least and screaming out into the night, if not already unconscious.

His opponent hit again.

Again, again, and again.

Lazriel finally staggered back.

An uppercut from the vampire had his head snapping up.

Another punch smashed into his face, bloodying his lip.

He flashed a bloodied grin, then held his hands out either side.

The guy snarled, then wailed on him like he was a fucking punching bag, not a real person.

I grimaced and clenched my fists.

It was fucking brutal, blood spewing everywhere as Lazriel just took the punishment.

Silently, while the disgruntled roars from the crowd filtered back in to me, people shocked that he wasn’t winning out, that he was just enduring it.

No. More than that.

Holding his hands out in invitation. The grinning, then a couple of unhinged laughs… he was welcoming it.

He wanted to be hurt.

He wanted the pain.

As he hit the floor, I couldn’t take another second of it.

He spat up a mouthful of blood, and his opponent kicked him in the face screaming that the Graverun King was about to be dethroned.

“Lazriel!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

Despite the overbearing uproar from the crowd, many heard me, turning their heads my way.

Normally, it would risk causing a spiral—I didn’t like drawing attention to myself.

But in this moment, I couldn’t care fucking less.

All that mattered was the flinch I saw from Lazriel, the fact that he’d registered my voice.

And as his opponent went to kick him in the face again, Lazriel’s hand shot out, he grasped the guy’s ankle, then hauled him away with a single ruthless move that almost knocked him out cold.

Lazriel sprung to his feet, his eyes locking with mine a hundred feet from where he stood, instantly finding me through the dozens of onlookers.

He must have seen it in my eyes, something there that I’d been trying to deny for a long time, because his entire focus shifted.

His eyes hooded.

And then he burst out of the circle, unceremoniously ending the fight, snatching up his satin robe, then snagging me across the waist in a burst of vampire speed, our surroundings blurring into nothingness.
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My back hit a wall with a discombobulating jar.

I was very aware of his hands glued to my hips, his fingers basically digging into the sides of my leather bustier.

That minty scent of his infused me.

But it was his steel-gray eyes that held me captive more than anything else.

Fury and passion warred in equal measure as he panted down at me, essentially caging me in against the wall.

The rough stone wall of that same alcove he’d brought me to my first day here at Wraeven Academy.

The symbolism behind that wasn’t lost on me for a moment.

I stared up at him, the fact he was doused in blood, that his eyes were glowing, the vampire and the wolf blazing forth in equal measure.

It was a heady fucking thing.

“You like it,” I rasped, trying to catch my breath. Both wanting to and not wanting to all at the same time. This moment, this intensity… I didn’t want that broken.

“Like what?” he answered, brashly, definitely still in his fight-mode mentality.

But his eyes flickered almost violently as though he was fighting to tone it down with me—kind of wanting to because he believed I needed it, but also not wanting to because of what he’d clearly seen from me in that moment when we’d connected back there.

“The hurt. The aggression, the physical violence, the pain.”

“Tried to tell you that night in The Fade.”

“You weren’t just trying to make me feel better.”

He shook his head. “I always speak the truth to you. After what you’ve been through, I’d never do anything less.” He leaned in close, his warm breath fanning over the side of my neck. “It gets me off in ways you can’t even imagine, love.”

A tremble rolled through me at the erotic promise just barely veiled.

“I saw it from you too. Felt it.” He eased his head back to look at me, his eyes flickering wildly. “Gotta say, I didn’t see that coming. You hid it really deeply.”

“I… I know.”

He grasped my jaw, making me gasp, but not from the suddenness of it.

It was the heat of his fingers against my skin, almost like freezer burn because it was so intense. “You must know by now that this is a safe space for you. No pressure. No judgment. Don’t retreat into yourself. It’s just me. Just us.”

“I’ve always tried to bury it.”

“Your darker side?”

I nodded. “In case I like it too much.”

“So what if you do? I embrace it a whole lot at Graverun—and in other ways—and I’m fine. It hasn’t destroyed me or anything. A predilection doesn’t have to be your entire personality, love.”

“I see that now. Watching you do that up close tonight, it drove it home to me that it can actually be done. And also…” I smiled up at him. “Also that you might be able to help pull me back if I… if I get a little lost.”

“Of course I can.” He stroked my jaw. “But I really don’t think you’ll need me to.”

He sounded so sure, so incredibly sure that I’d be able to handle it, that I wouldn’t get lost.

And, honestly, it was beyond time that I started believing and trusting in that too.

Because holding all of this back—so fucking much—it was hurting too deeply.

I broke his hold on my chin and my arm with a sudden blast of my purple power, and then I was shoving my hands into his chest and slamming him back against the opposite wall with a whole lot of magical force.

It had him grunting at the impact.

And then I was there, using my shadow magic to weave around his throat, then tugging it to jerk him down to me, a moment before I crushed my mouth to his. My frost seeped into his mouth, which often ramped up from frantic, uneven breathing, and he simply swallowed it down and even groaned at the sensation, escalating the kiss in response.

“Yes,” he rasped. “My fucking Wraithqueen.”

I smiled against his lips, then I thrust my tongue into his mouth and he rose to it, one hand fisting in my hair, the other grabbing my ass and grinding me against his very hard dick. Even through my leather pants, I could feel him with those thin shorts of his, sliding against me, rubbing and raging to do a whole lot more than that.

Heat rose, pleasure shooting through me and fucking coursing through my veins.

All I was aware of was his scent, his touch, the sexy throaty sounds he made.

The blistering heat from his body that was all encompassing.

I pulled my shadow magic back from his throat, about to snuff it out, but he eased from our kiss and snatched my wrist.

“Can you do that to my cock?”

I stared at him. “Really?”

“Really.”

In the next second, he shoved down his shorts with his free hand, his cock springing free.

He smirked as I involuntarily licked my lips at the sight of so much pre-cum oozing down his shaft.

I loved the effect I had on him.

He released my hand, and I flicked my shadow magic where he wanted it and wove my fingers, watching as it circled his shaft just out of reach.

His breath hitched in anticipation.

When I continued teasing him, not letting it touch him, wanting to mark this moment of him wanting this from me, and so badly at that, he growled and called his claws, then sliced my bustier open, making me gasp as my breasts were suddenly exposed to him.

In a split-second, he was palming them and pinching my nipples, sending shocks of bliss through me that he eased to soothing pleasure as he kneaded in between his torment.

But then he had me choking in shock as he swept his hand over the blood from the fight drenching his chest, then spread it over my breasts, coating my skin in the coppery-red. The sensation of his fingers and the sticky liquid had me undulating against him.

My shadow magic lashed out from the intensity and he jolted as it assaulted his beautiful dick.

“Fuck… more,” he groaned, flicking his tongue over my nipple, then lapping up some of the blood he’d covered me with—marked me with. It was primal and messed-up in an incredibly darkly sexy way.

He was panting in the next moment as I made my shadows swirl all the way around his shaft, brushing and consuming, rushing down his length, then squeezing and teasing.

His mouth ravaged my breasts then as he bucked wildly, thrusting his hips in a hot-as-hell unhinged way that sent a thrill through me.

Moans spilled from my lips and I grabbed at his hair with my free hand, guiding him against me, driving him on with his erotic torment. I felt him smile against my chest, liking that I was taking control with him, that there was this back and forth with us.

He shoved me back against the opposite wall, just as he gave one last long lick to my breasts, before he grabbed my hips brutally, then came all over my stomach.

“Ahh,” I cried out as his hot cum spilled over my skin.

I pulled my shadow magic back, then he was choking, “Pants… lose those sexy fucking pants. Now.”

With a spark of my magic they were gone.

He didn’t give me the chance to do the same with my panties. He fisted them and literally tore them off me with a growl.

And then he hauled me up against him. “Say it,” he breathed between us.

“Don’t fucking stop.” I grinned out at him. “Don’t you dare.”

“Yeah?” he teased. “You’re sure?”

“Son of a bitch, yes. Take it there.”

“Fuck you?”

“Yes, you absolute asshole. Fuck me.”

He snarled, then thrust up inside me, driving so deep that a scream tore from my throat as pleasure and pain collided in a head-spinning symphony of overwhelming sensation.

He rested his forehead against mine and held still. “Fuck me, you’re so—”

“Tight?”

“Nah, saying that means shit, and it’s on the empty side.” He lifted his head to look at me, as he told me earnestly. “I was gonna say perfect. Your word. You’re so fucking perfect.”

Oh my God.

Emotion clogged my throat and I linked my arms around his neck, holding him to me.

He held my gaze as he shifted his weight so he was holding me against him with just one hand, then he dipped his other down between my legs, and slicked up all my wetness that had been dripping down my thighs. He traced it over my clit, then through my folds, circling and brushing, then pinching, making me tremble in his arms as pleasure built and built to a staggering degree.

He didn’t move inside me. Instead he waited and teased, and delivered so much bliss until I was the one rising up, then fucking him.

As he groaned and threw his head back, I nipped and licked at his stubbly jaw, picking up my pace until I was digging my nails into his nape, scratching down his back, then around to his chest, over his pecs, losing it as I rode him wildly.

He cursed, then met my thrusts, slamming up into me.

His fingers teasing between my thighs sped up until he was using his vampire speed.

“Ah! Shit!” I screamed, clamping down around him as ecstasy tore through me, setting my body alight.

He grabbed my thighs, slammed me against the wall with jarring force again, then pounded into me with his vampire speed, sending my orgasm into the stratosphere as it either carried on, or another one followed so quickly—I didn’t even know.

It inundated me like a fury, one I couldn’t make sense of.

One I didn’t want to make sense of.

I just wanted to feel.

And that was all I could do as he fucked me like a little devil, the force and speed of him moving inside me driving me crazy.

I was lashing out in the middle of it, scraping my nails down his throat, his chest, even his face that made him hiss and smirk, then release a rapturous wolf howl.

He slammed his fist down beside my head, taking a chunk out of the hard stone, and the raw violence of it set me off, and I came again, drenching his big cock.

“Yeah… fuck, woman… fuck me!”

He stilled, grabbing a fistful of my hair and holding me to him, as he came deep inside me with a sexy growl.

Neither of us moved for several moments, the intensity of it a hell of a lot to come down from.

“Well, shit,” he finally uttered, easing himself free from me with a grunt, and a hiss from me.

He put me down, but didn’t pull back.

In fact, his arms came around me instead, looping around my back, and he stared down at me in disbelief and reverence.

“Wow,” I breathed.

A laugh burst from me as I took in the fact that we were both smeared in blood and fluids, clothes torn, hair mussed beyond belief.

He chuckled along with me, noticing what I was. “Sometimes there’s just no waiting, love.”

“There certainly wasn’t tonight.”

“Thank you,” he said, stroking my hair.

“For what?” I murmured against him.

“For pulling me back from the edge.”

I smiled. “Thank you for making it possible for me to go to that edge.”

His hold tightened and he rested his head against mine. “Velra?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t pull away, okay? Not this time.”

My gut twisted. “I won’t.”

“Promise?”

“I promise,” I vowed, then nuzzled against him.
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Shit, it was so cozy.

This warmth all over me.

A familiar lavender scent infusing me.

And the whisper of something else… blackcurrant?

It was so wonderful that I didn’t want to open my eyes.

But my internal clock was warning me that it was time to get up.

Time to start the day, time for classes.

A grunt escaped me as I managed to force my eyes open.

And then I was jolting as the first thing I saw was Sylas lounging in an armchair as he sipped at his blackcurrant tea.

He was in just a pair of silky crimson lounge pants, his sexy ripped chest on full display and his hair in that just-woken-up wild state.

“Morning, sunshine,” he whispered.

Whispered.

I jolted again and looked to see that I was lying on his couch with Velra asleep on top of me, a ratty cover halfway down her back, revealing that she was covered in my forest-green Halfblood Hound satin robe.

I shifted a little to prop my head up against the arm, careful not to wake her. The way she looked when she slept… so peaceful… I didn’t want to mess with that.

Besides, last night had been a lot.

I couldn’t actually believe—

“It appears your night improved after you stormed out of here,” Sylas spoke, cutting into my thoughts and my attempt to process what had gone down. Or, at least some of what had gone down. Like I said, last night had been a lot—too much had happened.

I glared out at him. “I vamp sped out.”

“Ah, yes. That makes all the difference.”

Smarmy little—

“I’m sorry.”

I started. “You’re… what?”

“I’m sorry that my decision to keep my health situation secret hurt you.”

Of fucking course. “You’re sorry you had to deal with my upset, but you’re not sorry for what you did? Sounds about right.”

“No. I’m never sorry to have to deal with any emotion from you. I like when you’re bare to me, when you allow me in.” He couldn’t resist adding, “In more ways than one.”

“You know what? Just save the—”

“What I’m sorry for is that a decision I made ended up hurting you, Lazriel,” he said, being earnest now, and dropping the bullshit. He put his tea down and scrubbed his hand over his face and for the first time I actually saw distress from him. Raw, honest, and open distress. “Everyone I’ve ever loved has been taken from me. Due to circumstances beyond my control. Meeting you… connecting the way we have… I couldn’t risk that, couldn’t risk what we’re building. This sickness… it was forced on me. Yet another thing beyond my control that putting out there to you or anyone I grew close to could cause me to lose you. I know you suffer from abandonment issues, among other things, and with that being the case, I was concerned that if I revealed I was ill, it would destroy what we’ve been building.” He gritted his teeth, then forced out. “No. Not just concerned—afraid. I was afraid it would ruin things.”

“You were afraid I’d leave you?”

He swallowed hard.

“Sylas?” I pushed, albeit without an edge this time.

“Yes,” he admitted. “I was.” He shifted his weight on his chair. “And in light of last night, I still am.” He gestured at me holding Velra. “Especially with this… development.”

With some rather impressive graceful moves—if I did say so myself—I managed to extricate myself from Velra without jostling her even a little.

Then I walked to Sylas.

Before I made it to him, he snapped his fingers, and I looked down to find myself clad in his bathrobe.

My lips quirked.

He couldn’t handle me naked in front of him. I liked that a whole lot.

But as he’d just made clear, I had a much deeper effect on him than merely physical titillation and satisfaction—mind-blowing satisfaction, but still.

He stared steadily at me, but I knew him well enough to see some wariness there. He wasn’t sure what I was gonna do—or say. And it had him worried.

Shit, he really cared so much about where this was gonna go.

I slapped my hands down on the arms of his chair and eyed him. “As I’ve repeatedly told Velra—and she finally accepted it last night—I’m absolutely not easily freaked out, necromancer.”

“That sounds mighty powerful in theory.”

“Look, you’ve been there for me during some of my worst moments lately. Of course I’m going to do the same for you. And, no, not out of duty, but because I want to. Because I care about you. Because I pulled you into my fucking life and I don’t do that unless I intend to keep somebody there, all right? I’m a possessive asshole, Sylas. I thought I’d made that clear several times over.”

The corner of his mouth turned up. “You have. But—”

“But nothing. I’m not leaving you, not turning tail—pun intended—just because you’re sick. But you’ve gotta let me in, let us in. Velra might be able to help you. I can help you with your vigilante work so you don’t get into that awful state of depletion and fucking desiccation that you did last night. You want me with you, enough where you’ve actually admitted you’re afraid to lose me, then you start fucking acting like it. You let me help you. Let Velra help you. You can’t have it both ways. You want this closeness, you’ve gotta let us in. No more closed-off bullshit.”

He remained silent for a moment, taking my words in, and clearly feeling the weight of them.

And then he finally spoke, “Your terms are acceptable.”

Fucking son of a—my terms are—fine. I’d take it. Let him believe he still held the dominant stance in this situation. He’d already put a lot out there, basically stripped himself bare, and I knew he didn’t like that. And, yeah, I also knew really well how that felt.

“Good,” I grunted, pushing off the chair.

He retrieved his tea and took a sip, then gestured at Velra. “Want to explain how that transpired last night?”

“Neither of us wanted to leave you alone through the night so we came back here. She breached your ward to get back in and we slept here. It was actually her suggestion to sleep in your bed, but we decided it would be best not to wake you.”

He raised his eyebrow at that last part.

“Probably something to do with you two kissing.”

“She told you?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

It was good, yes. It put us all on the same page. And I liked that she’d gone there with him. It made things easier, and it pulled us closer as a unit, rather than pieces growing close separately, something when she’d told me about the kiss had me realizing just how much I’d wanted that.

Judging by the look in his eyes he was right there with me on that.

Damn, it was strange how things could actually work out sometimes.

It had gone from everything seeming like it was lost when I’d seen him so sick and desiccated last night to this. To this openness, to me being with Velra, her growing closer to him, and now me and Sylas having all this out too.

Despite how it had looked like it had been all heading to hell, it had actually strengthened things.

I just wished we hadn’t needed to get to this point through a whole lot of pain.

“Do I need to do damage control?” he asked, after taking a sip from his tea.

“Damage control?”

“There’s blood over my couch. Did you—”

“Take it too far? No. She wanted it that way.”

“She tapped into her darker predilections?”

“Yeah.”

“Hmm.”

“What?”

“She did that to break the spell protecting my serum in the nightstand. And she would have needed to do that yet again in order to breach my ward to come back in here last night.”

“And? She’s embracing what she’s always been too afraid to.”

“I agree that it’s a positive thing. But it’s also something to keep an eye on.”

“Don’t fucking mention that to her. She’s come so far. She actually let go last night. And she was so happy doing it. She told me after that she felt so free. Nothing’s gonna fuck with that. Nothing and no one.”

“As you wish.” His eyes flicked toward Velra, then he put his tea down and rose to his feet. “Let me rustle up some breakfast. I’m sure you’re both famished.”

I looked at Velra sleeping peacefully, then followed him toward the kitchen. “And you? How are you feeling now? Your magic seems to be back up, because I’m not sensing the sickness now. And you look—”

“Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed?” he asked with a grin over his shoulder.

“I was gonna say like your usual smoking hot, powerhouse self.”

“Mmm… I like that a great deal better.”

He ran his tongue over his bottom lip—definitely intentionally—and it had my eyes flicking right there.

But as I leaned into him, I caught sight of something in the kitchen that had me pulling up short.

A whole drug operation was taking place in one half of the kitchen, all over an old table, floating all around it. Concoctions of that same milky liquid with the crimson flecks being produced, stirred, and poured and sealed into vials and syringes, the mini-production line being carried out by some sort of spell.

“What the—this wasn’t here before.”

He walked into the kitchen and I followed, my gaze darting all around.

“It was. I had it glamored. But given your insistence on transparency where my sickness is concerned, I lifted the spell.”

“How is this happening? It’s moving rapid-fire. How do you keep it going, especially in your moments of… uh…”

“Weakness?”

“I wouldn’t call it that.”

“I would,” he muttered bitterly. But before I could speak to it, he went on, “Kai kindly had Ariana Martel imbue the process with Celestial magic, enabling it to continue on without the need for a reprieve.”

“Wow, that’s a hell of a favor. Is that something we need to be concerned about?”

“No. It was a repayment of sorts for me doing a big favor for Kai.”

“What kind of favor could warrant that?”

“He required a necromantic master to liberate himself from a fucked-up fate forced on him since birth.”

“Kai Hunter? In that position?”

“He’s more complicated than most people are aware. He wishes to keep his original reputation intact, though. It’s not my right to say more.”

“I’m actually surprised you gave me that much.”

“Well, I’m trying to be as open where this is concerned as you asked for.”

“And other things?”

“Other things like what?”

“I don’t know, but you strike me as a keeper of a whole lot of secrets.”

“That I am. I know a lot of… key figures… shall we say, and my dealings with such people involve discretion. That’s another matter to my sickness, though. And that’s not what you asked for transparency on.”

“Always with an answer for everything.”

He winked. “Oh, absolutely, wolfie.” His magic sparked, startling me from the suddenness of it. Then my wolf claw pendant appeared on his palm. “This was on the floor. I assume it fell out of your robe that Velra is wearing.”

“Yeah, I don’t wear it during Graverun fights. Don’t want it to get damaged.”

“I noticed.”

I smiled and took it from his palm. “Thanks,” I said, as I clasped it back around my neck.

“Any time.”

He walked to the other side of the kitchen and rummaged in one of the cupboards for a moment.

Then he was pulling out a bag full of his homemade jerky and tossing it to me. “Get started on that while I make something more substantial.”

“Make it? Is your magic still unstable, then?”

“No. I told you I’m well this morning, and I am. I woke up and injected another serum.”

“How many do you need per day?”

“Three now.”

“Now?”

He winced and turned to me, leaning against the countertop. “It used to be one, but my body has developed a resistance to it.”

“Fuck, Sylas.”

“It’s under control. It’s being worked on. And for the time being, the serum, despite me needing more, is still doing its job.”

“Except when you overexert yourself.”

“Yes.”

“Then you can’t. You can’t do that anymore. Your vigilante work… it could literally kill you.”

“I was foolish last night. I didn’t take a backup syringe with me. That’s all.”

“Sylas.”

“I can’t just stop. Things are required of me. And to gather intel—a great deal about the cure Kai and I are trying to determine—payment is required. Me doing jobs for people, jobs that only somebody of my magical caliber and specific skillset can do. I’m in high demand, and that’s something I use to my advantage.”

“That’s what you were doing last night?”

“Using it to my advantage, yes.”

“No. I mean, were you doing somebody a favor to acquire intel on this cure?”

“Last night’s job wasn’t about that. It concerned something else.”

“Like what?”

“Lazriel.”

“Yes, I know you have your secrets and you have people to protect because you clearly operate in the supernatural underground more than I even realized at first, but I can’t know what nearly killed you last night?”

“Not the specifics. Let’s just say that I owed somebody a favor and that’s what last night was about.”

I shoved my hands in the pockets of his robe he’d conjured on me. “Fine,” I muttered.

He gritted his teeth. “I hate it when you say that. Because it means you’re the opposite of what you’re stating.”

“Well, what do you expect?”

He was across the space between us in the next moment and shoving me against the wall. “You can be absolutely infuriating, you know that?”

“Right back at you.”

He grunted. “Last night was about me looking into your situation. The threat out there that your mother is so concerned about that she hired protection for you.” He gestured through the open kitchen door and through to the living room. “Protection that I can feel right at the edge of my ward that I re-erected the moment I awoke to feel a Dark Fae ward in its place from Velra.”

“Yeah, they’re likely pissed that I evaded them for a good portion of the night, including the alcove sex with Velra.”

“Alcove? That’s where you took her?”

“Yeah. It’s kind of our spot.”

He winced, then pulled from me. “Better make this breakfast a good one, then.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You fucked her in a dirty alcove like an animal.”

“It wasn’t like that.”

“Not in the moment, I’m sure.”

“Not at all. She won’t see it like that.”

“Let’s make sure of it then. And, yes, that’s why I’m making the breakfast rather than merely conjuring it. Manners and a sprinkling of chivalry for the morning-after.”

“Morning-after? I don’t… oh, what you did for me that morning I woke up here after we were together, that’s… protocol?”

He frowned, then stilled for a moment. “This is your first time?”

“I mean, I’ve never dated before. Just fooled around with my Graverun groupies in the past.” I smiled to myself. “Until I came across Velra at our first Crossborn meeting.”

“That’s so sweet.”

A rush of lavender rolled over me.

And sex.

Our sex.

And I turned to see Velra walking in.

Walking in wearing nothing but my satin robe. Well, and my blood.

My pulse picked up.

My cock jerked like the beast that it was for her. Hell, for both of them.

“I mean, not the groupies aspect, but the rest.” She came to me then and pressed her hands to my chest, stroking softly. “Morning, sweets,” she said, before kissing me deeply in a head spinning way.

When she pulled back, she was grinning at me.

“Sweets?” Sylas questioned.

She lifted a shoulder. “I think it works. Why? Do you want a pet name too?”

“Maybe,” he said, grinning back at her.

She chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do about that. And, by the way, we absolutely did fuck in that alcove like animals last night and it was amazing.” She winked at me. “So perfect. I wouldn’t change it for anything.”

My heart swelled at her words.

Sylas smiled. “Very good to know.”

She walked to him. “Offering to make breakfast like this is sweet too. Thank you.”

“Well, the least I can do after you helped save me last night is to feed you, yes?”

Her lips quirked at his humor deflection tactic and she winked at me, before needling him, “Dark Prince? How’s that for your pet name?”

He scoffed. “Prince? That’s a downgrade if I’ve ever heard one.”

“Can only be the King, huh?” I teased.

“King. God. Either will do.”

“God. Wow. You most definitely think a lot of yourself,” Velra said, chuckling.

“Something you’re well aware of, yet you’re still highly intrigued by.” He stepped up to her. “And something you made abundantly clear last night when your lips were on mine.”

“Before it was interrupted by me,” I said.

I could just imagine the look on his face when that’d happened. He’d finally made headway with her, and in a romantic sense, yet my exploits at Graverun had cut through it because of the alert she’d imbued into the bracelet she’d given me.

His eyes darted to it, then to my green robe covering Velra.

“You two are certainly fans of marks of possession.”

I doubted Velra would admit it—at least not yet—but giving me this bracelet and imbuing it with her magic had definitely come across as a mark of possession she’d made on me.

And as for her wearing my robe, I’d absolutely intended it in that way last night. I’d ripped her clothes off her, sure, but she could have easily conjured more. Instead, though, she’d let me wrap her in my robe. She’d wanted it, wanted a piece of me on her. Well, another piece of me. She still had my blood and cum on her, I could scent it all over.

“I’m working on something for you, especially in light of last night,” Velra told him.

Color me intrigued.

Before I could ask, Sylas moved closer, his bare chest brushing her breasts covered only by the thin satin, and I heard her breath hitch. “If you don’t take a shower before breakfast is ready and scrub that blood off you, I’m gonna be working on my own marks of possession all over you.”

My blood heated at his words.

The intensity skyrocketed as she stared up at him, noting the undeniable challenge in his tone. It was more than just a comment with him, more than just flirting.

I could feel it, I could see it with the tent in his crimson silk pants, the carnal heat in his eyes.

He wanted to finish that kiss.

He wanted more than that.

He needed to be right there with us, not on the periphery.

“Well, I’m not going to do that. I prefer to eat first this morning and shower after,” Velra informed him.

Surprise flickered in his eyes.

She usually backed down when something decidedly sexual was in play, or when things got too intense.

But last night had opened the floodgates for her.

All that need and passion she’d kept locked down for so long was free now.

And it was clear that she wanted to let it loose, to explore it more.

In the next beat, Sylas fisted her hair, then crushed his mouth to hers.

A gasp escaped her, but the shock was only for a second before she dug her nails into his biceps and jerked him tighter to her as she gave it right back to him, the kiss an explosion of ferocious passion that had my cock reacting fucking fiercely.

I saw that talented tongue of his come into play, and then the surprise from him when Velra met his strokes and tangled with him in the insanely erotic way she had with me last night. The way she kissed when she was caught up in the moment… it was another level. It was honestly fucking mind-blowing, and his eyes flicked to mine briefly, indicating he’d registered the same thing.

I smiled to myself and sank against the wall as she gave him a run for his money, scraping her black-painted nails down his chest and making him groan into her mouth, then snag her hip and yank her tightly against him as he ground against her.

He broke their kiss and bit and sucked at her throat, her collarbone, easing aside the robe a little so he could get her shoulder, then down to the tops of her breasts. She undulated against him and threw her head back, sexy moans spilling from her lips.

“Keep my marks on you,” he breathed at her ear in that hot thrilling tone of his. “Don’t heal them. I want to see them all fucking day on your delectable skin.”

Shit. I could barely hold where I was, finding myself stroking the bag of jerky Sylas had tossed to me earlier—needing something to sublimate with.

He caught my eye, then spun Velra and shoved her against the counter so her back was to me. And then I watched him run his hands up the backs of her thighs. She widened her stance in invitation.

I started as her frost sparked against the counter, her palms flat to it sweeping a whole lot of ice all over the worn top.

Sylas’ red glow emanated, and then he pressed his palms to the backs of her hands and I saw him taking her frost into himself, sounds of pleasure from each of them fusing together, just like their magic was.

She pushed back against him, her little ass rubbing against his cock.

With a curse, he flipped up the hem of the robe to her lower back, and then he was palming her bare ass.

Fuck. Me.

I couldn’t hold it anymore, especially when he reached around and palmed her cunt.

I dropped the bag I was holding on the table and I was across the room.

His hand shot out as I reached them and he grasped my throat, pulling me up short.

“Patience, my hot little wolf.”

I growled back at him, and he swallowed it by fusing his mouth to mine.

Velra turned and her smoldering gaze burned into each of ours in turn as Sylas devoured my mouth, and stripped the robe off me with his magic.

He pulled away roughly, then fisted my hair and turned me so I was watching right up close as he gathered the wetness from her cunt, then drew it around her ass.

Velra gasped and dug her nails into the countertop, but still pushed back against him, as he dipped inside a little, before returning to circling, teasing her.

The sight held me captive and I just stood in rapture watching as he played with her, teasing her cunt, slipping two fingers inside and twisting then pumping over and over until she was bucking against the countertop and throwing her head back against his chest.

And then he dipped a finger inside her ass, pushing in deep, slowly but surely, earning a long, primal moan from her.

“That’s a good girl. The way your beautiful ass is taking my finger so well… ungh… so fucking appetizing for an ass man like me.”

“Yes… fuck,” she rasped. “Sylas.” She reached out behind her in a frantic motion, her gaze clashing with mine, needing me. “Please.”

As I went to her, Sylas pulled her off the counter, making space for me.

I was in front of her in the next moment, her sandwiched deliciously between us.

And then I caught her off guard as I dropped straight to my knees and pushed her thighs apart.

I stared up at her all blissed-out and wanting, ensuring I burned it into my memory.

She gave a nod and a sexy little smile.

I dove in, grasping her thighs, and dragged my tongue through her folds.

Her hands flew to my hair, fisting, tugging, and pulling, as I devoured her sweet little cunt.

I had her thighs shaking in moments.

Sylas smirked, then twisted his finger in her ass, and he sent her over the edge, and she came shrieking all over my tongue.

I’d only just lapped up all her sweet taste when a spark of his magic startled me, then he was using it to yank me up by my hair to my full height.

As Velra was still riding her orgasm, he slapped his hand to my shaft and held it against her cunt, sending a sharp spark of pleasure through me that had a curse escaping me.

“Work that cock, babe,” he told me.

“Fuck, Sylas,” I breathed, rolling my hips, and growling at the sensation of his hand and her wet cunt titillating my cock.

I couldn’t stop then, especially as Velra’s hooded gaze met mine and she cried out, bucking against us, then moving with us too.

“Ah… shit!” she choked.

Sylas pulled open the robe, then kneaded her breasts and she trembled.

She reached up and squeezed his hand on her, urging him to be rougher, harder.

Of course, he immediately obliged, his eyes shining at me.

Through it all, the sexual insanity we were all awash in, I looked over her shoulder to see Sylas adding a second finger in her ass. She briefly jolted, then let out one of her sexy moans and arched her back for more. His cock was free from his pants now, and I watched him grind it against her left ass cheek.

His pace became punishing, just like his fingers fucking her ass.

I matched it, driving harder against his hand and Velra’s warm wetness coating every inch of my shaft, dripping all over my crown in the most mind spinning way.

She threw out her free hand that wasn’t grabbing Sylas’ running all over her breasts and working with him, and snagged my bicep, holding on tightly, her nails digging in and sending a bite of pain through me that collided with all the rest.

In the next moment, she was screaming, convulsing between us, then coming again, coating my cock.

Sylas cursed, jerked, then came all over her ass, shooting some inside her hole in the process and making her squirm and groan deeply.

And that was it, I couldn’t take another second, and I roared and spurted all over her cunt and Sylas’ fingers.

Sylas gathered it, then swept it over Velra’s breasts, coating them in my cum, then licking the rest off his fingers in a dirty display that I couldn’t look away from.

Velra sagged against him, and he wrapped his arm around her. She reached out to me and I closed in around her from the other side.

“That was… wow,” she uttered with a breathless chuckle.

“Pretty much sums it up,” I said, smiling into her hair.

We stayed wrapped around one another for several moments.

Sylas kissed her neck. “Mmm… Dark Beauty indeed.” He looked between us. “I’m certainly grateful that you stayed the night.”

“Me too,” Velra breathed.

“Always a pleasure.” I smiled. “But this was extra special.”

She was here.

She was finally here with us.

First, last night with me.

But this morning in the harsh light of day, she hadn’t balked, she hadn’t regretted one iota of it. She’d embraced it and even wanted more.

I couldn’t fucking believe it.

Last night, now this… it was more than I could have hoped for.

I knew. I just fucking knew it then as I sank into them both and reveled in it as much as I could—this was the beginning of something fucking miraculous.
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Ashmoor.

That was the last name I’d taken as part of my acclimatization to the mortal realm.

Although it had been the thing to do, to possess a last name—not something I had been familiar with when I’d resided on the Celestial Plane—it had barely been used in the several months since I’d adopted it.

And now it was about to be a great deal.

Professor Ashmoor.

It was certainly going to take some getting used to.

Just like a great deal of my life had been recently.

My life. Was that what it really was? Was I truly embarking on that? Or was I merely accustoming myself to this plane from the standpoint of survival and nothing more?

Hades, in truth, determining the answer to that was part of why I was here now.

At this place for the feared, the hunted, and the deadly.

I made my way down the corridors, taking in the deep red paneling and the low light evoking a soothing atmosphere from the orbs above flickering with flames. Tapestries lined the walls. I adjusted my charcoal shirt which had ridden up from me flying here, then I tugged at the edges of my black jacket. My boots clacked on the dark slate floors as I went, passing a few students on my way who looked me up and down, some showing curiosity, others seeming to indicate flirtatious interest. Perhaps. I wasn’t well-equipped to discern that. At least not yet. I was working on it, however, and a book that Lazriel had sent me as more of a dig or an insult that anything else, had actually been very helpful of late—Emotional Intelligence in the Modern Age.

As I reached my designated classroom, I found myself rubbing my multicolored beaded bracelet. It had been a gift from a couple of the children at Haven Initiative who’d made it together. Ketheron had several, he was that popular with them.

Every now and then, when things caused me undue stress, I’d taken to fiddling with it. According to that book, it was some sort of sublimation, an anxious tic, and a way to ground myself.

It was all terribly complicated.

So much about this mortal realm was.

I stepped into the classroom, and the surroundings were quite pleasant. The décor wasn’t overwrought or ostentatious, but simple and comfortable, yet also possessing an air of refinement.

Dark wood desks were paired with blue velvet chairs with the interesting addition of curved feet. Quartz panes of the windows stretched across the left side of the room. And I rather liked the stone archways functioning as doorways. It elevated the space.

I walked to the magical circle at the front near a desk intended for professors, several volumes floating in midair that I’d been informed by Dean Orlan Bovin altered with a flick of magic to reflect those related to the subject being taught at the time.

Ritual Ethics & Celestial Lawfare.

That was the subject that I’d come here to teach the students of Wraeven Academy.

Cornelius Martel had originally been slated to take on the role of Guest Lecturer for this particular topic. He was largely considered the original Immortal, the first Fallen who’d taken to assimilating onto the mortal plane. He’d also founded and headed the Guardian Movement for a long while.

However, his current role as Inter-Realm Ambassador as well as his much more covert responsibility as founder of Arcanum Order already had him incredibly busy.

The Dean had nearly reassigned the lecture to a Guardian Movement representative, somebody who did not possess firsthand knowledge of the Celestial Plane and merely knew the facts but without the detailed and personal lived insight that somebody like Cornelius and myself could provide.

I’d stepped in instead, meeting with the Dean to offer my services, and he’d been overjoyed that somebody of my esteem when it came to Celestial matters was actually interested in teaching the students here.

As much as I didn’t like to draw attention to myself—or highlight my experience as an agent of the Celestial Plane, given the despicable acts they’d come to commit—it was a subject I held a wealth of knowledge on. And it was something that needed to be known and explored, especially among young supernatural beings who were just starting out in the world. It was an ultimate cautionary tale, in fact, and they could learn much from it.

Personally, however, taking this role put me right where I needed to be.

No longer standing at a distance to my little shadow, while also not invading her space in an unsettling way. Given the fact that she wouldn’t be taking this class, it further served to ensure it wasn’t too invasive. And it also avoided any issues with professor-student power dynamics.

At least with her.

I would operate the same with her two loves who were actually a part of my class.

It wasn’t my intent to complicate her life.

I was here to assist.

Just like the wolf hybrid had impressed upon me.

For all my efforts to prevent myself from making direct contact with Velra and impacting her life, here I was now doing this.

On the surface, it was at the insistence of Lazriel and Sylas, their concerns that she needed my assistance, and assistance that only I could provide given our Soul Brand.

Truthfully, though, it was more than that.

The other day had made that clear to me when I’d felt a great deal of pleasurable intensity from her through our tether. It had taken me a while to realize it had been her with them—engaging in sexual acts with them.

It had startled me and unnerved me at first.

Then it had evolved into a great deal more.

Regret and grief that she’d moved forward with them while I’d been keeping my distance and erecting a wall between us, and now she had them instead.

And, yes, jealousy.

Without a doubt.

I hadn’t been able to cast that awful sensation away either.

It lingered.

I detested the taste of it.

It unsettled me that I was being afflicted with those emotions, that I was now failing to deny that she affected me so deeply.

Worse—that I wanted it. That I wanted to be the one creating those sensations in her too, that I wanted to be there with her. In every way imaginable.

“Please heed my words. Do not trouble yourself with this. Concentrate on living your life. On the good and positive. That cannot come to pass for you if you allow yourself to care for me. I am linked to a fate that does not allow for that.”

I gritted my teeth as I recalled those words I’d spoken to her when I’d first noticed her trying to draw closer to me.

I’d drawn a line that night.

Even after she’d liberated me from the Celestial Plane when I’d been trapped there following my fall, things between us had seemed possible, but I’d pushed her away yet again.

I’d been afraid for her, for what growing closer to me would do to her, the pain and depressiveness it would bring her.

At least that was what I’d told myself and what I’d held onto all this time.

But the truth was—something the shock of her drawing close to Lazriel and Sylas had jarred me into acknowledging—was that I’d been afraid for me as well. That I’d lose control of my faculties around her. That I’d succumb to the overwhelming feelings she inspired in me.

Footsteps sounded, jarring me from my thoughts. Thankfully.

I looked out to see students beginning to filter in through the majestic arched doors.

As I readied the levitating books to reflect the subject matter for this particular course, I heard whisperings, sounds of surprise and awe, and after I flicked to the correct page for my lecture today, I looked out to see several dozen students staring out at me as they took their seats.

What was—oh—of course.

I had garnered quite a reputation from my Celestial lineage alone, and the fact that I had been deeply involved in the Severance, playing a strategic role that had allowed it to come to pass, something I had almost perished for. I suppose it had been perceived as heroic in their minds. In fact, I knew it had. Ryker Morgan and Ariana had both warned me and informed me of the reality of my newfound celebrity.

But given that I spent my time either at Haven Initiative or at the apartment, I hadn’t encountered it as yet, not in these many months. Even when Ketheron and I ventured out to visit certain landmarks across the supernatural world, we did so under the cover of night.

I offered a lift of my chin and a polite smile, something I hoped would humanize me and ground me in reality for them, not keep me in a celebrity fantasy state.

That would really not be conducive to this lecture.

Some averted their gazes, others returned my mild gesture, while the remaining few settled themselves into class, readjusting their focus to the task at hand.

More filtered in and I concentrated on readying myself to discuss subject matter that was uncomfortably personal to me, but which needed to be learned by the next generation. Free will had almost been compromised entirely, that most certainly wasn’t something to merely shrug off. The fact that it hadn’t come to pass had been due to the supreme efforts and risk of a select few. It should never have reached that point in the first place and classes like this, learning from such awful mistakes, would go a long way to preventing any sort of re-occurrence like that from transpiring. It could not happen with the Celestial Plane because it was forever cut off from the mortal world, however violations of free will could happen in other forms, by others with great power. We were never safe from that when there were those who existed who valued power over life and liberation, so we had to do all that we could to guard against it.

I eyed the clock high up on the west wall.

I’d allowed for an extra minute before I marked the start of class.

I flicked my fingers at the door to seal it so that we could begin without interruptions from tardy students.

But a red glow shone, preventing it from closing, just as Sylas stumbled across the threshold, one hand fisted in Lazriel’s hair, his other grasping his rear as the two of them basically devoured one another’s mouths.

“Sorry, Cor. Just finishing up something,” Sylas spoke, between licking, nipping, and kissing Lazriel. “I’m sure you can understand,” he said, as he shoved Lazriel onto the top of an empty desk on the edge of the aisle, then stepped between his spread thighs, actually grinding against him right there in class.

Some students looked on with erotic intrigue, but none seemed surprised, which said a great deal. Mostly about Sylas, I was sure, given his reputation as a maverick who strode to the beat of his own drum. Half his trouble without a doubt.

Given that Sylas clearly believed that Cornelius was teaching this class, it made sense that he’d think himself above being reprimanded. Sylas was a key member of Cornelius Martel’s Arcanum Order. Also, it was well known that Cornelius was very public with his affections for his husband, Warlow, hence Sylas’ line, “I’m sure you can understand.”

“Not Cornelius Martel, Sylas,” I spoke.

He stilled, recognizing my voice.

As he pulled from Lazriel and turned, I flinched at the sight of black lipstick marks all over his jaw and throat.

Lazriel didn’t wear lipstick and with me feeling their erotic play with Velra, it was very clearly hers. Fresh lipstick. She’d been all over him just moments ago.

When Lazriel pushed off the desk and turned to me also, I saw he was boasting the same marks.

I couldn’t help it, I flinched.

My stomach roiled and I had to clench my fists to prevent myself from reacting in a more obvious way.

Lazriel’s eyes were wide with surprise as he took me in.

But Sylas… his narrowed and fury burned out at me.

“Take a seat,” I spoke, flicking my magic at the door again. This time with more power than necessary, making it slam with a definitive and rather showy display of might.

The two of them took a few moments to get over their shock at me standing here, and then they settled into the two-seater desk.

Lazriel stared at me curiously, clearly connecting his talk with me days ago to me being on campus now.

Sylas continued to glare at me with seething anger, rapping his fingers sparking with his magic on the desktop, neither the threat nor the message in it lost on me.

Hmm. He was agitated that I’d revealed his sickness to Lazriel.

Well, it didn’t seem to have impacted their relationship if the display just now was anything to go by. Or what I’d felt the other morning from Velra’s end where the three of them had come together.

He had to wield control at all times and I’d taken that from him with what I’d done. Just as he’d done to me when he’d sent the wolf hybrid to my door.

I looked away and focused on the task at hand.

Personal matters could not be given attention at this juncture. I had a job to do.

Clearing my throat, I settled in the magical circle and began, “Welcome to Ritual Ethics & Celestial Lawfare. I am Professor Ashmoor.” I clasped my hands behind my back. “This class will cover the philosophy of power. When to use it, when to employ restraint, as well as the cost of both. You will benefit from an inside look at Celestial doctrines. We will also explore free will versus duty: ethical decision-making in crisis, and moral paralysis versus necessary intervention.”

I saw students writing away, already immersed.

“The Celestial Plane mistook structure for righteousness. It led to the downfall of that plane and the True Celestials as we once knew them. Its laws no longer protected the innocent. Rituals once bound by oath were later bound by compulsion. They used magic to enforce what will no longer could. In doing so, they sacrificed sanctity for certainty." I shook my head. “Power has the ability to corrupt even those who believe themselves infallible and above such things.” I gestured at the textbook they’d all placed on their desks. “If you’ll turn to Section 3B, we will discuss the Celestial Plane’s transition from will-bound law to magical enforcement—the first step on the road to their decay and enforcement of oppression on their own and this mortal realm. Let us begin with The Original Four Types of Celestial Beings: Visionaries, Healers, Anchors, Guardians.”

I smiled inwardly as I noticed that I had the attention of the entire class already.

This was clearly a topic they were deeply interested in.

That made sense, given that so much about the Celestial Plane had been either hidden in secrecy. With the Severance and the awful things that had almost come to pass, knowledge was key now. And these students were some of the first to get the chance to become informed.

Hmm. This was going to be much more pleasant and… dare I say it… enjoyable than I’d envisioned.

I threw myself into the lecture, strangely becoming much more evocative with my words and my motions, not just keeping my hands clasped, and I was rewarded by surging interest and frantic notetaking from my students, many even raising their hands to ask impressively astute questions.

Through it all, I felt Sylas’ fury burning a hole into me, but I compartmentalized it away.

I wasn’t going to allow anything to ruin this unexpected pleasant experience.

I’d had so few of them that I knew their worth more than most.
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I responded appropriately as several students waved to me on their way out of class.

I’d assigned two sections for them to read in order to prepare for the next lecture.

We’d move into specific tasks and assignments once more of a base had been established with which to draw from.

I looked up as I overwrote the magic of the levitating texts in preparation for the next professor, as a shadow fell over me.

Lazriel Thaine.

“This is your way of finally doing what I asked, huh?” he spoke, eyeing me curiously.

“What you asked of me? Is that really how you wish to phrase it?”

He rolled his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

I leaned against the desk and folded my arms across my chest. “I will no longer be enforcing a distance between myself and Velra. Does that satisfy you?”

“I’m not sure,” he answered, honestly.

I frowned. “Why is that?”

“She doesn’t like surprises. You must know that. And you showing up here unceremoniously like this is gonna qualify as even beyond that—more like an earth-shattering sort of shock.”

Was it? Was this not what he’d communicated she needed?

Was it not what Velra had wanted, what she’d grieved when I’d cut off contact between us?

Before I could answer, Sylas stormed down the gangway. “You’ve got some nerve.”

“Sylas,” Lazriel urged, going to him, and somehow posing as the voice of calm reasoning.

“I understand why you are vexed and—”

A spark of his magic pulled me up short, and then he was sweeping the two of us up in teleportation.

I jolted as we rematerialized in a secluded area formed by heavy foliage at the edge of campus.

“You petty motherfucker!” Sylas shouted at me, fisting his hands in my tee.

I shoved him back with enough strength to send him stumbling several feet away before he managed to catch his balance.

“It wasn’t out of pettiness that I revealed your situation. But you shouldn’t have sent him my way in that manner.”

“He needed it. And you fucking needed it. The fact you took it as a slight and a threat says a fuck of a lot about just how demented and ill-equipped you are.”

I flinched as his words managed to slice far too deep. “Check yourself.”

“The fuck I will. Dropping that bomb on him like that… you deserve every bit of my wrath. Telling him I’m fucking dying!”

“You are.”

“I’m treating it. It’s stable.”

That was something he told himself to make believe his situation wasn’t as dire as it truly was. And, as it appeared now, something he might actually have convinced himself as being the truth.

“You almost fucked all over what I was building with him. You almost fucked all over everything!”

“That wasn’t my intention. And did you really believe you could have built something of substance without revealing the truth of your condition?”

A burst of movement cut across my line of vision, and then Lazriel was right beside Sylas. “Shit, you’re hard to track when you teleport in a fury,” he breathed.

“Leave us,” Sylas said, not looking at him, his irate glare focused on me.

“Yeah, I can’t be doing that. Not when you’ve got that murderous glint in your eyes. Let’s take it down, okay?”

“You’re counseling me on reining in my anger?” Sylas asked with disbelief, his gaze briefly flicking to him.

I realized the brevity of it, him trying not to look too long at Lazriel, was because Lazriel did have the ability to impact him, to calm him—something he absolutely didn’t want at the moment.

No. He wanted to punish.

And, as with his vigilante work, he was determined not to stop until that objective was complete.

It was foolish in this case, given what I was.

How did he hope to achieve his goal in punishing the likes of me?

Somebody with my power could not—

His magic sparked, startling me.

"Mors omnes tangit," he uttered. Death touches all.

I jolted as a searing pain tore across my chest, and I looked down to see my shirt ripped from pec to pec, blood oozing from a deep gash he’d just drawn.

I eyed him and saw his magic was that deep crimson mixed with a darker edge—high-level necromantic power at work. Certainly nothing to sneer at.

It took a lot to make me bleed.

So it was more than just a little bit shocking to me.

It stalled my reaction time, and then that searing pain ripped across my left cheek as he drew more blood.

“Sylas,” I hissed in warning.

A snarl sounded from Lazriel and I shot a look out at him to see his fangs dropping.

His eyes were flaming.

He scented the air deeply.

Me.

My Immortal blood.

Hades.

In the next moment, he was bursting toward me with a sudden, ravenous hunger.

I saw Sylas make a move to grab him, but it was too late.

It all happened so fast and before I knew it, Lazriel’s fangs were sinking into my flesh, his tongue lapping at my blood at the same time somehow.

He was frantic.

Unhinged.

A beast unleashed.

At first there was only pain and the violation of it.

The sensation was completely new to me—shocking and beyond overwhelming.

But those flicks of his tongue… they added something more. And, as I clamped my hands down on his shoulders to rip him off me, I hesitated.

Other sensations sparked.

Pleasure.

Pleasure in the pain?

No. It was the way he was devouring me so desperately, so incredibly all-consuming, how badly he needed me in this moment.

His draw slowed a little, but it wasn’t his rabid state calming. It was him deepening it, the feed taking on another level, becoming about more than merely ingesting my prized blood.

I was vaguely aware of Sylas yelling, trying to talk Lazriel down, trying to even appeal to me to use my Immortal strength to extricate myself from his unexpected situation.

His magic flared.

But then shadows wove around Lazriel, sweeping around his head, down to his mouth, spilling inside.

He choked and pulled his fangs from my flesh, then staggered back as the shadows moved to his throat, down to his shoulders, until they were encompassing his entire body, then binding him within them.

He thrashed and roared, and even howled in protest.

And then she materialized.

Her back to me, she spoke calmly to Sylas. “Get him some blood bags. Now. Mix it with his favored whiskey from his dorm room.” She gestured at me behind her. “I’ll deal with him.” She reached out, making me tense for her safety as she stroked Lazriel’s cheek while he was in a rabid state only held there by her shadow magic. “It will be okay, sweets. You’ll be okay. I’ll see you in a little while. Drink and relax.”

His eyes flickered, his humanity briefly breaking through, before he then started snarling and struggling again.

Velra reached behind her and grasped my hand, her teleportation enveloping us.

Her head tilted slightly toward me. I saw it then—the barely suppressed anguish in her eyes. It wasn’t just about Lazriel. It was about me too. About the sight of me bleeding, hurting. Her grip on my hand tightened.

In the midst of it, just before it took us, she told Sylas, “Now.” Then she dropped her shadow magic, Sylas snagged Lazriel with his, then she swept us away.
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“You felt my distress through our Soul Brand?”

I stilled on gathering wipes and towels in the ensuite bathroom of my dorm.

Not just at the way his voice rolled through me, but the worry in his question, how much he seemed to hate that it could be the truth of the matter.

“No,” I ground out, clenching my fingers around the hand towel. “Which means you’re muting yourself, stopping me from feeling anything from you. Because you were most definitely in distress when I showed up.”

Instead of speaking to that, he did what he’d taken to doing all the fucking time and circumvented the issue, asking instead, “How did you know to come to that specific spot at that key time, then?”

“I spelled Sylas with a Nexus Band. Well, a Nexus ring. I felt his suffering as he used a mass amount of his power to do damage to you, an Immortal being.”

He was silent for several moments.

“Does he know?” he finally asked.

“I’m sure he does now. The glamor would have petered in and out during his physical distress as the band communicated it to me.” I sighed. “Something happened the other night that I can’t allow to happen again. For his safety and Lazriel’s peace of mind and sanity.” All right, and mine. Big time. I didn’t ever want to walk into a situation like I had that night again. So I’d taken precautions.

And yet I’d walked into this just moments ago—Cassius in pain and harmed.

Clutching the box of medical wipes and the hand towel, I pushed out of the bathroom.

I walked back into my main dorm room area, finding him standing rigidly against the wall beside the arched window, panting, his eyes unfocused, clearly struggling.

“Sit down. You lost a lot of blood.”

He went to ease my chair from my desk, fumbling with it in his current state.

I released an exasperated sigh and gestured at my bed. “Just sit down there. Don’t worry, you won’t get infected with my cooties or anything.”

As he started over there lethargically, he queried, “Cooties?”

My lips quirked, despite my current mood and my current stance where he was concerned—him and all his bullshit.

“My essence,” I told him. “My pull over you. Or whatever the hell you’re so afraid of when it comes to connecting with me.”

He sighed and slumped down on the bed heavily.

He didn’t speak to it, assuring me instead, “I just need a few moments.”

“You’ll need more than that. Lazriel was ravenous and he almost drained you dry. It’s bad enough what Celestial blood does to vampires, but it was compounded by the fact that Lazriel doesn’t feed from the vein, so he’s not even accustomed to the act itself at a basic level.”

Hell, this was going to shake him in a major way. He chose not to feed from the vein, but that decision had been ripped from him the moment Immortal blood had hit the air right in front of him.

I sat down on the bed beside Cassius and he tensed right up.

“Velra, I don’t think—”

I pressed the hand towel to the side of his neck, the wound still bleeding profusely, because Lazriel had, indeed, almost drained him dry, so he was very weak right now, his healing factor barely able to kick in. It was working just enough to prevent him from going into severe shock. Actually mending the wound—or wounds, considering Sylas had also inflicted a brutally deep one across the entire expanse of his upper torso—was a step too far currently.

“We need to keep the pressure on. You can’t afford to lose any more blood.”

“I will be fine.”

“You won’t. Unless you actually listen for once and let me help you.”

“As you wish,” he murmured, letting me hold the towel there.

With my free hand, I pulled out some of the wipes, then started removing some of the drying blood from the underside of his neck, across the chest wound.

He didn’t even flinch even as the wipe glided across the deep gash itself.

It had my gut twisting, as I knew it was because he’d endured so much pain that his tolerance was another level now.

“Cornelius called me this morning. He just found out that it was you who’d filled the position of Guest Lecturer for the Celestial course.”

“He wanted to warn you.”

“He wanted to prepare me.”

He eyed me curiously. “Is that what you believe I should have done for you?”

“Do you not think so?”

“I don’t know. It had become apparent that you needed my assistance, so I facilitated a way for that to come to pass, for me to be near without infringing too much on your space. I knew you hadn’t signed up to take this class so I thought it would be ideal.”

The realization hit me. “Sylas and Lazriel came to you? On my behalf?”

“Lazriel.”

“When?”

“Many days ago now. It took some time for me to put things in place.”

And to get over himself, no doubt, when it came to his hangups concerning me.

So it had been before the developments between Lazriel and me, and recently, between Sylas, Lazriel, and me.

When I’d been struggling with my magic, when it had been interfering and causing issues to my connection with them both.

On the surface, it could be taken as Lazriel going behind my back. But I could see beyond that, I knew better than that. I knew him better than that.

Besides, for him to actually go to Cassius, it was a hell of a thing. He’d swallowed his pride to do that. All to try to help me. All because he’d wanted better for me.

“I’m doing better with it all now.”

“You demonstrated that to some extent earlier. You wielded impressive control of your shadow magic even in the heart of a highly charged and dangerous situation.”

“Exactly. So, as you can see, it’s coming along nicely. I’m even using it for fun, as a creative exercise, thanks to a suggestion from one of my professors, and it’s really helped.”

“And Sylas can counter, play with, and fuse your power with his, while Lazriel relishes your bursts of magical aggression during coitus as he enjoys pain with his pleasure. Especially from you.”

I jolted at his words.

That was intimately detailed. Far too detailed and spot on.

There was no way that the boys would have told him about that. Lazriel was far too possessive and protective over our sex life to speak a word to anyone about it. And Sylas knew that I didn’t like public displays of affection, so he wouldn’t mention it either.

“How do you—”

“I can feel it through the Soul Brand.”

“You can… oh. You mean, the actual—”

“Yes,” he ground out.

“That’s… disturbing.”

“And now you see why I’ve kept my distance. It’s invasive. It’s a violation, is it not?”

“You keeping your distance hasn’t stopped you from feeling any of that, so how does it help at all?”

“It helps because you weren’t aware of it, you didn’t have to feel any of that. You were free of it, of me and the influence of the Soul Brand.”

“I wasn’t helping, Cassius. You were still feeling all of that from me and it’s arguably more disconcerting that I wasn’t made aware of it, that you kept me in the dark about what you were experiencing from me without my knowledge.”

“But now that you are aware, won’t that impact your lovemaking with the wolf hybrid and necromancer? Won’t it take away the freedom of it for you?”

Hold up. “Is that why you finally told me? So that would happen? That it would stop me from being with them in that respect?”

“I told you in order to demonstrate how much I can feel through our tether so that you’re able to understand how I can actually assist you.”

I arched an eyebrow. “And?”

“And?” he echoed.

Jeez. “Is that really the only reason?”

He sighed, his eyes flickering to mine briefly, before he looked away with a sheepish expression I hadn’t thought possible from him. “Truly, it has bothered me. Feeling the two of them growing closer to you. Not just sexually, but via true intimacy beyond the scope of physical pleasure. I suppose it could be referred to as jealousy. However, I do want you to live your life, to experience things you’d been unable to for so long due to being forced into hiding by your enemies. But yet here I am also… resenting it, I suppose.” He shoved his hand through his hair. “This contradiction vexes me greatly.”

I smiled. “It seems like you could also do with my assistance.”

He stared at me for a moment.

And then a weak chuckle escaped him. “That does seem to be the case.”

“Teach me how to mute what you feel through the Soul Brand from me so you don’t have to experience any of that going forward.”

“I can’t.”

“You can’t? Aren’t you teacher extraordinaire? First with your mentorship with Ariana when you were schooling her in the ways of a True Celestial? With Ketheron as well, teaching him how to acclimate to his new life as a free agent, as I’ve heard about from Nyx. And now you taking on a literal teaching role here at the Academy.”

“It’s nice that you hold my skills in such high regard. However, I do not know all. As we’ve just determined, I do fall short in… personal areas. But, regarding the Soul Brand, there is no magic to mute it. The reason you do not feel much from me—and only extreme instances of distress—is because I ensure I do not experience much at all.”

I stilled. “Excuse me? Are you telling me that you force yourself not to feel anything in order to shield me?”

“Yes. Of course.”

I shook my head as I finished with the wipes, then placed them down on the nightstand. “That’s deeply unhealthy. It’s honestly toxic and completely unsustainable. Cassius, it’s the opposite of living.”

“It is not me who needs to live and explore. I have existed for centuries. You are young and new, still finding your way and your path.”

“You were caged by a megalomaniacal, rigid system that policed every single move you made, every decision. You were an agent of the Celestial Plane, a warrior bred to do their bidding. You haven’t lived a life either. You’d existed as an extension of them, not even as an actual person. You’re free of their shackles now, yet you’re allowing this to be another set you live with.”

“Saving you, I forced the Soul Brand upon you and—”

“Stop. You didn’t know that was going to happen. You saved my life, Cassius.”

“And you then saved mine months later.”

“That’s not my point. The fact is that the Soul Brand exists and it’s time we stopped pretending it doesn’t, that it’s some inconvenience.”

“You say that, but you would be inundated with all my… issues. It could hurt you.”

“Hurt me, huh?”

“Yes.”

I eased the towel from his neck, noting that the bleeding had finally ceased.

I flicked it into the bathroom and cleansed it with my magic, then I reached out to him with both hands. “You believe your current stance regarding us has spared me from this hurt that you’re worried about… open your mind to me, let me show you something. It’s a recurring dream that I’ve had ever since you pulled away so unceremoniously. And brutally, honestly.”

He looked unsure, but he gave a nod. “All right.”

I pressed my palms to either side of his head, then carefully pushed the memory of my dream into him, being extra gentle about it with him in a weakened state.

My purple power sparked and he tensed just as I made the connection.

And then the memory flowed into him.

“Cassius,” I breathed.

The one who’d saved me.

Former True Celestial and now a Fallen.

He was still very much a powerhouse with the body of a warrior god, all broad shoulders and girth, towering with sculpted muscle.

His ethereal white-blond hair brushed the shoulders of his white linen shirt, and his gold leather pants pulled taut across his thick thighs as he strode toward me with all that natural might and commanding presence.

He stopped right in front of me, concern bleeding through. “You don’t belong here.”

“What?” I rasped.

“We’ve done this, little shadow.”

“I… I don’t understand.”

“You shouldn’t be here. You are beyond this.” He gestured around at the shadows that had partially retreated, but still remained in our vicinity. “You are the shadows—these here cannot control you.”

I reached up and cupped his face. “Help me cast them away.”

His eyes shone, need he’d always fought so hard clear as the brightest day now.

Finally.

He dipped his head.

And that was it.

I locked my hands around his neck and rose to it, our mouths clashing.

Fiercely.

Hungrily.

Desperately.

He fisted my hair, tugging and stroking in a delectable way, giving away how wild and unhinged his desire for me was in that moment, how he was barely holding it together.

Because of me.

Because of what I did to him.

Because of what we did to each other.

Sensations so long denied for both of us surged forth like an inferno of uncontrollable passion and need that I could hardly breathe through.

I didn’t want to breathe in this moment.

I just wanted to feel and to feel deeply.

For once.

After so fucking long.

I deepened the kiss and moaned into his mouth as he grasped my thighs and wrapped them around him, hauling me up against him.

And then I was grinding on him, feeling his hard dick right where I needed him.

He gave it right back to me, rubbing me against him roughly, frantically, until sexy rumbling growls were spilling from him, even as he devoured my mouth.

I grasped his shirt, intending to rip the thing off him so I could feel him skin-to-skin.

“Velra,” he choked, suddenly breaking our kiss.

“What are you—”

He put me down and stepped back, and an awful coldness rolled over me again.

“This cannot be.”

“It just was, Cassius.”

“A mistake.”

My gut twisted. “No. It wasn’t. It was far from that.”

“We don’t belong.”

“Don’t. Stop doing this. Every fucking time!” I slammed my hands into his chest and screamed at the top of my lungs, “Stop! Stop! Stop doing this to me!”

He stared at me impassively.

There was nothing there.

I went to scream again, but no sound came out.

I screamed and screamed but it just continued to go unheard.

And then he turned away.

I bolted forward to reach for him, to stop him from leaving yet again.

But a flash of white light swallowed him in a blink.

It was too late.

It was always too late.

As I pulled back, ending the spell, his gaze snapped to mine, a haunted look in his eyes. “Hades,” he uttered. “I didn’t… I didn’t realize.”

“I know you didn’t.”

“How do you not hate me with this being how I made you feel?”

“Because, I get that you don’t have full comprehension of mortal plane emotions, or even of your own because of how deeply you were forced to repress who you are, how you feel, what you need, and what you want. But with that being the case, you need to recognize that deficiency and defer to somebody else. You don’t get to take control here, Cassius, especially not when it comes to deciding what’s best for my emotional state.”

“I hear what you’re saying. I just didn’t want you impacted or restricted, nor controlled, by our Soul Brand.”

“Well, I am. And so are you. Very much so. The time has come to look at this a different way and to approach it a different way as well. How about we stop seeing it as something negative, something that holds us back in this way and that, or through fear? And instead, we see the positives to it?”

“Positives?”

“There’s a safety net here for you with the bond. Me too when I was so scared to connect with anyone. But for you, you can feel what I am, which when used properly can help to bridge the gap with your limited ability to interpret emotions. The Soul Brand offers a safer way and a sort of guiding light to growing closer, which I can tell you actually want. It’s sort of like a protective bubble from which things can grow beyond once you’re more settled with it. And, yes, you can assist me with my power issues if something triggers that in me again or sets back my progress, and I’m unable to find control right away.” I reached out and took his hand. “What we have, this Soul Brand, is a tether to your humanity, Cassius. It’s one of a kind. It’s special. Let’s stop seeing it as a curse.” I smiled. “You’re the first person I connected with and that’s no small thing to me. It actually enabled me to try with Lazriel, then Sylas. It helped me. This Brand helped me.”

“It helped you,” he murmured to himself, clearly trying to reconcile that reality.

“Yes,” I assured him, at his sheer disbelief in something positive coming out of it. It was unbelievably sad that he could only see things that way. I gestured to the bloodied state of him. “Now, with that out there, will you let me change you into some non-soiled clothes with a flick of my magic?”

“That’s why you used the wipes?”

“Yes. Given how you’ve been when it comes to me, I figured you wouldn’t want my magic touching you. My… anything… touching you.”

“That’s not entirely true,” he said, actually squeezing my hand back and surprising the hell out of me. He swallowed hard. “What you showed me of your recurring dream… I want to be that with you. I mean… do that to you… with you.”

I pressed my free hand to his bloodied and torn shirt and with a spark of my purple magic, I had him dressed in clean clothes.

He started and looked down at himself. “It’s the exact same.”

“I thought that would bring you comfort.” I gestured at the beaded bracelet encircling his wrist that was a stark contrast to his otherwise muted attire. “Just like this seems to.” I’d seen him rubbing it every now and then as he’d sat on my bed.

“I suppose it has taken on that function. It was a gift from a couple of the children at Haven Initiative.”

“That’s really sweet.”

“Ketheron has over a dozen of them.”

“You think you’re unlikeable because he has more?”

He lifted a shoulder. “It’s not something I concern myself with.”

Of course it really was.

“He has a way about him that invites those sorts of gifts and so many of them. You wouldn’t have received even one if you weren’t likeable to them. There’s no pretense at their young age. If they’re fond of somebody, it’s made known.”

He took my words in. “I see.”

I chuckled. “You’re more likeable than you think. Especially when you allow people to see beyond that harsher exterior which initially seems unmovable to many. But not to me. I liked you from the first moment we met.”

“When you were suffering from a fatal stab wound and in agony?”

“Yes. The fact I felt that way even then says a great deal, wouldn’t you agree?”

He stared at me then, intensely.

I expected him to avert his gaze, but he actually didn’t.

And then he leaned in.

His lips brushed mine.

Softly, tentatively.

His hand tightened in mine.

I stroked his fingers.

That slight touch did something to him, and then he was grasping my nape and kissing me deeply.

I clutched his bicep as I responded, opening for him as he slid his tongue into my mouth.

It was all-consuming and profoundly erotic as he tasted me, going deeper, harder, groaning into my mouth, then shoving his hands into my hair and fisting it wildly.

And then he was stroking down my body, like he couldn’t feel all the different parts of me and explore fast enough.

It was a heady rush of passion, an implosion of so much that had been held at bay for far too long.

Heat rolled through me, and I was lost to the moment, to the feel of him against me, the taste of him, his sandalwood scent inundating me, as sparks of pleasure did the same.

He broke the kiss, panting, his eyes wide in absolute disbelief.

And then a smile spread over his face.

A full-on, genuine, wide smile.

I grasped the sides of his jacket and pulled him to me, then planted a soft kiss on his cheek.

A chuckle escaped him. “I will cherish this, little shadow.”

“Me too.”

He pushed to his feet with some noticeable struggle because he was still weakened and he would be for several hours yet.

I tensed, thinking he was going to try to take off and disappear into the ozone for months on end again, that our kiss had pushed him right back to that and elicited another panic in him.

But then he shrugged his jacket off and neatly folded it and put it across the foot of the bed. Then he toed off his boots and socks. “I need to rest for a while, just like you advised earlier.” He eyed the chair by my desk.

“That will be really uncomfortable, Cassius. Just lie down here on my bed.”

“I… I can’t fall asleep for too long, just an hour or so. I can’t leave Ketheron alone and he’ll be home from Haven Initiative at—”

“I’ll text Nyx and have him ask Ariana or one of them to stay with him.”

“Actually, yes, that would be good. He’d also like that very much.”

I pulled the covers of my four-poster bed down. “Here. Get comfortable.”

As he went to do that, I grabbed my phone from the back pocket of my pants and sent a text.

Velra: Any way one of your foursome can stay with Ketheron tonight, or have him stay at your place?

As I waited for a response, my gaze flicked to Cassius and I jolted when I saw him taking his black tee off, baring his incredibly sculpted torso beneath.

Holy hell.

My phone pinged and I averted my gaze to take it in.

Nyx: Ari can bring him to our place once they’re done at Haven Initiative. Everything okay? Cassius staying the night with you? Something major you’ve forgotten to tell me about?

Velra: It’s complicated.

Nyx: No doubt with him in question. You okay?

Velra: All good. He’s in no state to be teleported currently, but he’ll be fine.

Nyx: Lazriel finally snapped on him?

Velra: Not in the way you think. It was an accident.

Nyx: Can’t wait to hear all the details in a couple of days when you’re finally back up at the Guardian Compound for our Crossborn meeting.

I winced. He meant it, too. He’d want to know the whole scope. It wasn’t actually him being nosey, it was him looking out for me. He was an absolute sweetheart.

And I knew he was really toning it down and holding back with his responses during this text conversation for my benefit. It was no small thing that Cassius was here and he was well aware of how monumental it actually was.

Velra: We’ll talk.

Nyx: See you soon, little sis.

I smiled, then pocketed my phone.

When I turned back to Cassius, he was settled underneath my covers over on the left side of the bed. Right on the edge.

I chuckled. “You can take up the space that you actually need.”

“What if I—”

“Accidentally brush up against me when I climb in later?” I slapped my hand to my chest with mock dramatic tension. “Shit, I’ll freak the fuck out, Cassius. I mean, I’ll scream the place down and everything, maybe even blast the room to crap with my magic—Dark Fae and Wraith combined.”

A hearty laugh burst from him.

And it was amazing.

I pounced on the bed and crawled up it, straddling him.

His eyes widened and I saw his uncertainty. Not about me this time, but about the unspoken sexuality of it, his severe inexperience there.

I slapped my hands down either side of his head. “I’m glad you’re here teaching. You know, for the record, and everything. But I don’t want you here just because you think you need to help me with my… issues. I can’t allow that.”

“I understand what you’re conveying. And, believe me, it’s not the only reason I’m here. As much as I wished to tell myself that initially. Our conversation has altered that and actually allowed me to admit to the real truth.” He sucked in a breath, then told me, “I’m here for you, because I want to be around you, be close to you… to be with you.”

“Then I’m all for it.”

He slid his hand into my hair, stroking softly. “Thank you. For reacting so powerfully and benevolently to my mistakes. For helping me to see the true reality here. I’m so sorry it had to come to this. I’m so sorry that I hurt you, Velra.”

“Well, you hurt yourself just as much—if not more. And mistakes are part of learning.” I grinned. “Isn’t that Teaching 101? Something you convey to your students?”

He grinned back. “I suppose it is.”

I sat back on my haunches. “There’s only one thing left to do now to set you—and us—on this better path, isn’t there?”

“Yes. Of course.” I watched as he lifted his hand, then his white magic sparked on it for a moment. He flinched and grunted, then a huge sigh of relief escaped him.

I actually saw the wound on his throat close up a little.

“You’d been using a ton of power when you’re this weakened to hold that muting of our Soul Brand on my end in place?” I asked, incredulous.

He grimaced. “My misguided attempt to protect you when you clearly don’t need it or want it.”

“It’s okay. You’re seeing it now, that’s what matters.”

And that he was finally here and working with me.

I choked in the next second as what he’d been holding back from me rushed over me in a sudden burst of sensation.

Pain.

Regret.

Guilt.

Embarrassment at being Fallen.

Worry that he was incapable of acclimating to this new life.

The stress and fear of not being able to aid Ketheron as he’d wanted.

The grief of turning his back on me.

The jealousy of me being with Lazriel and Sylas.

His fury, then ache for what Sylas had done to him earlier.

And then… something about Lazriel. Not indignation that he’d fed on him, but… intrigue? Almost… excitement? It had titillated him, turned him on. Huh. Hadn’t seen that coming.

His gaze swept over me and then a whole lot more flared. Need, desire, concern that he wouldn’t be enough, the uncertainty of sexual inexperience… and then contentment. Relief that he’d let what he’d been holding back loose.

“Much better, huh?” I said.

“Yes,” he breathed. “Decidedly so.”

I smiled, then climbed off the bed. “Rest now. Sleep.”

“Where are you going?”

“I need to do damage control with Lazriel and Sylas, ensure they’re okay, then I’ll be back. Do not get out of that bed while I’m gone, all right? It’s vital that you rest. I’m sure you can feel it too.”

“Yes, I can,” he admitted. “You have my word, little shadow.”

“Good.”

I watched his head loll on the pillow, sleep looking like it would take him quickly.

And then I opened the door and headed out.
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~Sylas~



Fuck! Motherfucker! Fuck me!

“I’m fine.”

I blinked and looked out at Lazriel finishing off the fifth blood bag I’d conjured for him, squeezing out the last few drops.

Off my look, he added with a quirk of his lips. “Now, I mean.”

I scrubbed my hand over my face.

“That was… whew… so that’s what Immortal blood is all about. Holy fucking shit.” He had a starry-eyed look as he uttered the words.

He was high.

Unequivocally affected and awfully high on Immortal blood.

“He relaxed into it, you know?”

“What?”

“Cassius… as I deepened the draw, he was into it.”

I frowned. “You’re sure?”

“Shit, yeah. I felt it. No doubt about it.”

That was… interesting.

I didn’t get more time to think on it as Lazriel tossed his finished blood bag on the floor at the foot of his bed—because, of course—then leapt up and executed a backflip onto the mattress and threw his hands in the air with a whoop.

“Take a breath and try to relax. You ingested a mass amount of his blood.”

So much that if Cassius hadn’t been Celestial born, he likely would have died. And then I would have needed to pull some necromantic death violation magic in order to pull him back from the Valley of the Dead. The fact he was so deeply tethered to Velra would have put her at risk too.

And it would have been solely my fault.

Absolutely not Lazriel’s.

I was the one who’d lost their fucking mind and not only struck an Immortal being, but made him bleed twice, and right in the presence of a vampire. And a vampire who didn’t feed from vein, the shock of Immortal blood in the air being all the more intense and wholly overwhelming as a result.

I, Sylas Morgrave, had lost control.

And that had cost Lazriel.

It had hurt him.

In his high state he wasn’t feeling that or acknowledging it, but once the effects of Cassius’ blood faded, I had no doubt that he would.

One of his greatest fears and the reason he discounted his vampire side a great deal, was losing control of the demon within, which was exactly what had happened with Cassius. All because of me.

Fuck, I felt sick with it.

Lazriel snagged my hands. “Come on. Wanna take a ride with me?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “You know what kind of ride I’m getting at?”

“Yes, that’s abundantly clear.”

“Then, come on, strip that hot-as-hell body naked and get up here on your back so I can ride your cock like a real demon.”

My body heated at his words, but I pulled my hands free.

That didn’t help, because then he ripped his shirt off. Literally ripped through it with his claws. And then his wild gaze held mine as he grasped his pants and went to open them.

“Stop.”

“Stop?” he asked, unable to read the room in his current state. “You, nympho necromancer, don’t want to fuck? I mean, normally you know I can go all night, but now, the way I’m feeling, we’re talking non-stop all the way into the next day as well.”

“I’m not feeling well, Lazriel,” I lied. Well, sort of.

That managed to get through. “You’re desiccating?” He jumped off the bed and came to me, then abruptly ripped my shirt open, buttons flying everywhere in his haste and him clearly not being in full control of his strength. The aggressive action knocked me back against the wall with a painful jar that had me grunting.

“Sorry!” he cried, retracting his claws. “Shit, I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine,” I assured him.

But it wasn’t enough. He still pushed my shirt off my shoulders and then scanned my body. “Nothing. You’re not desiccating.” He sucked in a harsh breath. “Thank fuck.”

“I just need to rest. I feel a little sick after I channeled such potent power against Cassius.”

“Okay, then rest with me.” He gestured at his bed. “I’ll take care of you.”

I started at his words.

Take care of me.

That was the issue, wasn’t it?

The reason I’d snapped and lost all fucking control with Cassius. He’d put me in that position. In the position of having others believe they needed to take care of me. In a position framing me as weak, as an invalid. A position that undercut my power and most definitely my ability to control things. Especially how I was perceived.

When I remained silent, he started playing with my fingers, trying to hold them, even though I wasn’t reciprocating because I was using my mental fortitude to hold him off sexually, prevent it from getting to me, and to contain my seething at the rest.

“What’s this?” he asked, suddenly yanking on my hand and holding it up between us.

I glared at the ring how adorning my index finger.

“It’s Velra’s doing.”

“Velra? She gave this to you? When?”

“She spelled it onto me. It’s her version of a Nexus Band. It forms a connection between her and me to detect when I’m in danger or being harmed. It’s only visible now because me using potent magic against Cassius blasted through the glamor she’d employed.” I gritted my teeth. “She’s leashed me, trying to contain me.”

He let go of my hand and stepped back, bursting out laughing. “Leashed? You? Come on, Sylas. It’s well known that it’s not possible.”

“What are you talking about?” I held up my hand, the ring glinting against the light of the room. “The proof is right here.”

“No, silly,” he uttered in a singsong tone, his high state really coming through. “Like her giving me the bracelet, this is her mark on you. As hers.”

“What?”

“She’s possessive. Really fucking possessive. I’ve been seeing the signs of it lately, and it’s something she hides pretty well, but the closer we get, the more the truth of it comes out. With my wolf instincts, I can feel it more than you can. That ring is her staking a claim on you. And, yeah, for her peace of mind because she was obviously terrified after she saw you in that desiccated state that night.”

Possessive?

She was possessive of us?

That… made a lot of sense.

“Aww, you’re so cute when you’re out of sorts.”

I flinched at his words, and then he was right there wrapping his arms around me and holding me to him as he gazed at me reverently. “I love it. I love all the sides of you. Do you know that?” He kissed my cheek. “Do you know that there’s so much that I love about you, my sexy fucking necromantic heartthrob?”

I slid my hand to his hip, my other lifting to stroke his hair, which had him basically purring for me. “You’re not alone in that.”

“I’m not?”

“Of course not.”

“What do you love about me then?” he asked, gazing at me with so much need and desperate curiosity.

I smiled. “I love your passion. Your ferocity. How deeply loyal you are to those you allow close. Your big, beautiful heart. Your dirty mouth and your abrasive humor. The wild and the soft. The chaotic and the vulnerability. I love your strength and your bravery.”

He cried out excitedly at my words and enveloped me in a near-crushing bear hug.

And then he nuzzled against me, little groans escaping him.

He was growing tired.

Crashing.

“How long do you think it’ll be, Sylas?”

“What do you mean?”

“Until they come for me?”

I tensed. “Who?”

“This threat? Until they get past my mom’s protection?”

“Never. I won’t allow it.” It was all I could do to prevent my fists from clenching on him as I held him to me.

“What—or who—do you think it is?” he murmured, his words trailing off now.

“We’ll find out. And they’ll be dealt with accordingly.” Brutally, actually, but I didn’t want to convey that to him when he was in this state of mind, emotionally raw and vulnerable.

Nor could I convey that I already knew the source of this threat.

I’d planned to revisit the Blood Trace thing with him tonight after we’d had dinner together with Velra, on our walk back to his dorm room, but all of that had been shot to hell by Cassius’ unceremonious appearance on campus—and my rage explosion.

I believed the results of the Blood Trace would assist with this threat. In a way that would further bolster Lazriel and generate answers that we didn’t currently have. Answers beyond the whispers that Charlie had given me. If my theory concerning Lazriel’s parentage was correct, then it would bring a great deal to light and serve to protect both him and Velra from what was rising.

I couldn’t do the Blood Trace now anyway, not until the Celestial blood was out of his system. With it being so potent and there being so much he’d ingested, it would impact the spell significantly. And with him on this high I couldn’t even broach the subject now either.

As much as it nagged at me that I knew what I did about this threat—a threat that impacted both of them—I couldn’t simply reveal it when I didn’t have enough information to give them in order for us to develop a plan to counter it.

If I told them now, all they’d have was the negative of a force coming at them with no fucking solutions to fight back with. Just the fear of being hunted.

Velra had already lived through that with her brother and Puritas as a whole. It had almost broken her, and it still impacted her to this day.

And Lazriel had experienced something similar when his vampiric nature had been outed and his pack had responded brutally, the whole thing upturning his world completely.

“Nite nite.”

His voice pulled me back to the immediate moment and I felt more of his weight against me as he started to fall asleep on me even as we were standing.

“Don’t go, okay?”

“I won’t,” I assured him as I eased him over to his bed.

I pulled the covers aside, then helped him in, and he flopped down immediately, turned his head, then he was out instantly.

Well, then.

A soft knock at the door startled me and I hurried over to open it, not wanting it to sound again in case it woke him.

I opened the door to find Velra on the doorstep.

“Is he doing okay?”

I stepped back and she walked in, following my gaze toward the bed where Lazriel was now sleeping away.

She blew out a breath of relief. “Good. Sleep is best right now. For both of them.”

It hit me then and I eyed her. “You took Cassius to bed? His apartment or here?”

“My dorm room.”

I ground my jaw. “I see.”

“Sylas—”

“The fact you’re allowing him to stay—in your room, in your bed—indicates that you’ve made peace between you. After his abrupt and brutal abandonment of you, him shutting down completely, while also watching you, essentially stalking you and keeping you in the dark about it all.”

She flinched at the hard realities I was laying down.

“Stalking?”

“He’s been watching you here at the Academy. I caught him looking into Lazriel and surveilling him at Graverun. He even asked me for intel on him, to see if he was dangerous to you.”

“That makes sense with how Cassius is.”

“That’s it? It’s all wicked away as an unsavory personality trait?”

“Of course not. But you’re also aware that he doesn’t understand emotions and boundaries the way we do. He’s still learning. His actions were from a place of protection and his belief that he was doing the right thing for me. As misguided as they were. I’ve discussed it with him and he’s not only relented, he’s agreed and apologized. And he also un-muted himself and opened the Soul Brand to me again.”

I started. “He did? He took down that barrier?”

“Yes. He’s trusting me. He’s looking for guidance. He needs help, Sylas. He’s all alone in his grief, his lack of understanding about so much when it comes to personal matters and sentiment.”

Ah, fuck. She was equating his situation with mine.

“He needs comfort.”

“Yes. He really does.” She came to me and took my hands. “What he did to you… revealing your illness to Lazriel like that, it was wrong. I have no illusions about that. And knowing him, I’m sure it was partly intended as payback for you sending Lazriel to him. But I also felt his regret when he opened the Soul Brand to me. And confusion. He’s trying to understand what exactly he did wrong, he’s upset that he hurt you, and he’s insulted but not actually angry about your attack on him. In a twisted way, he actually respected it, to be honest.”

I shook my head. “He’s certainly a lot.”

“Believe me, I know. But so are we all, in our own ways.”

“Well, that’s certainly undeniable.” My gaze flicked to Lazriel and my regret over the position I’d put him in today slammed into me once again.

Velra drew me back to her with a squeeze of my hands. “He knows. And I know too.”

“Know what?”

“That it was an accident. That you didn’t mean to do that to him. It was a highly-charged and chaotic situation. You were already lost to rage and the need to punish when Lazriel arrived on the scene, and you were beyond stopping.”

“It still cost him. And when he wakes up no longer high and in the harsh light of day, it will hurt him. He lost control of his vampire side because of me. One of his fears.”

“I’m not so sure it will be as devastating as you think.” She shifted her weight. “Something happened when he was feeding from Cassius. For both of them. It could actually be a good thing if it’s approached carefully.” She gestured between us. “Lazriel can’t feed from either of us because our blood is toxic to him. The closer we grow, especially sexually, the more that need will be awakened from his vampire side. He’ll need it and he would have faced continued denial, unable to experience that, something that, despite his denial and fear over it, is innate to his vampiric nature. But with Cassius now in the picture, there’s the possibility for that to be fulfilled. So long as we can help him to maintain control with the potency of Cassius’ Immortal blood.”

“You’re saying Cassius can complete our unit from that standpoint?”

“That’s a little schmaltzy compared to the way I’d put it, but basically, yes,” she said, with a little laugh, trying to draw out the humor from all the rest.

“Yes, well, schmaltzy really isn’t my forte.”

She smiled. “I’d much rather the two of you stay with me in my room tonight, that all four of us do, but it’s too dangerous between Lazriel and Cassius right now. Cassius is weakened and unable to defend himself. And with the lingering animosity on your end toward him, it really wouldn’t be conducive to the whole comfort thing for him—or any of us.”

“You’re telling us we need to cool off for tonight while you get Cassius to the same headspace?”

“I am, yes.”

“I get it,” I said, reaching up and stroking her soft cheek, the coolness of her skin so soothing. “And I’m sorry. Not for kicking his ass, but for the burden of the fallout ending up on your shoulders.”

“I know you are. It’s okay. It doesn’t detract from what the three of us have been building. And, honestly, as brutal as it was, it did actually function as a wakeup call of sorts to Cassius.”

“Always focusing on the silver lining, huh?”

“I wasn’t. Not for years actually. But I’m trying to follow Lazriel’s example. ‘The goal to life is happiness, right? To see and feel beyond the pain that’s afflicted us? It doesn’t just feel good, it sticks it to those who’ve harmed us and tried to keep us in that pained state.’”

I grinned. “For all his chaos and intensity, he’s got some wisdom, especially for a youngling.”

She kissed my cheek, then stepped back. “Get some rest. Maybe tomorrow we can finally get to dealing with the Death Sense spell? You can extract the signatures I read from the vampires protecting Lazriel and we can make some headway there, have you track them back to whoever their leader is, determine the actual source of the threat against Lazriel from there?”

It was all I could do not to tense at her words.

Time had already passed since I’d offered to take the lead there, because their discovery of my sickness had slowed progress, and the two of them had been worried about asking me for any magical assistance since.

“It could give Lazriel some peace of mind, give him something positive through all this of late,” she pushed, albeit carefully. “And then we can work on figuring out how my power can assist you through your sickness. If you’re ready to go there?”

“Yes, we’ll see to the Death Sense tracking so long as I’m well enough.”

“Of course,” she said, quickly. “Only if you’re up to it.”

“As for you helping me with my sickness, I’ve been waiting on your trust in me to be solidified, remember?”

“Well, considered it solidified.”

“Yes?”

“Yes,” she said, linking her arms around my neck and holding me to her so intimately, so easily.

“Even with the fact that you felt the need to spell me with a Nexus Band?”

She tensed, her gaze dropping to my hand and the ring itself.

“It’s just a precaution,” she told me, gesturing at her watch, a sleek black band with an opalescent face. It was known as a Watch of Warding. Warlow Boyd had fashioned it for her. It didn’t tell time, but instead functioned as an early-warning system to detect if anyone within her bloodline was near—especially her brother, Sorin Tenebris. Sometimes it was visible, other times she had it glamored, likely depending on her mood any given day.

“Just a precaution, hmm? Because Lazriel seems to think it’s your version of a mark of possession over me.”

She flinched and pulled away.

“Relax. I enjoy that much more than the idea of it being a leash.”

“A leash?” she gasped. “No. Never. I wouldn’t… I just need to know that you’re safe.”

I chuckled and wrapped her up in my arms. “All right. I will keep it on me for your peace of mind. And definitely to satisfy your intense possessiveness over me. Just like Lazriel with the bracelet you made for him that tracks his wellness as well.”

“Intense possessiveness is a bit of an exaggeration.”

“Dark Beauty, it’s an understatement.”

She pulled away again and started for the door. “I’m gonna go. I need to… I mean… you should rest up. Keep an eye on Lazriel to make sure he doesn’t jolt awake with another burst of energy from the Immortal blood in his system.”

“Oh, absolutely. You’d better head out, no question about it.”

She threw open the door, her cheeks burning. “Exactly. I have to,” she said, fighting to save face.

I chuckled. There was no saving her now. Lazriel and I had her pegged and she knew it.

“So… bye, then.”

“Bye. Our sexy, insanely possessive love.”

“Oh, God,” she breathed in mortification.

And then she bolted through the door and disappeared down the corridor.

It turned out Lazriel had been correct—there was levity to be found even in the direst of circumstances.

Because of the company.

Because there was us.

It certainly altered things.

Fuck, it changed everything.
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~Cassius~



This wasn’t how I’d intended to spend my night.

Cloaking myself and tracking my target like prey certainly hadn’t been on the agenda.

At Velra’s behest, I’d planned to reach out to Sylas and attempt to heal what had been broken between us, both from my breach of trust and then his attack upon me.

As she’d impressed upon me the morning I’d woken up in her bed with her sleeping beside me so softly and beautifully, peace needed to be made in order for us to move forward.

She was deeply attached to Sylas and Lazriel, and she’d ensured that I understood that complexity and was mindful of it.

But as I’d returned to campus later that day after spending some time with Ketheron and us having breakfast together, I’d sought out the necromancer, only to find him cloaked on the edge of the forest while he took a call, employing a very high-level spell to prevent himself both from being seen and overheard. Given that I knew Velra was in class attending Harmonic Discipline: Dark Fae Magic & Ethical Focus, and that Lazriel was also busy in his Instinct & Invocation: Harnessing the Inner Beast class, the fact that Sylas had been taking such extreme precautions in spite of that had definitely sparked suspicion.

Shortly after he’d finished his call, a text had come into my phone through the Group Chat that Velra had added me to.

Sylas: Might be late back for dinner. Time-sensitive issue at Arcanum Order. All is well, just requires my assistance. See you as soon as I can.

I wasn’t a participant in this dinner he was referring to. Not quite yet time for that.

It had been a little premature to add me to the Group Chat with them all as well, but Velra had wanted me to get an understanding of the nature and nuance of it. She was working hard and carefully to try to bring me in through little stages.

She was going to so much effort for me, in spite of everything. The least I could do was defer to her in these matters and trust that she knew what she was doing.

I’d managed to track his teleportation path and I’d found myself at the clandestine Arcanum Conclave, the building that housed the elite and secret cabal of the greatest magical minds across the supernatural world who engaged in high-level research and magical development known as Arcanum Order.

The repurposed cathedral was an elegant architectural design, hidden by illusion magic in the misty highlands far away from anyone and anything.

I’d cast a spell to see into the building itself, something only somebody of my magical prowess and Celestial ability could manage, especially without detection.

And it had elicited a great deal of confusion as all I’d witnessed was Sylas working away on current research—one such project apparently being to unlock the complicated building blocks of Dark Fae spells which sought to violate free will.

Why had he cloaked himself earlier if his message in the chat had been true, if things had been above board, and he actually had just intended to head into Arcanum Conclave?

I’d watched him work alone for a while, until Cornelius Martel had arrived. He’d been followed a few minutes later by Maelira Draxen, a defected Dark Fae who engaged in philanthropic efforts on this plane now and this specialized secretive research.

She’d worked with Sylas, running her hands through her straight black hair with hints of purple as she concentrated on the tall task ahead of them. The flared sleeves of her gray top fluttered theatrically whenever she invoked her magic. She carried weapons in several sheaths strapped to her black pants—enchanted blades, a magical grenade. The mark of somebody still on high alert from her past associations, fearing them catching up with her.

The interior of the space was striking and impressive. The walls were lined with magical symbols glowing with magic. A spiral archive twisted upward along one wall with books and artifacts floating in containment fields. A round stone table with gold veins was situated at the chamber’s heart, surrounded by twelve chairs. Above it were magical projections of the current spellwork they were investigating—symbols, formulas, including recent discoveries. Floating lanterns illuminated the area, each contained within a glass orb. There were many magical stations situated on heavy stone tables.

I watched then as Kai Hunter walked in, and then Sylas veered over to him, joining him as Kai settled by the alchemical bench.

Before Kai even began to get to work, Sylas made a gesture toward the entrance doors, and then Kai was following him out, his hard leather trench coat flapping behind him, just like Sylas’ hooded cloak was doing.

I shifted position and used my magic to silently follow their path around the building to a shadowy area.

I employed an auditory enhancement spell and listened in as I watched curiously—and more than a little worriedly given the grave expression on both their faces and the palpable tension emanating from them. Even I, as ill-equipped as I was with emotions, managed to register that. It was that potent.

“Did you bring it?” Sylas asked him, urgency radiating off him.

Kai gave him a look.

“Fine. Of course you did.”

“Yes. Given your urgency and, honestly, your desperation, of course I fucking did.”

Sylas grunted and held out his hand.

Then I watched as Kai placed a Nexus Band—one in bracelet form—onto his palm.

“Vorzyr was okay parting with this for a while?”

“Just for a while. He’s immersed in closed-door meetings with the Shifter Stabilization Unit so it didn’t exactly go over well that I showed up. At least I was cloaked, but it was still a disruption.”

“Well, I’m sure he got a dirty fuck out of it from you, so all wasn’t lost there.” Off another disgruntled look from Kai, Sylas held up his free hand. “Apologies. I appreciate you doing this and I get that it was beyond inconvenient for you to bring this to me.”

“Seeing as though your emotionally stunted ass can actually recognize that, are you going to do me the dignity of revealing why you need it?”

“I told you. To swap the energy reads of the Nexus Bands—his bracelet and my ring—temporarily.”

“So Velra doesn’t register that you’re doing something dangerous, and is unknowingly keeping track of Vorzyr for a time instead, who’s literally just calm and sitting in meetings right now.”

“Right.”

“You know I meant what you need this façade to hide from her.”

“Plausible deniability, Kai.”

“Sylas—”

“Let me see to this. If I fail, or if it doesn’t pan out the way I intend, I’ll loop you in. Just let me try to head it off first before I put this burden on your shoulders.”

“If there’s the possibility of it being a burden to me, it suggests it can impact me directly.” He studied Sylas, seemingly reading well between the lines. “Or those I love.”

“Thank you for the Band,” Sylas said, stepping back, then calling his magic.

I watched as he swept his dark crimson glow over Vorzyr’s bracelet, then his ring. They both glowed briefly as the transfer took effect, and then he handed the bracelet back to Kai.

“It won’t take long, then I’ll reset them, and you can return this to your dragon love.”

“Fine. You get some time—just some. Then I want answers. If not, you know I’ll seek them out myself.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of how you operate. And I have no illusions about the fact that I won’t like how you go about obtaining said answers.”

Kai grasped his shoulder. “Just be careful. And be smart about it while you’re at it.”

Sylas flashed him a grin. “When aren’t I the latter?”

“On the rare occasion when emotion is ruling your normal heavily compartmentalized state. Given how close you’ve grown to Velra and Lazriel, that could very well be now.”

“All is well, I can assure you. Just head back inside. I need to center myself before I take off. Besides, Cornelius wants to lock in dinner plans with you, Ariana, Vorzyr, and Nyx. You know patience when he wants time with his granddaughter isn’t possible.”

“Fine,” Kai acquiesced.

He’d certainly calmed down since I’d first gotten to know him.

With that, he teleported back into the building, leaving Sylas alone.

Then I watched as Sylas pulled out five syringes from his inner hooded coat pocket and levitated them in the air.

He steadied himself, then snapped his fingers, and all five drove into the flesh of his throat and his upper chest, the milky serum with his magical flecks plunging deep.

Once he was done, he brushed them away with another burst of his magic, and then he choked and staggered back into the wall, clutching his chest and breathing heavily.

He threw his hand out behind him, needing to steady himself more so.

“No fucking misfires or fritzing tonight,” he choked to himself.

He panted then, his entire body trembling, just shy of full-on convulsing.

Several moments passed and then he straightened and released a breath of relief, squaring his shoulders, his eyes flaming with extreme power. “Tonight, you take your last breaths, fools. Your way, something wicked comes.”

A growl escaped him as he called his magic and his palms flamed wildly, and then he teleported out.

Hades.

He was headed out to battle.

Worse.

He was intending to commit murder.

I hurriedly latched onto his teleportation signature and went with him.
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I rematerialized outside a decrepit establishment.

The term on the mortal plane for such a place was a dive bar, I believed.

It was located through only one point of access—down a back alley.

Before I could ascertain Sylas’ location and seek out more heavy cloaking from him, a blast of magic blew me back violently, and my back slammed into a streetlight, the impact almost tearing it from its foundation entirely.

As I choked, both winded and surprised, Sylas appeared in front of me like a demon of vengeance, his eyes flaming with his power.

“Why are you following me?”

“I believe that is obvious.”

He sneered. “Back off, Immortal.”

When I only stared at him, he pushed harder into me and seethed, “If you push me, I swear to fuck, I’ll make you.”

“How? Do you intend to use your lover against me again to drain me?”

“That’s not what happened,” he said, flinching, his murderous mask slipping. “His involvement was an accident.”

“I understand. But it would not be an accident this time.”

“I don’t intend to do that at all.”

“But you do intend to commit murder.”

Realization flashed in his eyes. “You’ve been watching me for a while tonight.”

“It’s a good thing I have, because you clearly need somebody to rein you in.”

He scoffed. “The fuck I do.”

“You cannot do this, Sylas.”

“Not only can I, but I must.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing.” He shoved himself off me. “Just get gone. Stay out of this. Stay away from me.”

“I can’t do any of that.”

He tugged at his hair and spun around. “You are an infuriating bastard. Do you know that?”

“It may have been stated once or twice by others.”

He sucked in a breath. “You stay, you help. Or you watch. There is no option that includes you stopping what needs to happen inside that bar.”

“And what supposedly needs to happen?”

“They need to die. Simple as that.”

“Delivering death is never simple.”

“It is when they’re members of Puritas.”

I stilled at his revelation.

His awful revelation.

“What are you talking about? How can that be? Puritas has disappeared without a trace. It occurred when Corvin Morvain fell that day right after the Severance. If they had returned, it would be all over the place. The Guardian Movement would know. Alerts would be sent out. Perhaps even Blackline Protocol would be activated, sending a warning across the entire supernatural world for all hybrid beings to be on alert and even sequester themselves away.”

“They are rising, not yet risen again.” He gestured at the establishment. “Those in there are an early contingent. I need to stomp it out now before they spread like the cockroaches they are. If I don’t—”

“It will be a direct threat to Velra and Lazriel. That’s why you are doing this in secret. Even if they are not immediately physically harmed, them knowing of this would likely trigger their deep trauma regarding Puritas. Especially Velra.” I grimaced, an ache within hurting awfully. “And she has finally come into herself, come so very far.”

“I know,” he said, scrubbing his hand over his face. “I know. These assholes are fanatics, they can’t be reasoned with, intel can’t be extracted from them either as they are impervious to torture and even magical coercion. The only viable option here is to end them. Here and now. Wipe them out.” He steadied himself and ground out. “With or without your approval, I will take their lives.”

His words sparked a memory from several months ago.

I breached the warded estate of Cornelius Martel, barely breaking my pace at all, my wings outstretched and moving almost violently as I carried the heathen, Sorin Tenebris, in my unrelenting hold, the evil spawn now unconscious due to an overwrought beating at my hands. I wouldn’t usually be so aggressive, especially not to take down a lesser being. But he had warranted such a response.

He'd deserved it.

Several times over.

For what he’d done to Velra.

How he’d harmed her.

That his ruthless hunting of her had almost led her to give into death.

I reached the doors to the mansion, then tossed him through them, his body hitting the floor with a satisfying thud.

I was aware of Cornelius Martel and Kai Hunter emerging and witnessing it.

But I cared not about them.

Especially when I felt her in the next moment.

And then she was descending the stairs in all her dark glory and absolute beauty, giving rise to sentiment and sensations in me that both unsettled and intrigued me.

She looked between me panting with fury and her unconscious beaten brother at my feet.

“Cassius,” she breathed at me, the way she uttered my name almost sending me into a tailspin. My goodness.

I swallowed hard and somehow managed to respond steadily, “As promised, little shadow.”

I’d made a vow to her that I would deal with her poor excuse for an older brother and ensure she never had to worry about him and what he might do to her again.

“How did you… I mean… holy hell.”

“You need not fear his foolish and despicable actions anymore.”

“Thank you,” she uttered, overcome.

“What is the meaning of this?” Cornelius boomed, stalking up to me. “There is due process to consider in such matters.”

“Something the Guardian Movement staunchly enforces. Yet I know better where you’re concerned. You excel at coloring outside the lines. Dealing with this heathen falls within those parameters. Not only is he dangerous, he is deeply connected to even more dangerous individuals. We need to cut out the rot. We begin with him.”

“Cassius—” he started to protest.

“If he is not imprisoned in The Void by nightfall, I will take his life.”

I blinked back to the immediate moment to find Sylas studying me, trying to determine where my thoughts had traveled to just now.

I hadn’t taken Sorin’s life, as Cornelius had done what I’d asked.

However, unbeknown to any of them, I had taken the lives of the four Puritas members who’d been with him when I’d decimated my way into the home he’d been staying in, those who’d tried to protect him because he was a high-ranking member of that organization.

I was a Celestial being, not holy or morally righteous.

And I suppose that day I had proven that.

In all the worst and most despicable ways.

It had weighed on me for some time after committing those acts.

Even though the weight of stealing lives away had been a great deal to bear, the logic of the acts themselves had been sound. More than that, it had been a necessary evil.

Sometimes despicable action was required and nothing less would suffice.

It was a brutal, reprehensible fact that those heathens had needed to perish that day.

They were beyond redemption, far beyond any sort of salvation.

Nothing but a stain on this world.

And more personally, both a stain and a horrific threat to her.

One I would not allow.

Just as I wouldn’t this day either.

“I will follow your lead.”

Sylas looked more than a little startled. “You’ll… what?”

I laid my hand on his shoulder and he flinched, not sure what to make of it.

“Have you taken a life before?”

“Why does that matter?”

“You have then.” I studied him, trying to use what Velra had been teaching me since I’d spent the night in her room a couple of days ago. “And it still hurts you.” He tried to pull away, but I held fast. I felt something within… within him. Similar to when I’d been able to see into Velra the day she’d lay dying—before the bond had been formed between us. It was a gift I could rarely summon on command and honestly one I’d assumed I’d lost when I’d become a Fallen. It had never been properly explained to me, but it was akin to judging a soul for either salvation or damnation. “You didn’t mean to… it was an accident.” A gasp escaped me. “Many… there were so many… and—”

He forcibly jerked away with a blast of magic that was so potent it had us both stumbling back.

“How are you burying all of that?”

“It’s called high-level compartmentalization.”

“It is incredibly taxing, especially to maintain. Especially when you are seriously ill. It would require magic to hold so powerfully.”

“Whatever you think you saw, forget it. It’s not your concern.”

“It certainly is when you believe you can carry out another massacre here and now while that is weighing on you. Beyond that… incident, you have taken lives before, but despite leading people to believe that you are judge, punisher, and executioner, those were kill-or-be-killed situations. You do not do well with killing. It hurts you. How do you expect to be able to do so now—and with many?”

“Because I need to. Simple as that.”

It was so very far from being simple.

However, I knew what I needed to do.

“As you wish. You believe you can do this, then I will follow your lead as already offered.”

“If this is some kind of manipulation, you should know better than to think the likes of me would ever—”

“I am well aware of your calculated thinking and your ability to see beyond the surface level of that which others convey to you. I am offering because our agendas directly align. I want Velra and Lazriel safe and unencumbered by this unsavory revelation as well.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Lazriel too?”

“Yes.”

“He fed on you.” The corner of his mouth turned up. “Ah, that’s the root of why you’re now concerned for his wellbeing.”

I shifted my weight, agitated that the action conveyed too much in itself.

“He is an intriguing specimen.”

“Wow,” he uttered, his eyebrow shooting up. “Very telling phrasing there, Cassius.”

I grunted and gestured at the establishment. “Let us commence before they are alerted to our presence.”

It wasn’t actually a possibility.

He was heavily cloaked, so much so that only a Celestial being could see through it.

And I was in what Ariana had come to term stealth mode.

Fortunately, he allowed me the dignity of that falsity, and gave a nod. “Let’s.”
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The door blew open under the force of Sylas’ magic.

Outwardly, nothing seemed amiss, as I was casting an illusion spell to safeguard us.

It would also serve to keep this situation from Velra—as it unfortunately needed to be for the time being—without muting the Soul Brand on my end again. I wouldn’t do that to her, not after she’d shown me just how much it had hurt her. And I also liked having it open to her again. It wasn’t just a physical relief from the toll holding that barrier in place had taken on me, it was… sentimental. I enjoyed her having that access and insight into me. More than I’d ever imagined that I would.

I swiftly evaluated the situation.

Twenty beings inside, including those tending bar and engaging in the discussion with the other members who were gathered around a set of worn wooden tables that had been pushed together so they could convene more closely.

I registered vampires, wolves, sorcerers, Dark Fae, even Light Fae beings all part of this rising Puritas contingent.

They were gesturing at magically-generated screens hovering above them that were depicting an image of Warlow Boyd with his throat slit, the Crossborn logo with a bloodied X through it, unidentified hybrids torn apart in a clear fantasy of theirs with a list of hybrid combinations beside the heap of bodies. And then there was an image of Lazriel marked as a chief target, their notes on it indicating they wished to make a public example out of executing him—a born hybrid and member of Crossborn.

Sylas caught my eye and I saw his utterly sickened expression mirroring my own.

He started forward, so much power rolling off him that it alerted the members to our presence.

He was moments away from striking when I shoved him back with my Celestial strength, sending him careening into a wall twenty feet away with enough power to significantly wind him and prevent him from being able to call his magic.

And then I turned on the Puritas heathens.

Yells of indignation, roars to leave this place, and various threats came my way.

They were just noise to me.

Some called their power, others went to make a physical move against me.

But they were all too late.

They knew not what they were up against.

There would be no victory for them this night.

Only damnation.

I thrust a shield in front of Sylas to protect his eyesight and his being from any unintended blowback of what I was about to do.

It knocked him back again and bought me time to do what was necessary.

I coiled my power, calling specifically on my Celestial Light only.

Most knew it to be a special, almost holy-like power of healing.

But it could also be used for another purpose.

By one touched by darkness.

Just. Like. Me.

When I’d gathered enough, I thrust my palms forward, blindingly bright white magic streaming forth in a tidal wave of a rush, tearing into the twenty despicable beings, encompassing them wholly.

The walls trembled with their shrieks.

With the furor of my power.

As it burrowed into them.

As it burned them alive where they stood.

As it utterly destroyed them.

Clothes and flesh melted.

Bones crumbled to ash.

Eyeballs liquefied.

Hair became cinders.

Mere moments passed and then blood, bone, and flesh became nothing but ash.

And then even that was annihilated.

Black scorch marks on the ground were all that remained.

“Fuck. Me.”

I swung my head at the sound of Sylas’ voice.

I removed my shield and told him, “It’s done. Head back. I’ll wipe any trace of you and I being here. And their presence as well.”

“Cassius—”

“I believe you’re late for dinner.” I gave his shoulders a squeeze. “Kindly tell Velra that I send my regards and note that I’ll call her later tonight.”

I swept my magic around him and teleported him away, sending him straight to his dorm room to give him some time alone to decompress before he had to face dinner.

I turned back to the scene.

The massacre.

My massacre.

They’d deserved far more punishment than that of a quick death.

But I’d had to act quickly in order to prevent Sylas from doing so.

He wasn’t a killer.

As dark as he was and as ruthless as he could be, he hated been driven toward the fatal route. It was a line he deplored having to cross. Considering who and what he was, that was beyond admirable, and absolutely something to be safeguarded.

Besides, he was carrying enough as it was.

No need to add this to it.

This was mine to take on. And I would carry it well.

It protected them all.

It had wiped filth from the face of the earth.

It had been justified.

I’d done what was necessary for us all.

End of sordid story.
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Nyx kept smiling over at us.

His sleek black horns glinted in the light of the room, as did his layered blue hair which brushed his tight navy shirt. Tight was the theme with him, his black leather pants beyond form-fitting. He was leaning back a few seats down, his feet hanging over an empty one in front of him, chilling and confident all at once.

I sat with my arm around Velra and her holding my hand and stroking my wolf claw pendant around my neck as we listened to Warlow delivering his briefing on Crossborn.

We were in the Great Hall inside the Guardian Compound.

The room was a phenomenon all on its own, all white stone and curved walls. A huge circular amphitheater took up most of the area. At the center was the Speaker’s Circle, a raised platform where people addressed the rest of the room.

I nuzzled against Velra a little more and grinned at Nyx who tossed me a wink, clearly happy for us.

Velra wasn’t normally a fan of public displays of affection, but here in this smaller space and with me just having my arm around her, she was not only welcoming it, but actually encouraging it. And it was really nice.

The contentment rolling through me was reflected in the update that Warlow was giving us as he stood a few feet away in the Speaker’s Circle dressed in his usual down-to-earth jeans and plaid shirt combo.

It was grounding being back here in this place, where we worked to make change, to do something good for hybrid beings like all of us here. And it was exactly what I needed right now with the mind-fuck of everything that had happened lately.

The threat against me.

My mom being unreachable through throwing herself back into the political sphere and being stuck in that ages-long Shifter Stabilization Unit meeting. And now, even though that was done with, she was off the grid.

My awakening with Sylas and all the intensity that had come along with it.

The push and pull with Velra, until she’d then come to me and connected the way I’d wanted for so long.

My bloodlust getting the best of me when Immortal blood had overwhelmed my senses and I’d then fed on Cassius like a fucking maniac.

And over the last few days… Sylas. Him being… weird. Kind of withdrawn, I guess. I mean, he was still present, still hanging with us. But there was something off.

And through all that, I’d also been trying to juggle the intensity of classes being in full swing at Wraeven Academy.

With said classes, it had taken a while to get back here, to my work with Crossborn.

At the start of the year, Warlow had worked with the Academy to carve out time in our schedules and to arrange things with our professors, so we could come here and still participate.

This team meant a lot to the both of us, so being back here was no small thing.

I’d even spent the last few nights in preparation, going over the next stage of the implementation of the system that I’d come up with.

Hybrid Integration Curriculum Initiative (HICI).

It involved revamping Academy and Coven curriculums across the supernatural world to include specific hybrid-focused learning.

Unlike the project that Velra and Nyx had developed together, Crossborn Refuge System, which was a transitional sanctuary program for hybrid beings, it wasn’t a massive physical thing that people could see and identify. My system was unseen and integrated into the lifeblood of learning across the supernatural world.

Or it would be soon. Once it was fully implemented.

Unfortunately, change like that took time. Overhauling massive systems, especially the archaic ones of the Covens, was a huge deal.

After this meeting, Velra was headed out with Nyx to visit the third site of their CRS facilities that had been created now. Nyx had graduated from Maven Academy a while ago so he was working on that and with Crossborn fulltime, traveling the supernatural world and overseeing it all.

Applause rang out and Velra clapped her hand against mine to join in, making me smile, as Warlow announced that we had a dozen new members coming in, currently being fully and deeply vetted, wanting to join Crossborn.

Our team had been so small and contained until now, but we’d already made such great strides that it had not only drawn attention, but also given hybrids the courage to step forward like we had.

I looked over at Branok Vire, a Basilisk-Vampire hybrid who was a powerhouse in multicolored regal-like robes, his shock of white hair bound with pink cords. He was the one who’d been in charge of recruitment, and he’d clearly been doing a bang-up job. I gave him a thumbs-up and he winked at me.

We also had Seralyn Vale, a Light Fae-Dark Fae hybrid—talk about a complicated combination there for her. She’d been heading Public Perception and Relational Reformation to try to shift the perception and stereotypes associated with hybrid beings, and to basically kick the asses of the prejudiced. She sat in a poised, graceful kind of state and flipped her flowing black hair aside every now and then while she listened to Warlow.

And then there was Kael Dravon, a Djinn-Werewolf hybrid, who was a bold fucker like Nyx—his auburn hair spiked in a crazy-ass way, always wearing some sort of low-cut sheer shirt or tank and showing off his red and orange tattoos that swirled all over his body. He was rough around the edges with his attitude, but just beneath it he was a really nice guy.

“And that about wraps it up,” Warlow finished. He snatched up the document I’d handed him to further develop HICI, and looked out at me. “I’ll read over this and get back to you.” He gestured at how thick the document was and grinned. “Always happy to see this level of dedication to our work here. Well done.”

I gave him a chin lift, and as he stepped down from the Speaker’s Circle and people started filing out as he did, Velra squeezed my hand. I must have had a wide-eyed look on my face because she chuckled and told me, “Don’t look so surprised. You put a bitching level of effort into that proposal.”

“A bitching level, huh?”

She tickled under my chin, making me squirm.

“Aww, I love how ticklish you are,” she said, doing it again, then moving to my chest.

I pushed out of my seat. “Stop, woman. You’re driving me crazy.”

She rose to her feet too. “In a good way?”

I slid my hands down to her hips. “Even with the tickling, still in a good way, yes.” I beamed out at her. “Always in a phenomenal way, love.”

A throat cleared and I craned my neck to see Nyx standing there. “Sorry to break up this heartfelt scene, but we need to head out if we’re gonna cover everything before your evening class.”

“Fuck, yes, don’t miss that. It’s Combat and Power Synergy with Professor Drenn Voxe, the Dragon-Wolf hybrid. I already have him for Instinct & Invocation: Harnessing the Inner Beast and he’s the greatest. He really embraces both sides of himself and in a really positive and fun way. He’s not all about repression of the animal or our natural instincts, he’s fully about rolling with it. You’re gonna love him. And the class itself—we get to kick ass.”

Velra chuckled. “With you so excited, how could I dare to miss it, sweets?”

“Aww,” Nyx said. “Unbelievably cute.”

I grinned out at him. “I know, right? So cute.”

“Even enjoying being referred to as cute. Wow, you definitely have it bad,” Nyx rightly observed.

I focused on Velra and brushed my lips over her cheek. “When it comes to you, I absolutely do.”

I pulled away before it became impossible to leave it at that, and then I eyed Nyx. “I’m sure you’re reading the fuck out of me right now to make sure being with me is all good for Velra.”

“Already done actually, Laz.”

“And?”

His lips quirked. “You make her happy. You help her.” He leaned in and whispered, “Keep it up. She deserves this. And rein Sylas in if need be. You certainly have that power over him.”

As he pulled back, I stared at him stunned. He’d read much more than I’d thought possible, even seeing Sylas in me, and to that depth of insight too.

He winked at me, then I said my goodbyes to Velra, and the two of them headed out.

The meeting had been efficient and actually run a lot shorter than anticipated, so now I had over an hour to kill before my next class. I had three prior to Combat and Power Synergy with Velra and Sylas together.

My phone buzzed in the pocket of my forest-green hoodie. That’s right, I wasn’t wearing my tactical gear today. Just my hoodie over a white tee and a pair of dark gray jeans.

I pulled my phone free and eyed the text that had come in.

To the Group Chat.

Cassius: Dinner at my apartment tonight?

I jolted at the message.

Not what I’d been expecting.

It was actually shocking, to be honest.

I knew Velra had added him to this thing, but this was the first time he’d actually sent a message, instead of just reading them.

And it had been days.

Taking days to do things was kind of his thing.

Velra: Sounds lovely. What a nice offer.

Sylas: Need help with the cooking?

Cassius: What have you heard? Was it Kai?

Sylas: Do you really have to ask?

Cassius: I gratefully accept your offer, Sylas.

Sylas: I’ll be there an hour before dinner. When is it?

Cassius: Is eight appropriate for first dinner?

Velra: It’s perfect.

Perfect.

That had me smiling.

I sucked in a breath, hating that my hand was shaking as I typed my response to them—to him. That was why it was fucking shaking. Because of him.

Lazriel: What’s first dinner mean?

Cassius: Something Ketheron and I started… he often needs to eat twice.

Velra: Adorable.

Sylas: Who knew you could be so accommodating?

Cassius: Prepare yourself. I will demonstrate more of that tonight.

I knew he didn’t mean it as anything sexual, definitely not as an innuendo. I doubted he was even capable of it. But I still received it that way and I had to use a lot of effort to shake it off.

I stowed my phone away then walked out of the Great Hall.

I literally stared at two paths heading in separate directions ahead of me.

The one to the right would be a straight-run burst of vampire speed right back to Wraeven Academy where I could just chill in my dorm room and bide my time. Sylas was at Arcanum Order right now so I couldn’t hang with him.

The one to the left led in the direction of Haven Initiative—another straight-run to that location actually. Yes, shit, I’d looked it up like a goddamn creeper.

“That was… whew… so that’s what Immortal blood is all about. Holy fucking shit.”

I remembered saying that to Sylas when I’d been hopped up on said blood. In a major fucking way.

“He relaxed into it, you know?”

“What?”

“Cassius… as I deepened the draw, he was into it.”

“You’re sure?”

“Shit, yeah. I felt it. No doubt about it.”

Despite the insanity and chaotic nature of what had gone down, I knew what I’d felt, what I’d sensed.

Cassius, uptight, closed-off, almighty Immortal had responded favorably to me feeding on him like a rabid animal. He’d gotten off on it.

The pain?

The depravity?

The danger?

The new experience of it?

I didn’t know.

And it bothered me that I didn’t know.

It also bothered me that I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

Feeding from the vein like that and his positive reaction to it… I’d never experienced that before, and it had stayed with me.

I’d heard about what Immortal blood could do to vampires and from that I was apparently supposed to be craving his blood, to be focused on that aspect—but I wasn’t. I mean, sure, it had been the sweetest most wonderful thing I’d ever tasted, but that wasn’t what was nagging at me.

It was the way it had gone down, the fact I’d fed from the vein and it hadn’t just been pleasurable for me. Not just that… he’d been right there with me in the moment.

And I figured without the rabid aspect in play, maybe I could do it again… maybe I could finally be okay doing it again.

Fuck, maybe I was just trying to rationalize something deeply fucked-up and totally out of my control. And saying something was out of control for me was a hell of a statement considering how I led my life—Graverun kind of being the least of it.

Either way, I needed to know.

I clenched my fists.

And then I was vamp speeding down the left corridor.
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Haven Initiative was such a bright and positive place.

It was all white stone walls that had massive colorful murals all over them, loads of playground structures covering the grounds, a group of kids learning how to play musical instruments under a tree a few feet in the distance as I’d arrived. There was laughter and singing, playing.

I’d also caught sight of Ketheron letting a couple of kids jump all over him and wrestle him to the ground, before they’d been called into class.

He was the one who’d directed me to where Cassius was at—the Faculty Wing at the far back of the sprawling facility.

I drew closer, chasing the potent scent of sandalwood.

Cassius’ signature smell.

I stopped myself.

I was tracking him.

Tracking him like an animal.

Why?

I knew where he was already thanks to Ketheron being the helpful, accommodating, and absolutely non-judgmental person that he was.

I considered texting Sylas. He’d know what to do. He wouldn’t be weirded out by what I was feeling. He’d help me. He’d know exactly how to help me.

He’d made peace with Cassius too. He’d told me and Velra that after he’d finished at Arcanum Order a few nights ago, Cassius had shown up, and they’d talked it out. So he wouldn’t be upset from that standpoint. And Velra was working carefully to bring Cassius into our foursome, so there was also that. But Sylas was deep in research mode right now with Arcanum Order, and he didn’t like being interrupted there. And then he was going to do that Death Sense tracking thing in between all that work—now that he’d taken those energy reads from Velra the other night and absorbed them into himself. I was actually surprised he’d shown up in the Group Chat at all when he needed to focus on that, which was an incredibly mentally taxing task.

Plus, he’d been withdrawn lately, so maybe he wasn’t feeling himself, and he was trying to deal.

Velra had said that we’d wait another day or two, then confront him about it if he didn’t offer up freely what was going on with him. She’d reminded me that everybody had downturns and bad days and we couldn’t pounce on them if their behavior suddenly changed, because they needed time to deal and everything.

For me, though, I felt it deep when somebody I cared about was off-kilter. In my fucking bones and blood alike. It was hard to just accept it, or wait for the time to see to it. It was like an itch under my skin that I couldn’t fucking scratch.

I sucked in a breath and decided against texting him.

Even texting Velra, who knew much more about Cassius and the way he worked, especially with him opening the Soul Brand to her again, was busy with Nyx. And she’d been looking forward to this tour he was giving her now for a long while. I couldn’t ruin that for her.

No, I’d just… I’d just deal with it.

I guess I’d gotten too used to leaning on the two of them.

But I’d been alone for a long while before they’d come along. I’d handled a shitload on my own. I mean, my mom had been around, unlike what had been going on for weeks now. I’d managed to reach out to her via a mind-link, but she’d told me that she was dealing with a dicey situation that she couldn’t speak about. She’d closed the link before I’d even been able to ask her about sending that protection my way against some still unknown threat.

I was fine.

I was the Halfblood Hound, after all.. I could handle a surly, confusing-as-fuck person like Cassius. Even with him being an Immortal.

I reached the door, turned the knob, and threw it open.

Way too hard.

Shit.

It slammed against the wall—but didn’t make a sound.

And there was zero damage.

Under any other circumstances, that amount of unchecked force would have ripped it off its hinges, damaged the wall in the process, and basically turned the thing to kindling.

Huh. The place was obviously super reinforced then.

It made sense with a bunch of Celestial children running around who were still learning about their powers and abilities.

With a sigh of relief, I walked into the room.

And then I stilled, frozen to the spot.

There Cassius was, his back to me, over in the corner by a massive white marble desk—shirtless.

He was reaching for a neatly folded black tee on the desktop, his muscles rippling as he moved. His back was god-like perfection. Broad and insanely defined.

I went to speak, but stepped forward instead and tripped over something on the floor.

Me. One of the most agile motherfuckers alive, tripped over something that I hadn’t even noticed right in front of me.

I looked down as an abrasive clang sounded, to see a baseball bat covered in blood, the end ruined, all jagged, sharp metal.

Cassius spun, his shirt in hand, eyes wide at the sudden echoing through the space.

Fucking shit.

His whole chest was on display and if I’d thought his back was something to write home about, this was another level. I took in the distinctive mark there—the Soul Brand. It was striking, two jagged lines intersecting, one a glowing white, the other purple with black specks.

“Lazriel.”

My name rolled off his tongue.

In a different way to the sex-drenched way Sylas uttered it when we were getting carnal that turned me the fuck on. But it was spine-tingling from a different perspective. Sure, commanding, ensnaring.

“Yes,” I responded.

Yes? What the shit did that mean?

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

Great question.

Definitely a warranted one.

I bent down and snatched up the bat.

And then I realized… I couldn’t scent the blood on it.

What was happening?

He strode to me and held out his hand. “I’ll see to that.”

“Okay,” I answered, handing it over. “You don’t use baseball bats the conventional way here, I’m guessing?”

He smiled. “We do. This just got away from one of our students. They used too much force and an accidental explosion of magic. There was a brief loss of control, hence me needing to change, my shirt and chest sliced to pieces, unfortunately.”

Hold up. “That’s your blood on there?”

“It is.”

“I don’t understand. Why can’t I—”

“We have two vampire tutors visiting today teaching the children about restraint, so Ariana has cast a spell with the assistance of Kai Hunter and Ryker Morgan to completely mute the scent of all Celestial blood while inside this facility and its grounds.”

“Right,” I murmured, looking away from the bat. “Makes sense. Absolutely necessary too.”

He strode to his desk, his hips—and other things—working in a way I was trying not to notice, even the way his black pants hung low and drew too much attention to—stop it!

He laid the bat across the desk, then came back my way, stopping just a couple of feet in front of me.

“It was an accident, Lazriel.”

“What?”

“I don’t blame you. You have never been given the tools to handle the situation you were thrown into that day. The way you responded was to be expected and I don’t put the responsibility on you. I’ve also since come to understand, through conferring with Lucian Black, that when most vampires are confronted with Celestial blood and become rabid, they move to the kill. Certainly not to merely revel in the act of the feed itself like you did… and… other things.”

Shit, his words wrapped around me.

Like a chokehold with their heaviness.

But a pleasurable, depraved type of chokehold.

I folded my arms across my chest, needing the barrier there right now. For his sake as much as mine, to be honest. “What other things were those?”

“A desperate yearning to be fulfilled in a way you have so long denied yourself. Along with the desire to have that hunger reciprocated.”

His words were delivered as facts. Clinical and straight to the point.

But his eyes flickered unsteadily as he looked at me, and he even shifted his weight.

He went to put his shirt on, but my hand shot out on instinct, snagging his wrist.

He was warm to the touch and I could feel his pulse pounding.

His gaze shot to mine, uneasiness warring with intrigue.

“And you did reciprocate, didn’t you?”

“Release me.”

“We both know you don’t need me to do that.” He was stronger as an Immortal, he could simply pull himself free from my grip.

He stared at me for several tense moments, his gaze flicking from my face to my hand on him.

And then he swallowed hard and told me, his voice rough and strained, “It was pleasurable to me.”

My lips quirked. “I know.”

“It’s not a pleasure I’m familiar with. In truth, I am not familiar with much pleasure at all.”

“Aside from finally kissing Velra after all this time.”

There was a brief twinkle in his eye as he gave a nod.

And then his brow knit. “But this… the rough feed… your fangs buried in my throat… your tongue slicking my skin, stroking and tasting at the same time… your unbridled hunger detonating all over me… it was another form of pleasure entirely.”

Well… shit.

We stared at one another then as his heavy words rolled over us both.

And then I broke from him and strode to the desk.

“What are you doing?” he asked, spinning.

I snatched up the bat and leaned against the desk as I held it, eyeing the jagged barrel and end cap covered in his blood that I couldn’t scent. It was still wet, not yet dried and just staining it. Some had even smeared the desk top when he’d put it down there.

I reached out with my free hand and pressed two fingers to it, gathering some of the sweet stickiness.

“Lazriel,” Cassius croaked.

He stepped forward like he was going to stop me.

But one step was all he managed before he pulled up short.

And then he watched.

Warily, enchantedly… a whole mixture clearly fucking with his head.

Welcome to my world, Immortal hunk.

I steadied myself and called the wolf to the forefront.

He jolted as he must have seen my eyes glowing gold with the sign of a shift—what it would be in pure wolves. But for me, it could also mean that I was having my wolf side take the dominant position within.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” he asked me. “Bringing the wolf forth?”

“The general consensus is that wolves are wild, untamed things, always struggling just to hold onto their control. But when it comes to me, calling the wolf forth dominates the vampire and can help to prevent it from getting out of control, especially where bloodlust is concerned.”

While he was left to absorb that, I brought my fingers to my lips, then licked at the blood. His blood. His incredibly alluring, mind-spinning Immortal blood.

The moment I tasted it on my tongue, the vampire raged, my fangs dropping, features contorting, and a hiss escaped me.

I tightened my hold around the bat, using it to ground myself, to pull the wolf to the forefront again as the vampire attempted to usurp it, to send my bloodlust into overdrive.

To make me lose every fucking ounce of control again.

To make me a rabid animal.

I caught Cassius’ eye and his gaze was burning into mine, totally enraptured by the sight of me vamped out and lapping his blood off my fingers.

He raised an eyebrow curiously, seeing the fight all over me as I ingested a little more, the glow of the wolf through my eyes flickering in and out.

I growled low in my throat, pushing harder, and then I felt it snap into place, digging its claws in and keeping the raging vampire in check.

Calming it.

Balancing it out.

Taking the struggle away so I could lean into it—fucking enjoy it.

After all this time, all my fear about feeding from the vein and what it might do to me… now here I was able to ingest Immortal fucking blood without losing my shit. Something most vampires couldn’t control for the life of them.

Cassius smiled. “All these years denying a fundamental aspect of your vampiric nature and here you are now it’s on your own terms, able to withstand the dangerous loss of control that most succumb to instantly the moment Celestial blood hits the air.”

“More than just withstand it,” I said, smirking at him, as I slicked my tongue all over the bat, lapping up every drop as my eyes locked with his. “Relish it.” I tossed the bat across the room and vamp sped right in front of him. “Your blood. And your reaction to this now and the feed the other day.”

His hands shot out and he grasped my throat in a brutal grip.

And then he swept us up in a cloud of teleportation.
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We rematerialized inside his apartment—the place I’d barged into and confronted him at not long ago, my emotions barely checked.

Now they were barely checked for a whole other reason.

Before I could get my bearings, he slammed me up against the wall, squeezing my throat hard enough to make me gag.

I grinned as his eyes lit up.

The shocks kept on coming as he leaned in and breathed me in, his lips brushing my cheek. His free hand fondled my hair, then he slowly trailed it down over my collarbone, my pecs, my torso, covering the expanse of my shirt beneath my hoodie, all the while trapping me against the wall with his Immortal strength.

Need clawed at me and had me undulating against the wall, leaning into him setting dozens of nerve endings alight with his explorative, yet unsure touch.

He stilled, his eyes widening as he took in my hard cock pushing noticeably against the confines of my jeans.

“Is this the blood? Or is my touch… enjoyable?” His gaze flicked to his hand wrapped around my throat. “Or is it the dominant hold? You like to be checked and guided during sexual interactions, wild one?”

“All of the above,” I told him, smirking. “Wild one?”

“It is fitting for you, is it not?”

I laughed, but it got caught in my throat when he suddenly released me and drew a deep gash across his left wrist with his magic.

Opening his vein.

For me.

Because of me.

“Shit,” I choked as the scent of his blood hit the air, infusing me like a whirlwind of intensity now we were away from that spell.

He guided it to my mouth and gave a nod, that enraptured look on his face again.

I grasped his wrist, our fingers touching and eliciting a gasp from him.

And then I licked the rivulets of blood already starting to drip over his skin.

“Hades…” he rasped, staring at my tongue lapping at his blood.

A snarl broke free from me and I dropped my fangs, then sank them into his flesh.

He grabbed my bicep with a shaking hand, his eyes rolling back in his head, a deep groan sounding from him and rolling the fuck through me.

Sweetest, most delicious, and most intoxicating blood ever.

It got all the more intoxicating in a different way—the same way he’d given to me that first time, just way more subtly—as he suddenly ground back against me.

I looked up at him as I continued to feed slow and easy from his wrist, and my gut twisted.

Confusion, frustration, and a deep ache emanated from him.

He was experiencing things he wasn’t used to. And not only the feed.

It was clear in that moment that he really didn’t know what to do with himself.

He needed help. Direction.

I eased my fangs from his wrist, licking my lips. Shit, it was something else.

But it still wasn’t enough. Not until I had him right there with me. I needed that hunger reciprocated, just like he’d pointed out.

And I guess, also seeing him so unsure harkened back to my first interactions with Sylas when I was in a similar situation. And I wouldn’t have done well with it if it hadn’t been for his incredible, patient, and careful guidance.

“Do what feels good to you,” I told him. “And I can tell you’re holding back, so know that not only does it take a lot to hurt me, but I can do with a little hurt too.”

“How can you know that I—”

“You’re like a powder keg of depraved desires and dark passion. It’s all over you. I noticed it a little that first feed, but now it’s screaming at me.” I smirked. “Twisted angel.”

He growled.

I growled right back.

His lips quirked.

And then he grabbed my biceps painfully and tossed me across the room.

I landed on the couch, and as I went to right myself, he was there in my space.

With a spark of his magic, he stripped my hoodie and tee off.

He climbed onto me, thrust his gouged wrist at me that was dripping all down his forearm. “More,” he half commanded, half pleaded.

Another flick of his magic and he had my jeans open.

Just as I sank my fangs back into his flesh, a sexy groan rumbling from him, he opened his own pants, then settled on me, straddling me.

I reacted on instinct, pulling my cock out, then he had me jolting as I felt his hard length bare against mine.

I went to look down, because he felt fucking huge, but he forced my chin up, then nipped and licked at it, making me throw my head back against the couch.

Sparks of pleasure shot through me as he ground his cock against mine.

Kind of awkwardly, as he struggled to find a rhythm, or the right way to angle himself.

He grunted and I reached out and closed my hand around us both, then roughly jerked him with me.

Those grunts turned to curses of bliss and long, drawn out moans of surrender.

He slapped his hand down on the couch beside my head, digging his fingers in as he rolled his hips and fucked into my hand, finding his way and chasing his pleasure, while escalating mine really fucking quickly.

With his other, he cupped my head and steadied me so I could draw deeper and sink into the feed.

“Harder,” he breathed.

I did as he asked and he shuddered all over. Mmm.

“Yes… wild one… hurt… hurt me.”

I squeezed our cocks harder, my jerking off becoming brutal as fuck.

And it just spurred him on. He slammed against me, his hand holding my head becoming awesomely painful and forcing me to keep ingesting and swallowing his euphoric blood over and over.

Hearing the sounds of him shattering as he climbed higher and higher, him being ruined by this fucked-up, depraved experience with me, took me over the edge much sooner than I was used to.

And then I was ripping my fangs from his wrist and coming all over his cock and my fingers.

“Hades… ungh… that sensation…” he choked, a moment before he snagged my pendant with a trembling fist, then raked his nails down my bare chest and drew deep fucking wounds in the process that had me bucking beneath him, just before he shot his hot cum all over me.

“Ah… shit!” I cried, the whole thing sending me over the edge again, until I was shooting over his abs.

He shuddered, then shocked the shit out of me as he laved his tongue all over the wounds he’d drawn across my chest.

I bucked beneath him, trembling from the overwhelming sensation when I was so highly-stimulated already.

When he pulled back, there was a dark look in his eyes as he licked the remnants off his lips.

I tensed.

His wings unfurled all of a sudden—not what I’d been expecting.

“Do not worry, Lazriel, you will not feel a high, as you call it. I protected you.”

“You… how?”

“Just a small spell.”

“Why?”

“I did not want your mind twisted and not within your full control, your mental faculties compromised. Or the experience tarnished.”

Before I could even begin to process him doing that for me, he wrapped his stunning white wings with streaks of gold around me and held me to him, cradling my head against his chest, stroking my hair.

“Thank you,” he murmured.

“Right back at you.”

It was… weird. In an unexpected way… getting this affection from him.

No, not just that… vulnerability. From him, of all people.

I didn’t know what to do with it.

As if the rest hadn’t been enough of a mind-fuck as it was.

So, I just forced myself to relax and be in the moment.

And I sank into it.

Into what he was offering us both.
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Combat and Power Synergy with Professor Drenn Voxe was being taught in The Crucible, which was basically a combat chamber. Although, very unlike the illicit Graverun.

It was a long rectangular space with shimmering walls on all four sides that were fused with every type of magic under the sun, resulting in them basically looking like rainbow walls. They’d been developed to repel or absorb any magic blast—save Celestial magic. That was another thing entirely.

The floor was reinforced and boasted a bold geometric design with a glowing gold quadrant in the center, wherein the professor could activate a holographic screen that would lay out the lesson ahead. When activated in the right way, it could also be used to knock out all magic and supernatural power within the entire space if an emergency occurred or things spiraled out of control.

As I searched for Lazriel and Sylas as I stared at the open double doors across the space while the class started to fill up, Kelsana caught my eye and made her way over to me.

She was wearing a black velvet bodysuit, her long green hair pulled up into a swinging ponytail, and she walked with a bounce in her step.

“Hey,” she greeted me.

“How are you doing?”

“Good. Much better.” Her bright smile faltered a little as the truth she hid so well behind her mask seeped out. “Taking it a day at a time, you know?”

I did know. Very well. “That sort of violation, especially by somebody you cared for in Rennick, isn’t something you can just shake off. It takes time. It needs healing.” I reached out and rubbed her arm gently. “You’re doing really well. Don’t put more pressure on it than that. You’ve cut off contact with him since we got him kicked out, you’re going to classes, you’ve applied to intern at the Guardian Movement’s Coven Unity Division.” It improved the curriculum, structure, standards, and governance of Covens across the supernatural world. After what had happened to her with Rennick controlling her lately with illicit magic, she wanted to join that division to work toward ensuring other magic-wielders coming up and learning were guarded against that sort of thing, and that others were taught much more in depth about the dangers of using those magics.

I didn’t blame her for wanting that, and it was actually a really powerful response to what had happened to her—choosing to make the world better through it. She really was trying to evolve beyond her mean girl reputation that she’d garnered at Maven Academy.

“Would you be up for getting a drink at that fusion bar down the road sometime soon?”

“I’ve wanted to go to that place ever since I set foot in here. But I… venturing to unknown places… it’s been strange and foreign to me for a while.”

“So you immediately discounted it, even though you wanted to do it?”

“Pretty much.”

“I get it, believe it or not.”

“Let’s do it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, it’ll be fun.”

“Great,” she said, brightly. “I’ll message you in a couple of days or something?”

“Perfect.”

“Where the fuck is he?”

We both jolted at the sound of Sylas’ voice, as he burst through the crowds and came right up to me. He registered Kelsana there and how he’d made her jump. “Evening,” he said, forcing a politeness that he was barely managing right now given the state he was clearly in.

“I’ll… leave you to it,” Kelsana said, edging away, and eyeing Sylas awkwardly. That last part was because of her flirting with him initially, which she’d since moved away from after he’d had that talk with her.

As she took off deeper into the room to prepare for class, I focused on Sylas. “You’re talking about Lazriel?”

He nodded, frantically looking around. “He told me to meet him outside in the quad twenty minutes before class. Said he had something to discuss with me that I should brace myself for. He didn’t show.”

Ah. Got it. “He won’t be making it to class.”

“What? This is one of the classes he’s most been looking forward to. And it’s with his favorite professor, the Dragon-Wolf hybrid.”

“Something has come up, but he’s fine, I promise.”

He scrutinized me. “What’s going on, Velra?”

“He’s resting after enduring something… taxing.”

It wasn’t my place to say, especially because I hadn’t actually been told either. I’d felt it through the Soul Brand from Cassius—him and Lazriel… experimenting.

“Taxing? For Lazriel Thaine?” he mused to himself, that analytical, calculating mind of his working overtime. And all too quickly. “There aren’t many things that can impact him to that extent of requiring recovery time or—” Realization hit and his gaze snapped to mine again. “He’s with Cassius. It’s why you’re trying not to divulge details. You interpreted it through your connection to him. It wasn’t conveyed or publicized by either of them.”

“Yes.”

“Well, that’s certainly… something. One hell of a development, actually.”

I arched an eyebrow. “You think so?”

“Don’t you?”

“Yes, I do. I just wasn’t sure whether you’d see it the same way. You made peace with Cassius, but that’s very new, there could still be animosity. And you’re very protective over both Lazriel and me.”

He smiled and laid his hand on my shoulder, then surprised me as he recited my own words from the other night back to me.

“Lazriel can’t feed from either of us because our blood is toxic to him. The closer we grow, especially sexually, the more that need will be awakened from his vampire side. He’ll need it and he would have faced continued denial, unable to experience that, something that, despite his denial and fear over it, is innate to his vampiric nature. But with Cassius now in the picture, there’s the possibility for that to be fulfilled. So long as we can help him to maintain control with the potency of Cassius’ Immortal blood.”

He kissed my cheek. “They’ve both already found that comfort and long-denied need in one another now.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket at the same time as his did.

We both pulled them out and took in the message that had come into the Group Chat.

Cassius: Lazriel is well. He is with me. Sleeping currently. My apologies for the delay, but I was slumbering for some time also.

Sylas smiled at me.

And then he typed rapidly.

Sylas: Still on for dinner, or will Lazriel still be in that blood-sex coma? Assessment? Thoughts?

I rolled my eyes. “Seriously?”

“Oh, absolutely. And don’t forget, Dark Beauty, humor can serve well to normalize situations such as this, especially when I’m sure Cassius is confused and ill at ease in the proverbial harsh light of day.”

“Huh. That’s actually really sweet of you.”

Cassius: I don’t believe it would be defined as “sex” per se. I am unsure. But he did ingest my blood, albeit I ensured he did not become intoxicated. However, it still “packs a punch” as he himself stated.

I looked at Sylas. “What do you think he means by that? I don’t get every graphic detail… just… sensations.”

“Knowing how Lazriel operates, some rubbing and grinding while he was feeding.”

“That’s actually a major step for Cassius.”

“Because of you.”

“Me?”

“Your talk with him shifted things in a monumental way. His entire approach to things and his outlook. What’s just happened is a direct result of that.” He smiled and gave my hand a squeeze. “You did it. You helped him. You brought him close and he’s already immersing himself in it. This development tonight makes a great deal of sense. Cassius is unsure and uneasy about his inexperience and Lazriel mirrored that when it came to his approach to his bisexuality, so he can understand that very well coming from that vantage point. Cassius connecting with him first, taking the next sexual step with Lazriel is exactly what was needed—before he feels confident enough to open to you in that way. His bond to you is so deep and there’s so much buildup between you that I can imagine the idea of going there with you without a bridge of sorts first seemed like a near insurmountable thing.”

I beamed out at him. “Thank you, Sylas.”

“Of course. Any time.”

Our phones buzzed again.

Cassius: To clarify, dinner is still set. It will be a casual affair, no airs.

Wow. This was amazing—all of it.

Velra: Can’t wait.

Cassius: I’m well aware. I don’t believe it’s conducive to the mindset you need for class to be so stimulated, little shadow. I will put my phone away now to relieve that for you. Sylas, don’t exacerbate it for her. She needs to focus.

Sylas: Yes, Professor. Hmm… yes, you’re Lazriel’s professor. You should square that away with him when he wakes up, assert boundaries for when you’re in class. If you don’t, he could prove to be quite the headache.

Cassius: Duly noted. Thank you. I await your company later tonight.

I beamed down at my phone for a moment, before putting it away.

“So, you and Kelsana are becoming more than mentor and mentee regarding the moral use of Dark Fae magic, I see,” Sylas commented as he did the same with his phone, then regarded me.

“I guess we’re becoming friends.” I smiled to myself. “We’re going to go out to that fusion bar nearby. I know it sounds silly, but I couldn’t have imagined being in a place to do that a few months ago—to venture to an unknown place and with a new friend at that. When I first came here several weeks ago I was still very much in survival mode, having my panics, my power eruptions, being closed off in so many ways to people and experiences. But now there’s you and Lazriel in my life. I’m taking classes not just from the standpoint of acquiring more knowledge and skills as a means to protect myself against my enemies, but for actual fun and interest. I’m using my shadow magic and even my frost in fun ways too. I’ve made a friend. I was even able to counsel Cassius on not living in survival mode anymore. He was shocked about a lot that I conveyed that day, but me being able to do that was definitely one source of that shock. Because it wouldn’t have been fathomable long ago.”

“I’m truly happy for you. You’ve come a really long way.”

“I mean, I did almost have a setback when Lazriel and I discovered those vampires watching him, when I briefly thought the threat against him could be Puritas. But I was able to move past it and accept I was just being paranoid.”

“You almost had a setback because of that?”

“Yeah. I did.”

He worried his lip between his teeth. “I see.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I just would absolutely despise that for you after how far you’ve progressed.”

“So would I.” I gestured at my watch. “I might even put this away soon.”

Intensity flared in his eyes and he shifted his weight uncomfortably.

“It was just brief, Sylas. Besides, what we’re all building together, it’s set in stone, you know? I promise you don’t need to worry.”

Before I could say more, a sharp clapping cut through our conversation and all those around us of the sixty students gathered around the room.

We turned to see Professor Drenn Voxe striding in, a whole lot of power rolling off him.

He certainly cut a severe figure with his towering and broad frame, his shaved head with a scar sliced down his left cheek. His crimson-gold eyes glowed as he smiled out at us and gave a chin lift here and there. He was wearing combat leathers with no sleeves, revealing tons of tattoos and draconic markings all over his arms and his back.

“Welcome, eager students,” he spoke with a voice that boomed through the entire room with barely any effort.

Although the tone was pleasant and even accommodating.

The guy was a walking contradiction, really.

“This class will explore what happens when raw power, supernatural instinct, and emotion collide,” he began. “Throughout this year, you will learn how to harness that collision into something formidable. Now, to be clear, this isn’t about silencing your magic or taming the animal within for you shifters out there. It’s about partnering with them.”

Huh. No wonder Lazriel liked him.

No repression here, just empowerment.

I was all for it.

I saw Sylas smirking, though not fully trusting in it, a lick of suspicion present.

That was him.

What wasn’t was this withdrawn state he’d been in lately. There was a heaviness weighing on him that neither Lazriel nor I knew the source of. He hadn’t spoken about it and we’d given him time, but he still hadn’t offered anything up.

So that was it. I wouldn’t upset this dinner that Cassius was making such an effort over so the four of us could bond. But right after we got back to the Academy, we’d have it out with him.

It honestly bothered me that after everything we’d been through together, all the ups and downs, everything that had been spoken, he seemed to still be carrying burdens alone, rather than sharing them with our unit.

Even as we began class and immersed ourselves in sparring across Circles to understand how different magical types functioned and also could impact, amplify or destabilize the power of others, he stayed in the background, no showy magic, just going through the motions. Very not him.

Things had come so far now, I wouldn’t let anything impact that.

I wouldn’t let anything hurt my boys and what we were building.
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I pushed into the apartment belonging to Cassius and Ketheron as the former dropped the ward for me.

“Ketheron?” I asked.

“With Ariana and her loves for the night,” Cassius informed me. “Nyx will be teaching him to parkour.”

“All right, we have an hour. That should be just enough to see to business before they arrive.”

“Business?” he queried, following after me as I strode into the living room, then perched on the arm of his muted gray couch, unable to actually relax onto the cushioned seat itself. I was far too on edge for that.

“Yes. Of course. It’s why I arrived early.”

“You said in our message chat that it was to assist me with making dinner.”

I stared at him. “Yes, Immortal wunderkind, I came here to roll dough with you and do fucking vegetable prep. Because that’s the most important thing going on now.”

He glared back at me. “I don’t possess the emotional literacy—yet—to read between lines like that, necromancer.”

I blew out a breath. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I didn’t mean to—”

“You are in an awful state. Is this a… trauma response from what happened at that bar several nights ago? Did it… what is the word… trigger you… and bring memories of Glasswake Massacre to the forefront?”

I jolted at his words. Bringing it up was bad enough, but uttering the name I’d given it, which he’d seen when he’d read me that night, was like a bolt of shock right through the heart of me. Or what was left of the fucking soul of me.

“That… doesn’t matter.”

“I believe it does. Very much so.”

I scrubbed my hand over my face. “This isn’t about that. This is about the fact that the protection on Lazriel still hasn’t been lifted, which means the threat is still active. Lazriel has informed me that his mother has gone to ground now too—on private business. She’s in the shadows, where I believe this protection is coming from.”

“Shadows… are you referring to the vampire underground? The Shadowed?”

“Yes. Exactly.”

“She has connections among them? A wolf?”

“She’s not just a wolf. She’s an influential Alpha who had a child with an Ancient Vampire.”

“I see. You believe he is the key to this—the commander behind these vampires protecting Lazriel.”

“Given everything I’ve come to know, I believe he’s the key to the fucking underworld itself. The fact these vampires were sent when nobody knew Puritas had been trying to return is another level. But not for The Shadowed. They exist in whispers, they are able to obtain intel long before anybody else.”

“My goodness.”

“I need to perform a Blood Trace on Lazriel.”

“To prove your theory correct.”

“And to get to this Ancient.”

“This is just theoretical at this point. You could perform the Blood Trace and we could discover that Lazriel’s father is actually dead. That will not sit well with him. It will hurt him.”

“We need to know either way. As for hurting him, both him and Velra stand to be hurt greatly if we can’t quietly erase Puritas entirely before they truly rise again and the infection that they are spreads. You saw what their intention is. Lazriel is one of their chief targets. I can’t allow this. I won’t.” I pushed off the couch and began pacing. “If the Blood Trace does fail, there is also another avenue. Regardless, I will do the trace and pursue this at the same time.”

“What is it?” he asked, concerned.

“One of my contacts has offered up an actual name, an identity of somebody in the higher echelons of Puritas. Identifying those at the top is unheard of. Sorin is the only one who has ever been outed and that was because he made it personal to Velra, ensuring she knew he was with them to hurt her, to threaten her into hiding.”

He growled at that last part. “That’s quite the offer, but what will be the price?”

“Excuse me?”

“These contacts of yours, they only provide information should you pay them—with great favors on your part.”

“You’ve been talking to Lazriel. Or he’s been talking to you, is more like it.”

“He wanted me to understand you, so he explained the lengths you go to for those you care about. Of course he isn’t aware that we’ve already established an understanding in that area. He knows not of our death pact.”

“Our… that’s not what a death pact is.”

“Our murder pact?”

“No.” I shoved my hand through my hair. “Listen—"

But he cut in, “I believe it is you who needs to listen, friend. These contacts require incredible use of your power and abilities. Considering your current disposition, I don’t believe that is wise. Nor actually possible for you without putting yourself in terrible risk of sustaining near-fatal damage.”

“To stay connected to that world, to be able to access information like this, I need to operate this way. Without it I’m blind. We’re blind.”

“I understand, however, it is not sustainable. All the while a cure to your illness eludes you, you remain at a disadvantage. I saw you inject five lots of serum into yourself in order to be able to set out on the mission that night. I saw what it cost you to do so, and I am certain there were longer term consequences as well, such as you now needing more than even three injections per day just to ward off desiccation. That is what the serum was intended for—to prevent desiccation. Not to allow you to operate as though you are not sick at all, as though you are invulnerable. Even a magical body can only take so much damage and abuse—and serum injections—before it utterly collapses.”

“I can’t slow down!” I snapped. Actually, bellowed was more like it with how hard his words had hit. “I can’t demonstrate weakness! Why is that so hard for people to understand? Thinking they can take care of me… that’s not how it works!”

“I think I do understand,” Cassius said, eyeing me curiously. “It’s not just about others seeing weakness in you. It’s you. You can’t bear to either feel weak, or to be seen that way. Yes?”

“Yes,” I ground out.

“Magical might is not the only source of strength, nor the only thing you bring to the table, Sylas. Do you not recognize that?” He laid his hand on my shoulder. “They do not love you for your magical prowess, nor your ability to protect them from a threat. I believe it is extremely important that you recognize that. Especially at this juncture.”

“I can’t just—”

“I believe I may know why Velra’s magical eruptions enhance your own magic.”

“What? How do you even know about—ah, Lazriel again.”

“He’s concerned. He’s noticed you withdrawing lately. It’s why he didn’t reach out to you for advice when he was confused over his attraction to me and his need to feed from the vein becoming so powerful where I was concerned. He believes this withdrawal is your sickness worsening and you embarrassed to tell him and Velra that you’re weakening.”

“Fuck,” I muttered.

“Velra wants to assist you. And she can. If you allow this, as you first intended before you grew so close to her and then moved into a protective and cherishing mindset and then came to believe it would be an imposition. You wouldn’t need to use the serum to stabilize your magic. You could return just to using it to ward off the desiccation.” He shook his head at me. “Do you really think that after I healed that desiccation with my Light that day that I did not pick up on the toxicity of the serum itself? I know that it is essentially poisoning you, yet it is the lesser evil when up against the sickness that Corvin Morvain afflicted you with.”

I choked and pulled from his hold. “Months,” I rasped.

“Months?”

“At the rate that it’s progressing, combined with the toxicity of the serum, and how much I’m having to use my power, if Kai and I can’t find a cure, the sickness will take me within a few months.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “It’s what we determined a couple of nights ago.”

“As learned as Kai is, this is different. As I told Kai the night I healed you, this sickness is manufactured and not of any pure magic.”

“Yes, hence the complications and how confounded it has us both. Kai had an idea but it’s dangerous. It would involve me finding another necromancer to tether me and basically shove me into the outer rims of the Valley of the Dead, reset me essentially in death energy and the foundational aspects of necromantic essence, then pull be back to the realm of the living with said tether.”

“That could be done without a necromancer.”

“Only if the magic-wielder performs a sacrifice as part of the spell, trading a life for a life. A necromancer doesn’t need to do that due to the nature of what they are.”

“Well, it can still be done with the use of a sacrifice. Sorin Tenebris would make the ideal candidate for that.”

“Killing Velra’s brother to save my life?”

“I believe that would be termed poetic justice.”

“No. Nobody is dying to save me.”

“But trying to locate another necromancer and one strong enough and learned enough to perform such a spell would be near-impossible and time-consuming. Necromancers are often beyond the scope of tracking spells.” He folded his arms across his chest. “I can assist. When Ariana and I were trying to locate Ketheron during that period where he was being held captive by Corvin Morvain, we crafted a spell using ancient magics attuned to that which Corvin was using to shield him from being located. Using your necromantic essence, I could certainly fashion something similar. I also have enough power to be able to ensure that the spell encompasses the entire supernatural world. Of course, it will take time to search and travel every square inch of such a mammoth area.”

“That’s a lot to undertake, Cassius.”

“We are discussing ways to prevent you from dying, Sylas. I do not think that me being impacted a little should even be considered a factor.” He smiled. “You are my friend, yes? This is something I am willing to do for a friend, and especially one who Velra holds so dear. She’s formed a connection with you, a deep bond, and we both know how rare that is for her. I won’t let that be broken. I won’t allow her to lose you.”

“It’s… no.”

“No? This is feasible.”

“Let’s just… tell me about what you’ve discovered with Velra’s power.”

He ground his jaw. “As you wish. I suppose.”

“Cassius.”

He blew out a breath, clearly irritated. He liked solutions and he didn’t do well with things being danced around, and definitive paths forward not being established.

“When her panicked eruption of power that day impacted yours and boosted it, you were experiencing the raw, unfiltered version of her magic. When that surged around somebody who operates on that same twilight frequency it was akin to a “free for all”—extra magic out there for the taking. Like channeling somebody in a way, but without directly drawing from them and draining them, because the power had already been disconnected from them and released. Velra is able to do this without weakening herself because of her unique magical physiology as both Dark Fae and Wraith. It stands to reason that you could access this “loose magic” if a connection is established so that it always goes to you when it is released. And that connection we can infuse into what she has already created—your Nexus Band ring.”

As I stared at the ring she’d spelled me with, he went on, “This would automatically direct that discharged magic into your system, allowing you to stabilize your power and provide you with a magical boost without you having to use the serum to do that. The serum can then return to its original intent of just stopping the desiccation, which will make it far less taxing on your body.”

“Okay,” I said, nodding. “I’ll discuss it with her after this dinner.”

“Very good.”

“And… thank you, Cassius. I appreciate your help and your insight.” I shifted my weight. “There’s something else.”

“I’m listening.”

“With Puritas rising, that directly impacts Kai from the perspective of Nyx.”

“No, don’t tell him.”

“What?”

“This is Kai Hunter. He’ll raze the world to protect those he loves. Remember, his power set has now reached the level of an Immortal like me and Cornelius. It’s too dangerous. Until we know more. And until we have solutions or at least sound strategies in place. The collateral damage that could occur if Kai was unleashed would be catastrophic.”

Kai certainly did have a burn-the-world-down approach when it came to protecting those he loved and also ensuring the world knew well not to fuck with him. He had calmed lately, but all that would likely be thrown out the window—or tested majorly at the very least—if he knew about Puritas rising, an organization that existed to punish and eradicate hybrids just like Nyx Laryn. It was quite likely that Vorzyr would be a target as well, in that he was a dragon but with Celestial blood coursing through his system which gave him abilities beyond that of regular draconic beings—he was an unofficial hybridized being.

“All right,” I agreed. “But if things escalate, we might not have a choice.”

“Yes. It’s certainly a delicate balancing act.”

“Speaking of that, regarding my contact offering a name for one of the high-ranking members of Puritas, it didn’t come with strings, or the need for a favor to be returned this time.”

“How is that the case?”

“It was a gift. Because we wiped out that Puritas contingent.”

He frowned. “This contact cannot know that we were responsible. I ensured it, believe me. There was no evidence of you or I being there in any form.”

“It was the coincidental nature of it. And because he knows me. He tells me about that specific group he’d managed to locate and days later they’re all eradicated? Speaks for itself.”

“I hope you still didn’t admit to it.”

I tossed him a look.

“Right. Of course you didn’t.” He shifted his weight. “So, what is this name?”

“Victor Halrow.”

“Who is he in relation to Puritas’ organizational structure?”

“An Ancient Vampire who is in charge of what they term Execution Oversight. Specifically a facility called Genexis which is a Puritas-controlled extermination facility for hybrids.”

He looked as sick as I’d felt when Charlie had conveyed this information to me.

“This facility is still operational? Even with them disappearing into the shadows?”

“According to Charlie it exists in a pocket dimension.”

“Much like those Chimera Circle labs did, making them near-impossible to track until the central link was discovered and severed, revealing the entire network.”

“Yes. But here there is only one. No network. Not many different labs where we’d only have to identify one and then employ that same process to expose them all.”

He gritted his teeth.

“It’s the shadows in which we need to work with to expose all of this, to stop it before it gets off the ground again,” I told him.

“Hence your insistence on the Blood Trace and possibly locating somebody privy to it.”

“And if he is connected to Lazriel in the way I believe, then he’s someone just as motivated as we are to dismantle this nightmare.”

“Yes, indeed.”

“I’ll pose this to Lazriel after dinner.”

“You may have to break through a Death Seal.”

“I will have to. Lazriel had this performed years ago, but by an inexperienced magic-wielder who didn’t understand that they’d come up against a Death Seal at all, and thereby reported to him that his father was dead.”

He grimaced. “Misunderstood spellwork at its most painful.”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

“Now that we’ve discussed business and put our necessary next steps in place, would you object to actually assisting me with the dinner preparation? I was intending to make a chicken pot pie. It’s something Ketheron and I have managed to perfect together. But it’s come to my attention that Lazriel requires red meat—a steak, I believe. I do not know how to prepare that—at least not without magic, which I’d prefer to avoid, as this dinner is meant to be grounded and… special. He mentioned he enjoys that… jerky… you make yourself. It is red meat also, so I suspect those skills could translate to this steak-making situation?”

My lips quirked. “Yes, I can help you out.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you, actually.”

He arched an eyebrow.

“Being able to discuss this with somebody who sees complicated and emotionally tumultuous situations the same way I do is a weight off. And, yes, I’ll admit, it is something I needed currently. So I appreciate you talking it out with me.”

He smiled. Full-on smiled. “I’m glad I could contribute in a way that pleases you.”

I let out a quiet chuckle. “Come on. Let’s get this dinner underway.”
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Mmm… dinner was served.

I sat at the small four-seater table, Sylas to my left, Velra to my right, and Cassius opposite me.

It was a modest pine thing that he hadn’t had when I’d come here before, so he must have conjured it, along with the high-backed chairs that had hella comfortable white cushions on them.

He hadn’t conjured the food, though. He’d made it with his bare hands, with non-magical effort.

And Sylas had helped.

I could tell the steak was all him. Massive and rare, just the way I liked it, and sprinkled with just the right amount of spices, including a dash of cinnamon, which somehow really worked with the rest.

There was a chicken pot pie that Cassius had made, the delicious scent filling the room. He’d even made a potato soup to go with, which I’d learned tonight was one of his favorites. Kind of like Sylas with his oatmeal. Cassius sipped from a mug of green tea every now and then. He’d made some crispy potato wedges that I loved and topped it with caramelized onions and even goat cheese, which Velra enjoyed on her flatbread that she had for lunch in the Dining Hall on campus.

She was drinking from a glass of lemonade, while Sylas had his blackcurrant tea. I’d actually gone for the lemonade too, because they’d ruled out alcohol for this dinner, so my favored whiskey was off the menu.

Cassius was dressed really casual tonight, actually even wearing jeans. A fitted charcoal crewneck shirt stretched across his hulking muscular body in a sexy, snug way. He was eating at his pie with one hand, while his other was clasped in Velra’s, as it had been since we’d sat down. She’d clocked his nervousness about this night so she was trying to reassure, calm, and center him all at once.

Knowing how he was in that state of mind, I’d been trying to be discreet about gawking at my bite mark on his wrist. The actual wound had healed, but he hadn’t taken away the scar of my fangs piercing his flesh. It sent a hell of a thrill through me seeing it on him, knowing he’d kept it, but also delighting in the unspoken intention behind it. The offering of it. Him wanting more of that from me.

A kick to my shin under the table from Sylas had me blinking and swinging my head. Guess I’d been staring too long again.

Sylas was dressed down too. I mean, he’d brought his hooded leather coat, but it was hanging up on a hook by the front door. He had that sexy tank on that showed off his defined arms and a pair of black pants that did amazing justice to his ass.

I was in a long-sleeve black tee with it rolled up to my elbows and sporting my gray jeans.

And Velra—shit, she looked fucking stunning. Good enough to eat. She had on a cream wrap top that contrasted beautifully with the black smoky marks of her skin from her Wraith side, and showed off her full, round breasts in all their glory. Her amethyst eyes really popped against the plum mini-skirt that she’d paired it with. Her ombre hair was in a half-up, half-down style, all sexy and relaxed.

I briefly flashed my fangs at Sylas, making him chuckle.

Then, of course, he responded to my challenge and started sliding his boot up my calf really fucking erotically.

I jerked away, determined to keep myself in check. At least for a little while longer.

Besides, Velra was telling us all about the success and growth of the Crossborn Refuge System that Nyx had shown her during their tour, and she was so excited about it, talking animatedly, her gorgeous eyes even sparkling as she conveyed everything.

“They’re really coming out into the open now,” she said. “So many hybrids, venturing out to be part of the world.”

“CRS has certainly made it much more feasible for them to do so,” Cassius spoke.

“Exactly. It happened at the right time too, so perfectly. When Chimera Circle was destroyed, Crossborn was ready to deal with the fallout, to help, and provide the resources needed.”

Cassius eyed me. “Warlow read your expansion proposal of HICI, yes? When will that roll out?”

“It’s going to start next week,” I said, proudly.

“That quickly?”

“He made it easy and efficient to implement,” Sylas told him. “With the way he structured the proposed rollout of advancing the hybrid-based curriculums via Covens and Academies.”

“Very impressive,” Cassius said, then told me, “You really did the work.”

I lifted a shoulder. “Just following Velra and Nyx’s example—CRS has been a game-changer on several levels.”

“As will your initiative,” Velra assured me, leaning in and kissing my cheek. “Well done, sweets.”

“Speaking of work, did you get those notes from the classes you missed earlier?” Cassius asked me.

I looked across the table at him with a mouthful of steak and nodded as I chewed.

“You’re sure?”

I swallowed and flashed my eyes. “Yes, Professor,” I responded, my words dripping with sensuality.

He didn’t avert his gaze like I’d expected.

Instead, his own eyes flashed with his white power and his lips quirked, letting me know that my bullshit wouldn’t go unchallenged.

Hot. As. Fuck.

“Mmm… I can get on board with this from you,” I told him.

Sylas chuckled. “I did warn you what you’d be dealing with, Cassius.”

“Yes. You most definitely did,” he said, stilling looking right at me. “Not in class, wild one. Are we clear?”

“Crystal. Just over the desk after the lecture lets out?”

Velra shook her head at me and stroked Cassius’ hand, telling him, “He won’t make a show of it. He’s just messing with you.”

“And trying to rile you up sexually,” Sylas cut in.

I wiggled my eyebrows at Cassius. “Is it working?”

“I believe you already know the answer to that. Your senses are deeply attuned.”

“Yes, they are. And it tastes fucking delicious, for the record.” I eyed Velra. “You too, love. Secretly enjoying the dirty beneath it all… I relish that about you.”

She slapped my arm playfully. “Stop. Can we at least finish our meal before everything descends into filth with you?” She gestured at Sylas. “And you.”

Sylas pressed his hand to his heart. “I’m insulted. And hurt. Here I am sitting here being the most polite and accommodating motherfucker on the planet, and this is what I get? Admonishment?”

I laughed. “Jeez, you’re laying it on thick.”

His magic sparked, and then a mason jar materialized. He shoved it across the table to me. “Here. Subject change. And something to help you out.”

Frowning, I picked up the jar, studying the brown diced herbs inside that were glinting with his deep red magic. There was a beige label taped across the back.

A pinch once per day dissolved in any beverage. Not spelled concoctions.

“What’s this for?”

“Your temperature regulation issue you told me. It was a finicky thing to determine a solution to, so it took some time, but here it is. This will prevent you from experiencing hot flashes or sudden bursts of freezing cold.”

“Wow,” I breathed, staring out at him. “This is ace. Thank you, Sylas.”

“You’re most welcome, babe.”

As I put the jar back down, I frowned in thought. “How did you have time to do this? You had that time-sensitive project with Arcanum Order you were working on and then the Death Sense tracking that’s deeply immersive, from what you told me and Velra. Were you… not working on the tracking of my protection detail then?” They weren’t actually here right now. They’d obviously realized I’d been headed to Cassius’ place, knowing that it was heavily warded and that I’d be around a being of Immortal power, hence them not being needed for the night.

“I completed the Death Sense tracking spell.”

“What?” Velra uttered. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

“Yeah, like, right away? You knew we were waiting on this.”

His eyes darted to Cassius.

It was very brief, but it was rare for me to ever miss a thing.

“What was that?”

“What was what?” Sylas asked, trying to play it off.

“That shared knowing look between the two of you.”

“We’re here to have a nice, calm dinner. For Cassius to bond with the three of us. Let’s just focus on that.” He gestured at the perfectly set table, all the hearty food that had been prepared. “Look at all the effort he’s gone to.”

My hand shot out and I snagged his wrist. “Don’t manage me.”

He glared back at me, not liking the way I’d put my hand on him, the dangerous challenge in it. I could see his resistance to responding in kind.

“I couldn’t trace them back to their commander, clan leader, or whomever they are truly working for.”

“Why not? What happened?” Velra asked.

“They’re being shielded by a powerful force, one that was even cloaked so I couldn’t even discern that much.”

“All right, so it was a no-go. Why not just tell us that, then?” I released him with a grunt and pushed my plate away. “Let me answer for you. Because you’re keeping some secret about it. Some major thing that’s probably gonna hurt you in some way or involve you heading out on some suicide mission.”

“Sylas, is that the case?” Velra pushed, albeit in a calm, even tone. The opposite of mine right now. “I thought we’d moved beyond this now? Has something happened to create this setback with you?”

“It’s not a setback,” he ground out.

“Then what the fuck is it? What the ever-loving shit is going on with you lately?”

“Lazriel,” Velra urged, stroking my arm. “Take a breath.”

I intended to do what she’d asked, until Sylas turned his attention back to his plate, then said, “Can we get back to dinner now?”

I lashed out, smashing my hand into his plate.

It careened across the kitchen and shattered to shit against the wall by the cupboards, the food spraying all over and dripping down the stone.

Sylas shot to his feet, seething at me. “You have no idea what you’re talking about, so take it the fuck down!”

I started forward.

But then Cassius was there, shoving his hand against my chest, using his Immortal strength to hold me at bay.

“Enough,” he rumbled.

Velra stepped in front of Sylas, partially blocking my view of him as her shadows formed a wall between us.

“I need to do a Blood Trace,” Sylas called over to me. “Like we talked about weeks ago. But it now holds a great deal more weight and immediate relevance to our current circumstances than it did when I suggested it then just for your own peace of mind.”

“What… a… I don’t understand. A Blood Trace… that was to discover if my father was still alive. What would this—fuck—not only do you think he’s actually alive, you believe he has something to do with this protection that’s been put on me?”

“I believe he has a great deal to do with it.”

“Wait… these vampires safeguarding me dropped the codeword my mom and I use, they said she was the one who’d sent them… but if what you’re saying is true that means she not only knew my father was alive, but she’s actively working with him and protecting him?” I stepped back from Cassius. “Maybe she’s with him right now. Maybe that’s what her going to ground act is all about. I assumed she was searching out other former pack leaders or something through some directive agreed upon during the Shifter Stabilization Unit meeting she’d been immersed in for days on end.”

“We don’t know any of that yet,” Velra said, coming to me and stroking my arm, then my hair. “Nothing is certain, okay?”

“Yeah,” I murmured. “That’s true.”

“Whatever it is we’ll figure it out together, sweets.”

I nodded. “Okay.” I looked out at Sylas. “Sorry. I see now why you didn’t want to tell me and why you’ve been off lately. I thought… I thought you were pulling away or getting sicker and keeping it all from us again.”

“I will never pull away from you. Not in this lifetime.”

I smiled and held his gaze for a moment.

And then I looked at Cassius. “I’m sorry I ruined dinner and broke that plate.”

He snapped his fingers and then I saw the plate back on the table with the exact amount of food I’d had on it before, and the wall by the cupboards was cleaned of the mess too. “It appears fine to me.”

I chuckled. “Thank you.” I looked at each of them in turn, then at all the effort Cassius had gone to. “But I still ruined dinner.”

“Actually, I would say that you made it oddly entertaining.”

“Wow, the buttoned-up image that I had of you is really shattering all over the place lately.”

Velra smiled and stroked his chest. “How do you feel about that?”

He clasped her hand on him possessively. “Although it comes with its complications, I am rather enjoying it.”

“Good,” she said with a sweet chuckle.

Sylas came over and asked me, “What about the Blood Trace? What are your thoughts?”

“Well, we obviously need to do it.”

“If you don’t want to do it, Lazriel, rest assured that I will find another way to resolve this situation. You’re not boxed in or forced into anything.”

“I know I’m not.” He’d always made that very clear to me and gone to every effort to ensure my agency was protected in all circumstances.

I sucked in a breath as they all awaited my answer. “Let’s do it. Let’s get these answers. It’s the best way to take back control over all of this.”

“All right,” Sylas said. “Finish your steak. I need a few minutes to prepare, then we’ll convene in the living room.”

As he went to move, Cassius clamped his hand down on his shoulder. “First, you will allow Velra to assist you in the way we discussed earlier.”

Sylas started. “Cassius—”

“Really?” Velra cried. “You’re ready now?”

“I mean, yes, but I don’t want you to feel like I’m—”

“I’ve been waiting for you to allow me to do this for you.” She grabbed his hand. “Come on.”

He needed help, but it was so difficult for him to actually ask for it. Of course Velra understood that about him.

She was the fucking best, through and through.

In every way imaginable.
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Shit, he looked hot as fuck right now.

Sylas in all his Almighty Necromancer glory.

His chest was bare and he stood there in just his low-hanging pants, his magic flaming on either palm as he held a black and gold fancy-looking knife in his right hand, the magic encircling the handle and all up the blade.

He’d called a whole box of the things here. His ceremonial blades, he’d named them. I’d never seen them at his house and he’d told us it was because he’d lent them to Kai Hunter. Apparently that intense sorcerer had been using them for some experiments he’d been doing in his home cave lab. Yeah, an actual cave that he’d moved to the home he shared with his lovers.

As I sat on the tall stool that Cassius had grabbed for me, also shirtless and without my comfy forest-green hoodie, I looked out at Velra standing just off to my right holding hands with Cassius.

I could feel the intensity coming off them, their pulses a little faster than normal, even though they were flashing me reassuring smiles.

They were worried about what Sylas would find through the Blood Trace and how I’d react, what it might do to me.

Not surprising given my outburst earlier.

That shit had been building though. It’s not like I was some crazed, melodramatic, chaos-bringer. I’d had my reasons.

“As much as I’m enjoying this new take on the Blood Trace, especially with you baring all that hotness right in front of me, this isn’t how I remember the spell when I had that sorceress do it for me.”

“Good, because given how inexperienced she was, she would have killed herself,” Sylas told me.

“He needs to break the Death Seal,” Cassius explained.

Sylas stepped right up close to me. “Now, for most beings, this would be aggravating, unsettling, and painful for them. But for you, it’ll likely be highly arousing. However, under no circumstances can you rise to that or break my concentration.”

“Please. I can control myself.” Off their looks, I added, “When it’s called for.”

I eyed Velra and she gave a nod. “Yes, you can. You did very well with me.”

“Vindicated,” I told Sylas.

He gave me a withering look.

But, despite my words, as he pressed the blade to the center of my chest, I swallowed hard and tensed.

“Ready, babe?”

“Yes,” I breathed. “Do it.”

The blade pierced my skin, earning a hiss from me.

He drew it down and around, carving into me, creating two magical symbols that I didn’t recognize.

Despite not being a magic-wielder, I was suitably schooled in the magical arts—something Wraeven Academy insisted on for non-magical beings as a form of protection—but these were deep in necromantic lore. And he was definitely doing it differently to how that sorceress had for me. I guess he was creating something to break that Death Seal first, and then he’d do the actual Blood Trace.

I dug my fingers into the seat of the stool as the burning pain continued on as he cut into me, blood dripping down my torso all fucking over.

While the scent of my own blood didn’t turn me on, the fact that it was him cutting into me was definitely arousing as fuck.

He finally stopped cutting and then he spun the knife and sliced both his palms open with a grunt.

He handed the knife off to Cassius, who returned it to the case after cleaning it of blood with a spark of his magic.

I saw Velra cringing as she looked on.

“All good, love,” I choked out.

Cassius wrapped his arm around her and stroked her hair. Good. She wasn’t squeamish, but she didn’t like us hurting. I’d be the same way if it was her undergoing this. Actually, let’s face it, I’d be way worse.

Sylas’ magic flamed as he held his palms out toward me. “Brace yourself,” he warned. “This will be a lot to take.”

I had a ton of dirty responses to that one, but I forced myself to swallow them down after what he’d told me before he’d started. He couldn’t be distracted.

So, I just gave a nod.

He pressed his palms directly over the symbols he’d carved into my chest.

The moment he made contact, the pain was utterly searing—fucking brutal.

Of course, my cock went rock hard in an instant, even though my mind was still playing catch-up to the pleasure aspect of the agonizing sensation. Confusing vampiric senses.

“Ungh… shit…” I rasped.

I choked as I watched red veins traveling up his arms along with black tendrils swirling around the outsides. It seemed like he was drawing my blood out in some strange way, and something else… my essence… my supernatural signature.

I couldn’t ask as he grimaced, then started uttering an incantation in a language I didn’t know. It sounded ancient and I looked over at Cassius to see him following along, nodding and showing recognition. Velra was like me, frowning, not knowing it either.

He eased his hands away then, and the pain stopped abruptly.

His palms were glowing with a mixture of black and crimson, while my blood was slithering all along his arms, those dark tendrils still in play as well.

And then he took a step back and slapped his palms to his chest.

He growled in pain, his hands shaking, the strain of holding them in place clearly taking a lot out of him.

His voice became aggressive, almost violent, as he spoke his incantation.

He pulled his hands away and I watched as blood and magic swirled as one all over him, forming the same symbols that he’d carved into me.

Moments passed where he grimaced, still somehow managing to carry on with the incantation, and then the tendrils circling his arms shot toward the symbols, snuffing them out, and the tendrils themselves along with it.

Sylas released a long breath.

And then he came back to me and grasped both my hands, those veins still slithering all over his arms.

This was the part I remembered from doing the spell before.

I felt a push into me—his magic.

It was connecting with me, my blood, my energy.

Red light filled my vision.

And then a rush of images inundated me, whooshing across land and sea alike, moving through crowds, thousands of faces, hundreds of places. Just rushing and rushing.

Thanks to my vampiric nature and my ability to speed along, I was able to make out some of them.

None of them meant anything to me, though.

Until then her.

My mom.

I saw her.

It kept moving, more images, moving past her.

Shadows. So many shadows.

Darkness.

Beneath the ground. Deeper and deeper.

A bolt of silver magic shot out, trying to force us back.

I heard a curse from Sylas.

Struggle.

His pulse pounding.

Then blood—his blood.

I almost pulled from the spell, from this rush of visions state.

But then a surge of strength attached itself to us.

I caught a brief glimpse of that familiar white light.

Cassius.

The rushing continued on.

And then it abruptly stopped at the end of an unknown alley.

Somebody had their back to us.

Slowly, they turned.

“Son,” he rumbled. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Blackness engulfed everything then.

I heard a snap, and I blinked to see Sylas, Cassius, and Velra staring at me worriedly.

“Did I… pass out?”

“For mere seconds,” Cassius told me.

I registered that, then stared out at Sylas. “Did you see?”

“Yes.”

“My father. He’s alive.”

“They call him Remnant,” he told me. “The Commander of The Shadowed.”

I swallowed hard. “The vampiric underworld.”

Fucking shit.
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“Stop!” I called, hurrying toward Sylas who was shrugging his coat on and headed for my apartment door.

“I’ve got a lock on him. I need to go now,” he answered, not bothering to even dignify me with a glance over his shoulder.

“He’s already vanished. He registered your spell. He saw us.”

“Then I’d better leave now before he can get too far.”

I grasped his shoulder and spun him back to me. “He is an Ancient. Moments and he’s covered tens of miles.”

“Doesn’t matter. The magical trail I brought along for the ride during that spell and attached to Remnant is still intact.”

“If that’s the case, then it also doesn’t matter when you seek him out.” He went to push me away, but I shoved him into the wall adjacent to the door, pinning him there with my strength, my hands to his pectorals. “Except it cannot be this very instant.”

“What are you—”

“You are needed here.”

“I can’t just—”

“I understand.” I threw up a temporary cloaking spell to encompass us so that Velra and Lazriel who were in my bedroom, Velra comforting Lazriel while he changed and cleaned his blood from his skin, did not overhear. “You feel you are operating on a ticking clock. You want everything dealt with immediately. But taking this approach is highly detrimental. This is a response rooted in fear first and anger second. Both those being your driving forces now will result in mistakes being made. You leave here now while harboring all of that and you will surely fail. You could even worsen the situation, not just for yourself, but for Lazriel and Velra.” I shook my head. “Normally, this is something you would not require counseling on. However, you have been pushed too far with all that has befallen you, so you are not at your best and your mental capacity is taxed.”

“Cassius—”

“Do you not also think that Lazriel deserves to be the one who is first in line to gain access to Remnant? His own father?”

He cursed. “What about Puritas? Lazriel coming into contact with his father could reveal the entire bigger picture, that the truth of the threat is those fuckers, when right now it’s some obscure enemy linked to his stepfather in his mind, or some old enemy of his mother’s.”

“Then that will have to be how this becomes known to him and Velra. If you try to control it at this point, you would need to keep a son from his father. I want Puritas’ rise kept from them both as well, but we need to weigh the price of doing so.”

“Okay,” he said, sinking against the wall, no longer fighting me.

I released him and stepped back.

With a sweep of my hand, I disintegrated the cloaking shield.

Just in time, because a moment later and I wouldn’t have been able to focus enough to manage it, as a rush of pleasure rolled through me.

No… not mine.

Hers.

This was the first time that this had occurred while she was within physical reach, a time when I no longer had to keep my distance either—in any way.

And I could not make myself resist the pull of it this time.

Before I knew it, I was striding across the apartment, then tearing open my bedroom door.

“Lazriel!” Sylas called out in admonishment, knowing the wild one all too well.

I burst into the room and then staggered to a stop.

There Lazriel was utterly naked, holding Velra against the wall who was fully-clothed.

And she was giggling and squirming as he tickled her sides and then also licked at her throat.

“See how you like the tickling, love,” he was telling her.

Ah, I see. It had been emotional pleasure that I’d felt from her. Exaltation at him having fun and finding joy with her despite the heavy burden upon him from the startling revelation about his father—and his mother’s betrayal.

“Oh my God, put some clothes on!” she shrieked with laughter as he continued his tickling.

“Why? It’s so much freer this way.” He ground against her. “And while I’m stark naked, might as well take full advantage of it, hmm?” He turned his head and looked right at me, indicating he’d known I’d been here staring. “You up for that, Cas?” His gaze darted to my jeans where I knew I was erect. From the moment I’d felt that rush of pleasure. “Well, you most definitely are physically. That monstrous cock of yours says it all.”

Sylas entered the room and joined me at my side.

“Hmm… not up yet, Sylas? That’s not like you. Seems like you could use one hell of a release?”

Velra snatched his pendant and tugged. “Stop. You’re being incredibly antagonistic.”

“Come on, it’s one of the things you all enjoy about me.”

“You’ve been through a lot tonight. Are you certain this is what you want?” Sylas asked.

“I’m in my right mind, if that’s what you’re asking.” He eyed me. “You can tell, right?”

“I can, yes. Your blood is still in my system as mine is in yours.”

“Fortunately not too much to prevent the Blood Trace from being possible,” Sylas said.

“Can we leave out talk about that?” Lazriel grunted. “Just for tonight.”

“Just for tonight,” Velra said, coming around and stroking his cheek. “To be clear, though, if you’re not going to put that robe on that Cassius left for you, then all hell is going to break loose.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Yeah? You’re gonna jump me, are you, Wraithqueen?”

“I’m going to eat you alive, naughty little wolf.”

She winked at me and Sylas, letting us know she was giving Lazriel what he most definitely seemed to need right now. Comfort through physicality. Physicality with those he was connected to.

“Velra,” I spoke. “I cannot maintain control much longer. Especially if you engage physically with him right here, and if you shed your clothes and I see you bare—for the first time.”

She startled all of us as her purple Dark Fae power suddenly burst forth at Lazriel and sent him flying onto my bed on his back.

And then she came to me and grasped my hand, while telling Sylas, “Calm him down, while I help Cassius.”

Sylas smirked. “Abso-fucking-lutely. I’ll calm our wild wolf right the fuck down.” There was a dangerous glint in his eyes.

Velra turned me toward her so I had my back to the bed a few feet away just as I heard a growl from Sylas and a yelp from Lazriel.

And then her shadows wrapped around us, blocking my visual and all sensory perception of what was happening in the room beyond.

There was just the two of us immersed in her magic.

She cupped my face. “I can stop all of this right now, have them leave, have Sylas calm Lazriel for the time being and I’ll stay here with you, then comfort him afterward.”

“That’s… you would do that for me?”

“Of course. I don’t want you uncomfortable. And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry you came into your own bedroom to see that. I’d just gone to check on Lazriel and he pounced on me. He’s hurting. Physicality and connection make him feel better and help to center him.”

“I don’t want that. I don’t want you to go. I don’t want them to go.”

“You don’t?”

“No. I… want this. Here and now. I want to be with you… with this unit you’ve created and worked so hard to ease me into, to get them to accept me into. This feels very much like the next step, a natural progression.” I grasped her hands on my face and eased them down, then looked away. “I… I am not familiar with what you may need from me. And it both vexes me and worries me. But in this setting, and with me now familiar with Lazriel from a sexual perspective, it reduces some of that… internal pressure. And I like that it’s happening here, in my space, a space I know well.”

“You’re certain that—”

I fisted her hair and pulled her to me, crushing our mouths together.

She responded instantly, kissing me back.

It wasn’t soft and easy and explorative like last time. It was ferocious, unchecked passion, and it surged through me and our Soul Brand alike in a gloriously all-consuming way.

She was panting when we pulled back, and she pressed her fingers to her lips, her eyes wide. “Whoa,” she uttered, grinning up at me.

A thrill rolled through me. She had enjoyed that immensely.

I ripped my T-shirt over my head and didn’t give a care where it landed when I tossed it.

Her shadows were gone now and I looked out to see Sylas on top of Lazriel, holding him in a chokehold while grinding against him still clothed as Lazriel licked his arm, the two of them staring out at us.

I sucked in a breath and let their intensity roll over me in a good way, not an intimidating way. Because from the smiles on their faces and then even Lazriel winking at me, it was clear they wanted me to be a part of it with them, to be at ease as I became so as well.

And then my breath caught in my throat as Velra pulled her wrap top over her head and tossed it aside, baring a very alluring lacy black bra beneath, the way it cradled her beautiful breasts such a visual masterpiece.

She chuckled at my awed reaction, then shimmied out of her skirt and boots, revealing more black lace.

I decided in that moment that I very much relished that fabric on her.

She came to me and grasped my belt, then brushed her lips over my chest, kissing then licking all over my skin, setting it on fire, and making me groan for her.

“You are exquisite… your beauty, your heart, your touch…” I breathed.

She smiled against my skin and then she unbuckled my belt.

I watched with rapt attention as she popped my fly and drew down my zipper.

And then she dropped to her knees right before me.

I tensed.

As she reached out to ease my hardness from the confines of my jeans, I snatched her wrist.

“No.”

“No?”

I lifted her back to her feet with my hold on her. “Not like this, little shadow.”

And then I snagged her hips and drove her onto the bed beside the boys.

“I wish to worship you first.”

With a spark of Sylas’ magic, her underwear was gone, exposing her naked body in all its magnificence.

My goodness.

She was unbelievably stunning—and strong, so much compact power woven into her small frame. Her breasts were rising and falling rapidly with her uneven breathing, and she shifted under my scrutiny, her soft thighs drawing my attention, before I took in what lay between them. She was glistening there, highly aroused. And her bashfulness at my continued staring and likely the disbelief in my eyes that I was seeing her bare to me for the first time, evolved to a coy little smile.

I felt it from her then… she liked my eyes on her. She wanted me to see.

More than that, she wanted me to be with her.

It was such a deep yearning that matched mine.

I grasped her thighs, then dove between them, earning a shriek from her as I licked the length of her, making her squeal from the pressure, which seemed to be too much.

“It’s okay,” Sylas told me. “She likes the roughness.” He dipped his fingers near my tongue and gathered some of her sweet juices. “And she’s certainly slick enough to take it already.”

I watched, mesmerized, as he spread what he’d gathered over Lazriel’s lips, and then our wild one licked it all up with a wolf growl.

I descended on her again, licking, nipping, and sucking all over her, learning her, and cataloguing her responses to different sensations and stimuli. There was a pattern to be found, quite a precise one, and it wasn’t long before her back was arching, her hands were pulling at my hair, and she was screaming, her thighs trembling around me.

“Fuck, yes,” Lazriel groaned.

“Show him how fucking sexy you are when you come apart,” Sylas told her, playing with her breasts, as Lazriel then devoured her mouth like an animal.

Her building pleasure was singing to me through our Soul Brand. I could feel it so profoundly that it nearly undid me.

It was wholly enveloping, a warmth and thrill that went so deep, I could feel it beyond flesh—in the essence of my blood, the marrow of my bones. It was unbelievably spellbinding.

She jerked and then exploded, her taste dousing my tongue, as she shrieked and dug her nails into my scalp in a gloriously aggressive way that I adored from her.

I loved when she let her power loose, when she took control, when she wielded all that she was in such an unapologetic way.

As I eased back, she clung to me, wrapping her arms around my neck. She kissed my cheek and nuzzled against me, warming and soothing me at the same time.

Sylas reached out and swept his finger over my lips, gathering some of her juices I’d missed, and then he pushed against my tongue, inadvertently making me open my mouth wider than it currently was with me panting with burgeoning need. He slid her taste along my tongue, then stroked me, before then sweeping the pad of his thumb back and forth over my lips.

I couldn’t help it, my tongue darted out and licked him.

He smirked.

But then I gave him more than he’d bargained for as I grabbed his nape, then devoured his mouth.

Velra chuckled and joined me, licking and nipping at his throat.

When I pulled back, Sylas was panting. “Fuck me, the way you kiss…”

“Absolutely all-consuming,” Velra said, beaming up at me as she curled her hand around my bicep.

Lazriel nuzzled against Velra, then licked at her breasts, making her dig her nails into my skin.

I fisted her hair and held her as I watched Lazriel become feral with her, biting nearly hard enough to draw blood, sucking her soft flesh, kneading roughly, then licking away the pain, until she was shuddering, then dripping again.

Sylas removed all his clothes with a spark of his magic, then grasped Lazriel’s hand and pushed it between Velra’s legs. “Make her come again.”

Lazriel knew exactly what he meant and then I observed as he dragged his fingers through her folds, making her cry out against me, then employed his vampiric speed.

“Ah! Hell! Lazriel!” she screamed, shuddering all over, then coming apart on his fingers.

He kissed her jaw as she melted against me, then held out his slick fingers to Sylas.

But I snatched his wrist before he could and the two of them stared at me in surprise and apparent approval as I licked and sucked them clean, relishing her taste—and the way Lazriel's eyes darkened at the sensations.

All the intensity, the sexuality, it was all too much for me, and I could barely control myself. Nor did I want to.

With a spark of my magic, I had the rest of my clothes stripped from my body, and then I gathered Velra into my arms and laid her down on her back on the sheets.

I heard a carnal growl from Lazriel, felt him and Sylas move in, gathering close.

And then there was Velra.

The way she was staring up at me as I straddled her. Her eyes shone and even sparked with her purple power, making her amethyst eyes ever more enchanting.

She trembled with the need I could feel coursing through our Soul Brand.

I leaned in—and then she turned the tables.

With an impressive fight move, she flipped us so that she was straddling me.

Lazriel made a whooping sound and Sylas let out a dark chuckle.

Her gaze was utterly reverent as she slid her hands up and down my chest, warming me, sending shocks of sensation through me.

Sylas and Lazriel closed in.

Sylas wrapped one arm around Lazriel from behind, the other closing around his hard length, making the wild one sink back against him, teeth gnashing.

The sight, seeing the dominance Sylas exuded and the sheer sexual confidence and command as he tended to Lazriel, and what it was doing to them both… it all served to utterly submerge me in the eroticism.

And then Velra wrapped her hand around my length, her eyes going wide—clearly stunned by my size. A strangled sound escaped me as she fondled me, her palm gliding up and down, her thumb toying with my crown.

I bucked at her attentions as bliss enveloped me.

That escalated to another realm entirely when she ground her slickness all over my shaft.

“Ungh,” I choked, my eyes rolling back in my head.

“Okay?” she asked.

“Yes. Beyond okay.”

A little chuckle slipped from her, and then she grasped the base of my length and positioned me right between her silky thighs.

“Gonna need to relax and breathe,” Lazriel spoke to me. “Big time.”

I looked out at him smiling reassuringly at me, but my gaze snapped right back to Velra’s as she sank down on me, swallowing my crown inside her.

“Hades!” I cried, fisting the sheets. “Ah… Velra.”

She sank deeper and the pressure was near-overwhelming. I panted and threw my hands out, grasping her hips aggressively, digging my fingers in.

Her eyes flashed, a smirk tilting her lips—she liked it. Sylas’ words to me about her enjoying some roughness were clearly accurate.

And it was fortunate, because I wasn’t sure I could prevent myself from it, especially as she kept moving, kept taking me deeper and deeper within her.

Curses spilled from my lips over and over, and I resisted the urge to throw my head back in rapture, because I needed to see her, to connect, to watch her beautiful gaze burn into mine, and to see the same pleasure wreaking havoc upon me doing the same to her.

I just barely remembered to maintain control over my ability to breathe like Lazriel had advised when she seated herself fully on me, and I felt so deep inside her as she clenched down around me, joining us, holding me there.

She leaned into me, kissing my lips, my cheek, my chest, as her hands ran up and down my arms. I realized she was worshipping me back like I’d done with her earlier.

And then she started to move on me.

My breath caught in my throat.

“Velra!” I cried, my voice a booming cry or rapture and a plea all at once.

She quickened her pace, her breasts bouncing from her forceful movements, alluring moans and cries slipping from her, as she moved like a true goddess of eroticized fantasy.

“Yes… Cassius…”

My name spoken in that way by her… it was absolutely glorious.

I could feel my control unraveling—thread by thread, it was all slipping through my fingers.

The universe decided to test me to a breaking point then as Sylas slid behind Velra.

He kissed her neck to let her know he was about to toy with her, and she gave a little nod through her rising pleasure as she rode me so ferociously.

She jolted and then I caught sight of Sylas slicking two fingers with his magic.

In the next moment, they disappeared behind her, and then she cried out and scraped her nails down my chest. He’d entered her rear with them, and it was serving to escalate her aggressiveness. The biting pain of her scrapes—it clashed with the rest in a heady way. I rose to it, grasping her breasts in a vicious grip that had her eyes flaming at me.

I saw Sylas’ arm pumping behind her, matching her rhythm within moments.

A whine escaped her as he abruptly pulled back.

“Mmm… such a desperate little ass,” he breathed at her ear.

He grasped his cock and then I lost sight of it, just a moment before she lurched forward, forcing her ever deeper onto me, and stilling her.

He was sinking into her there.

Her eyes were wide and she was panting.

Then Lazriel sidled up between us, rising on the bed, stroking himself rather violently. “What was it that you threatened me with earlier, love?” he asked with a mischievous glint in his eye.

“I said, I’d eat you alive,” she responded, barely able to get her words out as Sylas pushed forward, feeding her more still—more that I could now feel through her, the sensation of him sliding against me incredibly titillating.

“Then eat,” he growled, a moment before he grasped her jaw and thrust into her mouth.

I couldn’t look away as he stroked her hair, while pumping his hips and snarling as she responded very favorably, swallowing him so well, so ravenously, her tongue even swirling.

She screamed around Lazriel buried down her throat, then I felt a tipping point followed by a flash of panic from her.

A moment later, her frost erupted over my chest.

Her rhythm faltered.

No.

I wouldn’t allow this to unsettle her.

Her eruptions, her magic, her abilities… they were welcome here.

All of her was.

Always.

I lurched up, calling my wings, and wrapped them around her.

Lazriel gasped, that awed look all over him just like I’d witnessed from him when I’d enveloped him in them after our fornication.

Sylas smiled and reached around her, grasping her arm, his magic flaming from his right palm, helping to settle her frost by taking some into himself.

She relaxed.

Not only that, she sank into us.

She let go.

Safe.

Cherished.

Adored.

Emotion clogged my throat at that realization, something I could feel so powerfully from her in that moment.

It was what I’d wanted for her since that first day we’d met.

I tightened my wings around her, then thrust up into her, sinking into an alternating rhythm with Sylas that had him groaning in bliss. He poured more magic into hers, his eyes rolling back in his head.

“Shit… ungh… Wraithqueen,” Lazriel gasped, a moment before he jerked, then exploded so forcefully that Velra couldn’t swallow it all down, and it oozed from the sides of her mouth.

Lazriel seemed to enjoy that, though, and he gathered it, then started licking up his own taste. He was almost done when Sylas startled him by snatching his wrist and finishing it off.

“Filthy fucking bastard,” Lazriel breathed.

“Yes, my hot little wolf,” he grunted, a moment before he guided Lazriel’s hand between Velra’s thighs, just enough room with the way I was holding her for him to access her there.

And then Lazriel was using his speed like before, making Velra scream into my chest and even bite down.

I hissed and as she clenched down around me and Sylas powered into her with renewed vigor, his rhythm now breaking as he lost himself, everything collided for me.

Velra convulsed and bucked between us, shrieking and cursing, then detonating all over me.

Ecstasy tore me in two, nearly ripping me apart at the seams, and I filled her.

Over and over and over, until she and the sheets were coated in it. Sylas as well.

“Motherfucker… ungh,” he choked, before tasting release, and spraying over her rear and her back.

“Holy hell,” Velra breathed, collapsing against me, utterly boneless.

I held her to me.

But within moments I wasn’t alone in that, the need from Lazriel and Sylas to be close immediately after all of that intensity made very clear to me, as they helped me ease the covers down then settle her between us in my bed.

And, as I sank into it with them, it felt absolutely wonderful.

OceanofPDF.com


31
[image: ]
~Velra~



The perfect storm of highly amusing chaotic energy.

That was what was happening right now with my men.

They were immersed in Ritual Ethics & Celestial Lawfare taught by Cassius.

My bad—Professor Ashmoor.

It had been a couple of days since we’d all come together at his place, so it was right on the heels of that.

I’d already asked Lazriel and Sylas to tone it down around Cassius and not unnerve him in the middle of class. I knew they’d hold to it. Despite their playful teasing, neither of them wanted to make him uncomfortable.

Speaking of uncomfortable, Lazriel had urged Sylas not to search for his father yet until he’d had words with his mom. He’d needed some time to get his head together, but now, tonight he was planning to track her via a mixture of his wolf senses and their blood connection, to finally end the silence and clear evasiveness. Sylas hadn’t been happy about having to wait, but Cassius had reminded him that the lock he’d obtained on Remnant—we’d discover his true name soon once all of this was dragged out into the open—would be able to withstand a couple of days of not taking immediate action with tracking him.

My class that ran at the same time as theirs had been canceled because the professor, Keira Rae, had needed to attend a meeting up at the Guardian Compound. It was Harmonic Discipline: Dark Fae Magic & Ethical Focus, a class that I shared with Kelsana Torl. Fortunately, that had actually worked out well because it gave us the perfect time to actually go to the fusion bar.

Although I was calming down with my survival instincts, even being able to leave my Watch of Warding behind in my dorm room when I went to classes or Cassius’ place—although I had it on today because I was headed to a new place I hadn’t ventured to before—I still had some rituals that I did. Like coming here way ahead of time today in order to scan the place and check that everything was fine and safe, and even to mentally map out the exits.

Vantiqe.

That was the name of the bar.

It was a calm and special place to relax and hang with friends, serving non-alcoholic specially crafted magical drinks as well as boasting some amazing pastries.

The exterior was a soft pastel sage with oversized frosted glass windows. A gold-accented sign with curling script hung above the door: Vantiqe.

Iron hanging planters with magical herbs decorated the front face of the place, giving a homely and serene feel.

Inside, there were plush chairs and booths in soft pastels like mauve, blush pink, baby blue, and cream. The magical stations were topped with white and cream marble, each brewing special concoctions. Fairy lights strung through the place beautifully. Murals of mythical creatures drinking tea, like unicorns and centaurs, hung on the walls.

It was a really striking and special place.

And I was excited that I was finally in a state to be able to come here.

I was even dressed down in a midnight-black off-the-shoulder top and a pair of fitted violet jeans, my usual black leather get-up stowed in my dorm closet.

As I awaited Kelsana’s arrival, I looked over the most recent messages that had been sent in the Group Chat with my men.

Cassius: Enjoy your social engagement with your reformed friend.

Lazriel: Reforming. Keep it accurate, Cas.

Cassius: You are well aware that I am all about accuracy, wild one.

Sylas: My, my. Was that an attempt at an innuendo, Immortal? Or is it Immortal Hunk now? Lazriel, want to weigh in?

Lazriel: Hey! How do you know I called him that?

Sylas: You were groaning it in your sleep.

Lazriel: Shit.

Sylas: It was just as shocking hearing it, believe me.

I rolled my eyes.

Velra: This is not what you promised me about class.

Sylas: Best he gets it out of his system.

Cassius: He is not the only one. My first class, you walked in eating his face and grinding all over him. In front of everyone, making quite the spectacle.

Velra: You did what, Sylas?

Sylas: Aww, want a taste of that with the next class you and I share? Weaving & Shadow Architecture sound good?

Cassius: She is a conscientious student. Don’t sully that for her.

Sylas: Yes, Professor. Would you like me to kneel at your feet and open wide too?

Lazriel: Shit, that image is gonna be engraved on my mind for hours now.

Cassius: Rest assured that it will not transpire in reality, so you may remove it from your thoughts and fantasies.

Lazriel: Right. Sylas doesn’t kneel. Not even for pleasure.

Sylas: Since we connected, I have been more accommodating than ever before.

Velra: We know you have. He’s just messing with you.

Lazriel: I am. You’ve been the best.

Lazriel: And filthiest.

Cassius: These text discussions are certainly bracing.

I chuckled to myself.

Velra: Get to class. Have a good one.

Cassius: You too, little shadow.

Lazriel: See you right after?

Velra: Sounds perfect.

Lazriel: XOXO.

Sylas: It’s going to be one for the ages.

Sylas: Kidding. Enjoy yourself at Vantiqe.

I stowed my phone away and I didn’t have to wait more than a few minutes more before Kelsana materialized in a shimmer of indigo magic.

“Hey,” she greeted me brightly.

Her long, green hair was cascading down her shoulders so beautifully and she was in casual dress like me, but with her usual elegance along for the ride with a flowy emerald wrap blouse and a pair of wide-leg trousers in a warm bronze. Vibrant green crystal earrings completed her look.

She eyed mine, a pair of long twisting purple and black dangling things.

“Where did you get those? I’ve been thinking of jazzing up my look, and those really fit the bill.” She shook her head to herself. “I know. People going through a bad breakup are known to alter their look or do something bold like tattoo or pierce themselves. I’m a cliché.”

“Far from it,” I assured her. “It’s a completely natural thing to do. And I think it’s a really cool idea. Look at it as a time to explore and also get back to yourself, figure out yourself and everything.”

She beamed at me, emotion shining in her eyes at the understanding—and acceptance—she was getting from me. It was upsetting that it was such a staggering thing for her.

Then again, I knew all too well how that felt. From my own family, no less.

Not just my awful, fanaticized older brother, but my parents who’d disowned me when I’d been turned into a Dark Fae-Wraith hybrid after being kidnapped and experimented on by Chimera Circle.

I rarely ever allowed myself to think about them because all it brought me was bitterness and a great deal of grief.

But with what Kelsana had experienced bearing a similarity to that whole nightmare, this was one of the first times I could even reference them in my mind and see not just grief and pain, but the power in breaking from all of that, standing apart from it—and how far I’d come in carving out my own path and identity.

“As for the earrings, I made them,” I told her, veering toward that now to ease some of the heaviness.

She arched an eyebrow. “Made them?”

“Making jewelry is one of my hobbies. A creative outlet, I guess. It helps center my mind and to kind of ground me.”

“That’s really cool.”

“Well, think about what you might like and place an order.”

“Sounds amazing. Thank you.”

I chuckled and gestured at the entrance to the fusion bar. “Come on, let’s head inside.”
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“So good,” Kelsana uttered as she sipped at one of the Hot Brews.

She’d ordered a Goldbark Brew, which was a spiced oat-nut latte sweetened with date syrup.

“Right there with you,” I told her, after swallowing some more of my Thornberry Tonic. It was a cranberry-blackcurrant blend with jasmine sugar pearls that tasted like the sweetest candy.

We were also sharing the first of three pastries we planned to try out while we were here, this one a Cinnamon Cloud Muffin that was an incredibly soft muffin topped with sugar glaze and a faint misting charm spelled onto it. It was seriously like eating a cloud—one wrapped in cinnamon sweetness.

She sank back against the blush-pink heavily-cushioned chair in our booth in the corner of the bar. “This is really nice, huh?”

“Yeah, it is.”

“Kind of like a safe haven in all the pain and darkness?” she mused, gazing at the fairy lights overhead and hanging low enough to cast a soft glow over everything. “I don’t just mean the venue,” she told me. “Thank you for doing this. You know, befriending me, in spite of everything.”

“You don’t need to thank me. It’s been nice getting to know you.” I took another sip of my drink, then asked her, “Do you keep in contact with any of your friends from Maven Academy? You were in a clique, right?”

She winced. “Just the thought of that nonsense disgusts me. I… thought power and safety was rooted in being on top. And, disgustingly, keeping other people down in order to climb up to that peak, you know?”

“We all make mistakes when we’re feeling insecure and out of our element. Some people withdraw—like me. And others do what you did—become aggressive and take the offensive as a preventative measure.”

“You’re too understanding and forgiving,” she said, smiling warmly.

“Not really. I just have to believe in second chances. I mean, without that, what hope is there, right?”

“That’s true. Second chances when it comes to my friends from Maven seems impossible, though. I used Dark Fae mind-meddling on them during a class exercise.” She crossed her legs and tightened her fingers around her cup. “Now all of Rennick’s magic has worn off, I know that he influenced me to do that. But it still messed with their minds, still hurt them. And even though he’d been in control of it, it was my fault we were all in that position because I was the one who hooked up with him and grew so close to him.”

“You might end up surprised. You never know until you try. But I’d work on yourself first, take more recovery time, before you take that on.”

“You know, they whisper about you in the Dark Fae Realm still? I went back a few months ago where I foolishly introduced Rennick to my parents. They’re all about power and might so they loved him. They were also proud that I was expelled from Maven Academy, especially for the reason behind it.” Off my look, she said, “Yeah, that’s the type of people they are.”

“Then it’s all the more amazing that you’re working on breaking that fucked-up generational cycle.”

“You went a long way toward doing that. You belonged to one of the prominent families of the Royal Fae Court and you formed a resistance against corruption and tyranny. They still talk about it like I said. Most in reverence.”

“And the rest in disgust, I’m guessing.”

“No. Fear. Especially with your advanced physiology now—the extreme power of your Wraith side.”

Intensity passed between us as that heavy revelation settled.

She snapped her fingers to herself. “Let’s take this conversation somewhere a whole lot lighter, shall we?”

I broke off a piece of the amazing muffin. “Fire away,” I said, before popping it into my mouth. Oh hell… amazing. So good.

“Tell me,” she said, propping her elbow on the table and resting her cheek against her palm. “How the hell do you manage the likes of Lazriel Thaine and Sylas Morgrave? The fierce and insanely wild King of Graverun, and then if that’s not enough to handle, there’s the Almighty Necromancer.”

“Oof, don’t let Lazriel hear you say he’s being managed. He can’t stand that.” I laughed. “Nah, in all seriousness, I don’t manage either of them. It’s just shared respect, us getting to know each other, you know?”

“That sounds really nice. So sweet, actually.”

“Tell me about this position that you’re up for with the Coven Unity Division. You know that’s a major honor, right? To even be considered, especially while still a student?”

She grinned. “I know. I couldn’t believe it. And it came at such the right time with all the shit that had been happening. It was Selix Nyvarra who put my name forward, our Weaving & Shadow Architecture professor. She noticed the way I use my magic, saw the uniqueness to it as well as the inherent dangers and darker edge that I’ve been trying to overcome. She said she believed I would have a specialized perspective that would benefit the organization, something that should be incorporated into Coven curriculums and the way they approach magic like mine—rooted in the concerning side of Dark Fae power usage.”

“Wow. She’s a hell of a guiding force, for sure. This is amazing. She’s the one who really helped me with how I approach my shadow magic.”

She took a sip from her drink. “I know. Honestly, coming to Wraeven Academy has been really awesome. It’s made a big difference already.”

“I get exactly what you mean.”

She finished the last bite of the muffin, then rose to her feet. “I’ll get our next taste-tester. We said the Frosted Moon Petal Cake, right?”

“Yep.”

It was a lemon cake with white hibiscus frosting.

I couldn’t wait.

But as she went to head over there, a sudden chill rolled through me.

More than that.

It was a sensation that had once been all too familiar, something I’d trained myself to watch out for, yet something I’d let fade into the background so much lately.

Because I was safe.

No.

Because I’d thought I was safe.

Adrenaline shot down my spine as I saw my watch glowing.

Blazing, really.

No. No. No.

I shot to my feet and snagged Kelsana’s arm.

Her eyes shot wide, and it must have been all over my face, because she asked, “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

“Go,” I told her. “Get out of here. You can’t be seen with me. You’ll be tarred as a sympathizer, marked too.”

“What are you—I’m not leaving you. If trouble is coming your way, I’m here. Just like you’ve been for me lately.”

“This is different. Run.”

She didn’t.

Son of a bitch.

I hurriedly pulled my phone from my pocket and handed it to her. “Teleport back to campus where the boys are, and call Warlow Boyd. Tell him that I need Cornelius to—”

My words were cut off as a horrific blast of gray light tore through the room, shattering the windows, making the staff and two other customers scream as glass shot everywhere.

“Go!” I told Kelsana again, her eyes wide, about to call her power.

She held my phone tightly, then nodded, scrolling to his number, as she teleported away in the next second.

Fortunately, the staff and customers followed suit in a panic.

Just in time, because before I could do the same thing, another blast hit, this time turning the surroundings into kindling, then slamming into me and blowing me right through the rear wall of the bar.

I landed with a grunt on my back on the grass twenty feet from the now ruined place.

Groaning, I rolled onto my side, then pushed to my feet even as my body screamed in protest because I was bleeding from so many different places.

I staggered, lightheaded, and looked down to see a hole in my left side.

Fuck.

It would heal.

I knew that.

But it was a real bitch of a thing right now with a threat still out there.

A threat I knew all too well.

I went to call my power, wiping blood out of my eyes with the back of my arm.

My magic sparked, then snuffed out.

I needed some healing time first.

Another blast of gray magic lit up my surroundings a moment before he was there, snagging my throat in a brutal grip that had me gagging.

That layered deep red hair brushed the shoulders of his black turtleneck that was tucked into a pair of distressed jeans. His magic pulsed violently and I could feel it radiating from his tall, lean form, as he turned his nose up at me.

“Sorin…” I rasped against his hand that was close to cutting off my breathing entirely.

“Long time, sister,” he seethed, a moment before he ran me back into a nearby tree, making me choke.

His magic sparked on his free hand and a dagger materialized.

My Dark Fae side recoiled, feeling the iron blade.

“Déjà vu, hmm?” he said, flashing a sadistic smile. “I’ve been assured that your Immortal Golden Retriever can’t spare you twice. One shot deal, I’m afraid.” He spun the knife in his hand, careful not to touch the blade himself. “Now you go where all abominations must go.”

He brought it down toward my heart.

My frost and shadows surged at once, the frost seeping up his wrist and covering his fingers, making him curse out into the night as it rapidly caused some brutal frostbite.

My shadows wrapped around the blade itself, fighting to keep it from penetrating my skin.

They shook uncontrollably because of my wounded state, and I saw my frost petering out quickly as well.

Come on. Come on.

“Stop… this hatred… it’s twisted you… we’re… family,” I choked.

“Hybrid filth is not my family!” he roared, pushing harder against the blade, and employing his magic.

I gasped as I felt it scrape my skin through my top.

“You are a stain on our name! On me! And your wolf hybrid lover will be next! We’ll make an example out of him, hang him from his entrails and shove his head on a fucking spike. They’ll know our true power, then! Go to the grave knowing that, sister.”

I growled low in my throat, trying to make my magic surge, to react to the dangerous cocktail of terror and rage for Lazriel coursing through me at his despicable plans for him.

But I just… couldn’t.

It wouldn’t come.

Sorin’s eyes flamed with victory.

He called more power.

And then the iron blade drove straight into my heart.

Blood sputtered from my throat.

He released me in disgust, not wanting my hybrid blood on him.

I slumped to my knees as he teleported out.

I reached for the handle of the blade, my hands trembling.

Breathing became impossible all too quickly, the infection of the iron already working to destroy me.

I needed… I needed to call my Wraith abilities.

Now.

Right now.

I had just seconds before it was too late.

But I couldn’t even grasp the handle.

My body wouldn’t cooperate.

My magic wouldn’t even spark anymore.

I collapsed onto the grass.

And then there was nothing.

To be continued in AMETHYST AND IRON
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Next Book in the Series



AMETHYST AND IRON

WRAEVEN ACADEMY, Book 2

Hunger. Secrets. Obsession.

They’ve driven me from my home.

Forced me into the shadows.

Marked my men for death.

And tried to break me all over again.

The storm raging around us threatens to swallow us all.

Our bond is tested by blood, fire, and death.

But my men and I won’t fall.

We’re more than survivors.

More than monsters.

More than what the world tried to make us into.

And our enemies will choke on us.
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OBSIDIAN AND FROST

AMETHYST AND IRON

ROSE AND SHADOWS
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Immortal Universe



Dark Paranormal Academy Reverse Harem

IMMORTAL FLAME

Ariana, Kai, Vorzyr, Nyx

HARBINGER

LEGACY

MANTLE

Dark Paranormal Academy Reverse Harem

WRAEVEN ACADEMY

Velra, Lazriel, Cassius, Sylas

OBSIDIAN AND FROST

AMETHYST AND IRON

ROSE AND SHADOWS

Dark Paranormal Academy Reverse Harem

LOXLEY ACADEMY

Evira, Winter, Zayn, Vaxan

OUT OF SHADOWS

FROM POISON

UNBROKEN
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Story of Ariana Martel’s Family (prior to the academy series). Not required to understand the academy series.

Paranormal Reverse Harem

IMMORTAL PASSIONS

Mia, Ryker, Jaxon, Lucian

IMMORTAL BURDEN

REIGN OF THE BEAST

FALLEN ANGEL

OUT OF ASHES
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Mystic Destiny Universe



Dark Paranormal Academy Reverse Harem

CASTLE ROCK ACADEMY

Noctyra, Branthor, Zoriel, Jex

THORNS AND THRONES

BLADES AND BEASTS

CURSES AND CROWNS

Dark Paranormal Academy Reverse Harem

MYTHIC CREED ACADEMY

Fiora, Creed, Korum, Wren

VESTIGE

MAELSTROM

LEGION

Dark Paranormal Academy Reverse Harem

HAVEN HEIGHTS ACADEMY

Avalon, Lucius, Rinus, Connor

MYSTIQUE AND MARBLE

GHOSTS AND GAUNTLETS

SENTINELS AND SORCERY
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Connected Series



VICIOUS THINGS & COVETED KINGDOM

VICIOUS THINGS

Brianna, Levi, Colton, Mason

THEY BREAK BEAUTY

WHEN KINGS FALL

COVETED KINGDOM

Caterina, Nico, Emilio, Julian

WHERE THE WICKED REIGN

VICIOUS LITTLE PRINCESS

THEY MAKE MONSTERS
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WALKING WITH MONSTERS & TWISTED TORMENT

WALKING WITH MONSTERS

Aurora, Asher, Killian, Jonah

LOCK UP THE DARKNESS

SCARS RUN DEEP

BURN IT DOWN

TWISTED TORMENT

Skylar, Bastian, Caleb, Caspian

WRECK ME

HATE ME

CRAVE ME
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IMMORTAL FLAME & WRAEVEN ACADEMY & LOXLEY ACADEMY & IMMORTAL PASSIONS

IMMORTAL FLAME

Ariana, Kai, Vorzyr, Nyx

HARBINGER

LEGACY

MANTLE

WRAEVEN ACADEMY

Velra, Cassius, Sylas, Lazriel

OBSIDIAN AND FROST

AMETHYST AND IRON

ROSE AND SHADOWS

LOXLEY ACADEMY - Next Gen

Evira, Winter, Zayn, Vaxan

OUT OF SHADOWS

FROM POISON

UNBROKEN

Story of Ariana Martel’s Family (prior to the academy series). Not required to understand the academy series.

IMMORTAL PASSIONS - Origin Story

Mia, Jaxon, Ryker, Lucian

IMMORTAL BURDEN

REIGN OF THE BEAST

FALLEN ANGEL

OUT OF ASHES
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CASTLE ROCK ACADEMY & MYTHIC CREED ACADEMY & HAVEN HEIGHTS

ACADEMY

CASTLE ROCK ACADEMY

Noctyra, Branthor, Zoriel, Jex

THORNS AND THRONES

BLADES AND BEASTS

CURSES AND CROWNS

MYTHIC CREED ACADEMY

Fiora, Creed, Korum, Wren

VESTIGE

MAELSTROM

LEGION

HAVEN HEIGHTS ACADEMY

Avalon, Lucius, Rinus, Connor

MYSTIQUE AND MARBLE

GHOSTS AND GAUNTLETS

SENTINELS AND SORCERY
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