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AMETHYST AND IRON Blurb



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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Author’s Note



This is a Dark Academy Paranormal Reverse Harem Romance with scenes of M/M.

A list of TWs can be found here.
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Welcome back to Wraeven Academy.

All is not what it seems.
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~Sylas~



Three Years Ago

Hero.

Savior.

Liberator.

That was what they’d taken to calling me.

To the work I did in the shadows.

In truth, I was no hero.

I couldn’t afford to be.

The world we lived in required much more than that.

Somebody who could operate in the gray, and often, in total fucking blackness.

I was condemnation, punishment, and brutal justice all wrapped up into one highly effective vigilante package.

A dark god of wrath and vengeance.

My reputation had spread.

Beyond the scope of just being revered or feared for being a rare breed.

A necromancer who existed out in the open.

And one incredibly learned who possessed near indomitable power.

They came to me now.

So many requiring my special services.

But as of this very moment, I was off the proverbial clock, taking a much-needed pleasure break.

“Umph…” Nathanial, the Light Fae I’d met on the dance floor earlier, spluttered around a mouthful of my cock as I twisted three fingers deep inside his ass. His magic sparked, a sunflower-yellow spreading over my thigh and sending a sharp thrill through me.

It sent me deeper into a pleasure haze and the delectably fierce wolf, Ana, who’d been grinding against us both earlier, shrieked as I switched my sweet torment of her cunt to wild and feral. She let out a wolf howl and slammed her cunt back against me as she gyrated on the golden chaise on her hands and knees.

Normally, it wouldn’t be possible for magic to spark at all.

Not in this establishment, because of the Inhibitor that was usually in effect to prevent magic usage. But twice a month, it had a free-for-all night where the Inhibitor was dropped.

And that was the only time that I’d ever come here.

I didn’t like being without my magic, without feeling it, or suffering from it being muted. As a necromancer, my magic technically operated on a different frequency, so the Inhibitor couldn’t impact me completely, but it did have me feeling a strain and an awful weight upon me when it was active. Absolutely not for me in the least.

So tonight, while it was one of those exceptions, I was here to enjoy all that I could from Polaris, the infamous supernatural club that allowed its patrons to explore their deepest desires in a safe and open-minded space.

Just like I was relishing doing now.

Well, sort of.

I wasn’t exactly tapping into my darkest—or dirtiest—predilections. I couldn’t allow that without trust being built first. It wasn’t something suitable for a one-night stand like that which I was engaging in now.

But I was definitely blowing off steam.

And if Nathanial gnawed at my crown one more time as he took my cock like a very good boy as I slammed brutally down his throat, I was going to blow in a whole other way.

Ana’s thighs shook, right on the verge of coming, her cries melding with the bass-heavy music coming from just beyond the velvet curtain out on the main floor.

I sucked her clit into my mouth and she clawed at the chaise, shredding it as she came. An easy magical fix from the staff when they cleaned the room up before the next patrons slinked inside.

She tried to buck away from the oversensitivity, but I held her to me as I took her higher and higher until she collapsed on her front, her legs giving out.

I chuckled as I eased back and watched her twitching and gasping, gloriously satisfied.

I angled my fingers deep within Nathanial just as he scraped his teeth over my crown, the two of us basically shooting off at the same time, him coming on the fabric, and me filling his eager mouth until he choked with it.

As the two of them collapsed onto the chaise, I pushed off it, cleaning myself with a burst of my magic, then snatching my pants up off the floor and pulling them on.

I took in the space. All glittering maroon and gold walls, sleek sophistication but with a relaxed edge. There was a circular bed over in the corner, plush crimson with embroidered cushions, a bathroom over on the other side. The chaise we’d just been on—after also fucking around on the bed beforehand for a couple of rounds. And then there were the white marble cabinets containing a whole lot of fun tools like whips, chains, gags, dildos, vibrators, that sort of thing.

“Where are you going?” Nathanial asked as he played with Ana’s purple spiky hair. His long, golden hair was fucking wild from me fisting it as he’d worked my cock like a deep throating champ.

“Thank you for a good time. Enjoy the rest of your night,” I told them both.

With a flick of my magic, I finished dressing, putting on my black shirt, buttoned halfway, along with my hooded leather trench coat.

And then I swept out of there, pushing the velvet curtain aside, and heading back into the heart of things, making a beeline for the bar.

Golden chandeliers hung from the ceilings, along with cages housing erotic dancers in shimmering outfits performing a blend of sensual moves and impressive acrobatics. Balconies draped in velvet wrapped around the second level which contained viewing boxes. Beings chilled in plush booths playing voyeurs to the grinding and sexual activity taking place on the dance floor below while they sipped from their drinks. The dance floor was packed as it had been all night, a slow bump and grind happening now as I made my way along the edge of it to the long marble-topped bar in the distance. The tables, chairs, and booths beyond were a deep violent and crimson, tufted and dripping with luxury.

I found a spare stool right at the far end of the bar and settled myself as one of the suited bartenders took my order.

Not seconds later and my glass of enchanted Scotch that gave an extra kick to supernatural beings was slid across the top toward me.

I caught it in my hand and gave the vampire a chin lift, before he went to serve many more patrons gathered around. Thank goodness for vampiric stamina—and speed.

My drink went down warm and welcome, the perfect chaser to some fucking.

I was just a few sips deep when I felt a shift in the air.

“Enjoying your night, necromancer?”

A shadow fell over me in the very next moment, and I turned my head to see an unknown figure eyeing me with an intensity that I didn’t care for.

He wanted something from me.

And not the only thing I’d come here to give.

Duty calls, motherfucker.

He just continued staring at me, albeit giving me time to do the same and take in his ill-fitting beige suit—the collar spread over the lapels, the whole thing clearly out of the seventies. Yet he was also wearing a top-of-the-line, very modern Rolex. A contradiction indeed. As he flipped his long black hair, I read his magical signature. Sorcerer.

“State your name and your intent, or leave my vicinity.”

“Don’t take kindly to loiterers, huh?”

“I don’t take kindly to unknowns in my space. Not to mention, it’s my night off.”

“Believe me, you’re going to want to raincheck that leisure and debauchery.”

“Am I now?”

He moved up close and, in that moment I felt something more than just his magical species. With all the magic and wealth of supernatural beings crowded into the club, I hadn’t noticed it before.

Something twisted.

Depraved.

Black magic.

I snagged his arm, searching deeper.

Not his… he’d just been touched by it through unwanted proximity.

“You’re picking up on it, yes?”

I scented him through my necromantic abilities.

And all I could smell and taste was ashes.

The mark of death.

A great deal of it.

“What’s happened?”

“It’s… they… they came. I managed to get out, but they’re not done. They’re going to take them all.”

“Where?”

“I’m Reese. I belong to the Glasswake Settlement.”

It was a small, but growing community of mixed factions and different supernatural beings living in harmony. One of many that had been developing and spreading over the last decade or so.

“They’re raising the—”

“Quiet.” I gestured around. “Not here.”

I already knew what he meant.

These enemies, attackers… they were raising the dead.

And that was something only a necromancer could handle.

At least without horrific repercussions.

I pushed off my stool. “Outside. Give me the specifics.”

I didn’t know him for shit.

As if I’d go in off his word, and completely fucking blind.

But I also couldn’t ignore it.

Not something of this magnitude.

Not something that required my specific power and abilities.

Hell, it was the foundational reason that I’d immersed myself in this line of work.
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Time had been of the essence, but I’d managed to get as many pertinent details as possible from Reese. It just bothered me that I hadn’t been able to run a check on him personally.

I’d run a trace using necromantic spellwork and determined that the dead were most definitely being raised at Glasswake Settlement.

By black magic users.

I’d sent him away to seek safety while I dealt with it. I couldn’t have him getting in the way. I couldn’t have anyone.

And now here I was, having just teleported to the edge of the settlement.

A shudder rolled through me as I felt and tasted that awful acrid shit of black magic usage, much more potently than I had before on Reese. He’d just been touched by it, sort of like a second-hand connection to it.

But this… it was fucking everywhere.

And it didn’t just make me recoil from the despicable and violating nature of that sort of dangerous magic alone.

I was tied to it personally, familiar with the taste and feel of it through my father.

That old bastard was long dead now.

Morien Morgrave. He’d thought himself the Almighty Necromancer, too. The difference was that I lived up to that title and I’d proven it over and over. I’d begun my studies as a young boy and I’d been obsessive about it as well. But he’d taken another path entirely—shortcuts by delving into black magic.

It had cost him his family, his reputation, and his very life.

So, yeah, whenever I felt that shit, I had a very visceral reaction to it.

Other than being strategically sound, it was another reason why I’d teleported to the outer rim of the area. To get a handle on it and bury—pun intended—the personal sentiment attached to it. Volatile emotions when going into battle and wielding the type of power that I did were highly detrimental.

I swallowed it down and took in the self-sustaining supernatural haven up ahead.

Modern cottages, minimalist cabins, domed garden homes, and even curved structures. The scattered dwellings were woven naturally into the woods and mountainside near a misty stream. Pathways were softly illuminated by floating lanterns.

I upturned my palms, my crimson magic glowing as I employed Soul Track—my ability to locate active souls.

The moment I located a true living being, a flickering outline would appear, even through the dozen structures up ahead. There were forty beings living in this community so far, with more slated to join shortly and expand the settlement.

I frowned as nothing flickered at all.

I pulled harder, thinking that the toxicity of the black magic in the air had impacted me somewhat.

Nothing.

Still no flickers.

No active souls at all.

Had they all escaped before I’d arrived?

Or so much worse—had they all perished?

No. That couldn’t be. These beings weren’t helpless in the least. They had the means to defend themselves, at least for a time. Where the rising dead were concerned, unless they were put back down properly, they would continue on and on, exhausting anyone who was battling against an attack from them. But this quickly? It didn’t make sense.

Reese had told me that this attack had only begun a half hour ago.

Something caught my eye through the darkened areas near the houses themselves. All the lights were off and the lanterns lighting the pathways didn’t draw close enough to assist with visibility without that in play.

Irregular, dragging movements.

Grunting and groaning.

Hallmarks of the dead being raised.

A certain kind of raising actually.

There were different ways to pull a being from death state, but this was, unfortunately, the most common. And the most offensive, especially to the balance of nature.

In this particular case, these would be referred to by the uninitiated as zombified beings. Animated Fleshwork was the technical term. And black magic users were notorious for raising this way, re-animating a long-deceased corpse, allowing it to breathe again but without mind or soul, and within a broken and rotten body. It was a misconception to believe they could create more of themselves through biting a true living being. However, they could certainly cause a great deal of damage and chaos through the will and control of those who’d raised them. The magic running through them spurred them on, kept them intact, and even allowed them to wield their caster’s power in short, volatile bursts.

They were vessels for carnage and heresy.

Doors of the residences were flung open and the dead staggered out, headed down the lantern-lit paths. Those I’d initially spotted came into better view as well, moving out from the shadows around the homes.

The bodies of Animated Fleshwork were a patchwork of ruin—slack flesh hanging from bone, rot stretching over shattered frames, eyes clouded with the haze of death. Clothing hung from them in tatters, many soiled with dirt.

As they passed by, the lanterns flickered, then went out entirely, one after the other. It was black magic poisoning the pure magic fueling them.

But as they started in my direction and blanketed the area in darkness, I’d already seen what I needed to.

Bodies sprawled out inside those homes.

Fresh death. No rot. No bloat.

Salvageable.

Those whom they’d killed, the residents belonging to Glasswake Settlement.

But there were only half of them felled within the structures.

Where were the rest?

Had they fled when these two dozen Animated Fleshwork had overrun them?

Had the death raiser who now controlled these beings taken them somewhere else?

Unfortunately, it wasn’t a question I had time to answer. Not until I’d dealt with the immediate issue—saving those who’d been murdered.

Time was absolutely of the essence.

I couldn’t afford to hesitate.

And as the dead drew toward me, grunting, groaning, and snarling inhumanly, they were unwittingly putting themselves in the perfect position for me to act as I needed to.

Far enough away from the freshly dead residents, yet not too far away for what needed to be done in conjunction with me sending them screaming back to where they’d come from—and once I was done, the death raiser responsible too.

I could reset the balance at the same time as pulling the freshly dead back, the moment I opened the door to the Valley of the Dead.

But every moment that passed made that less viable.

It had to be now.

I stormed toward the two dozen dead, snapping my palms up and calling my power. It flamed brightly, but I pushed harder. I would need a mass amount to employ Risen Reckoning, which would reset their death states in one brutal sweep of necromantic magic.

Blazing red shot up several feet into the air from either palm, streaming toward the dark clouds overhead.

A huge rush rolled through me, like a heating pins and needles sensation that set every part of me alight and held the spell steady.

Lightning sparked, becoming flash lightning in moments, tearing into the sky and shooting all around the area.

And then I slammed my palms together with all that power, creating a mammoth shockwave that was akin to a necromantic nuke, blasting into the Animated Fleshwork.

I waited the brief moments it would take to drop them cold where they stood, indicating they’d been returned to the Valley of the Dead. Then I’d return their bodies via magic to their correct gravesites.

That didn’t happen.

All of them stilled instead.

Frozen to the spot.

Unmoving.

Like creepy-as-fuck mannequins.

What the—what was happening?

“Not possible,” I breathed.

I couldn’t feel a push at the proverbial door to the Valley of the Dead either, the sign that the freshly dead were there and ready to be tethered back to the living.

There was just… death?

Death unchallenged.

I shot a look through the open homes, seeing the fallen bodies still very much steeped in fresh death.

“No. This can’t…” I teleported right in front of the frozen beings.

It was technically possible for black magic to have corrupted my spell.

Were they being held in stasis by said magic and whoever the hell their death raiser was? If so, it couldn’t hold for long. My power would most definitely override it.

I reached out, bracing myself to be burned by touching a being animated by a mass amount of black magic—but I never made contact.

My hand went right through.

Not a ghost.

Nothing.

There was nothing there at all.

A blue film materialized, and then the Animated Fleshwork melted away.

Fuck.

They’d never been there.

It had all been an illusion.

But what was left as the film dematerialized had me choking and stumbling back.

Twelve piles of ashes.

“No. No. No. No.”

“Oh, it’s very much a reality,” a voice whispered with sadistic glee on the wind. “You murdered them, necromancer.”

I spun around, trying to locate the source.

I couldn’t.

My hands were trembling.

I felt sick to my stomach.

I couldn’t… I couldn’t breathe properly.

I looked out at the residences.

That voice startled me, speaking again, an echoing boom through the dark this time.

“Oh, they’re very real. The reason you couldn’t Soul Track them was high-level illusionary magic with a hefty dose of Celestial Power gifted to me to ensure it would fool even the likes of you. I killed them. I got bored while I was waiting for you. And I couldn’t have them left remaining for you to save and take the sting out of this massacre that you perpetrated with the others.”

I stared at the ashes of the fallen.

Using Risen Reckoning on the living… it just wasn’t done. It operated very differently. It… erased them. There was no bringing them back, not even for somebody like me.

They were just… gone.

I collapsed to my knees before them.

And then I was retching and vomiting all over the ground, my fingers sinking into the muddied grass.

I’d only just stopped when I felt a surge of powerful magic, just a second before blue shimmering chains were wrapping around me rapid-fire, locking me in a full-body bind.

I was too pained, too distressed, to react in time.

And then something was drilling into my throat—into my veins.

A literal drill conjured by magic, glowing ominously with the same shade as the chains.

As I shuddered and spluttered, a hand grasped my shoulder and held me steady with a whole lot of strength on my other side. I was just about able to make out Reese there grinning smugly, before he plunged a syringe into the side of my neck opposite the drill. “Have fun with this,” he said, a moment before stepping back, just as a rush of movement swept through the area.

Then somebody else stood beside him, that same blue magic flaming from his palms.

He was a preppy fuck—short blond hair slicked back and tightly styled, wearing a checked blue and white blazer giving way to navy tailored pants. He was wearing a ton of flashy jewelry too.

I’d never met him, but I knew of him. I’d seen file photos from my contacts in the supernatural underground.

A Vampire-Sorcerer hybrid.

“Masquerade,” I choked, as that magical drill drove deeper into my throat.

“Yes. That’s my beloved moniker.”

“He prefers Corvin Morvain,” Reese said. “Show some respect.”

“You… did this.”

Corvin flashed his fangs as he held his magic steady, continuing to drive the drill deeper, tearing through my flesh, while he held me immobile with the chains—and the devastation of what he’d set me up to do.

“Yes. The great Sylas Morgrave has been outmaneuvered.”

Reese snickered. “That Scotch you were drinking? Had the entire crate spiked with a very useful concoction for tonight’s festivities. It dulled your necromantic senses enough for us to ensure you couldn’t see through the illusion and that your Soul Track ability wouldn’t override it and pick up on the living residents beneath the illusion.”

“Why?” I groaned. “For your… amusement?”

“No. For this,” Corvin said, as an agonizing burn tore through my entire body, making me convulse in the chains and scream out into the night.

The magical drill was ripped from my flesh, making me bleed all down my throat and over my coat, and then Corvin was at my other side with a burst of vampire speed and grasping it in his hand.

I started as I saw a shimmering dark-red gem blazing bright within the transparent blue handle of the drill.

“A portion of your necromantic core,” he told me, horrifyingly.

“No!” I cried, trying to lurch forward, only to be stopped by the chains.

“And that injection that Reese delivered for me? A special concoction courtesy of my work with Chimera Circle. A nasty infection for a necromancer.” He smirked. “Think of it like a twisted version of a vampire. A partial turn, if you will.” He stowed the drill away with a flash of his magic, sending it hell knew where, then he grasped my jaw. “Funny how life works, isn’t it? If you’d known, you wouldn’t have wasted time with that night off of yours, wasted your power, hmm? Because this night was your last being you. With what I’ve done to you, you’ll never be that again.”

A shudder rolled through me that I couldn’t stop for the life of me.

“Why… why… do this?”

“Ah, my endgames are my own.” He gestured at Reese. “Even he doesn’t know. He just enjoys taking powerful do-gooders down a peg or two. He became disillusioned with this community he was a part of. All goodness and harmony. All wasted fucking power. He offered Glasswake up to me as part of my plan for you. And how well you played your part, Sylas. Your father would be so proud.”

I gritted my teeth. “Leave him… out of it.”

“How can I?” he gestured at the dead. “This is just like his handiwork, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Go… to hell.”

He chuckled nastily. “Looks like it’s you who’s going to be headed there now. I’m sure this will torture you very nicely.”

I growled low in my throat, then finally managed to call my power, expelling it through my body and breaking the chains.

Reese’s eyes widened.

But before I could react, Corvin did, thrusting his hand right through Reese’s chest, then yanking out his heart in a chilling, macabre display.

He kicked Reese’s corpse over, then spun back to me with his heart in his hand.

He licked it, then dropped it on the floor with a splat. “No witnesses. You understand.”

I made a move to attack, but his vampire speed eclipsed my reaction time, and he smashed his boot with all his strength into my face.

Blackness took me.
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~Sylas~



Present Day

“Are you doing okay?”

I blinked at the sound of Lazriel’s whisper.

I looked to see him staring at me with concern as we sat in class.

“All good. Why?”

“You were shuddering.”

Of course I was. After slipping back into that nightmare—one too real to ever fade—I was surprised I hadn’t done worse before dragging myself back to the present.

“Just a chill, I guess.”

This was fucking worrying.

My heavy compartmentalization was slipping.

Cassius’ words to me the other day played on my mind.

“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.”

It was incredibly taxing. And it was only growing more so.

To maintain my heavy compartmentalization, I really needed to shut down emotionally and draw back some of the magic I was using, just enough to lessen the mental strain.

But if I did that, it would hurt Lazriel and Velra. Cassius too now.

It would hurt us, what we were building together.

Lazriel had read me the riot act before, so I knew how things needed to be, what they required from me.

“You can’t have it both ways. You want this closeness, you’ve gotta let us in. No more closed-off bullshit.”

As much as it complicated things for me, what he’d asked for had been beyond fair.

And more than even that, I wanted to be that way with them—at least to a great extent. They knew I had my secrets still, but I was trying. I was trying hard to bring them in more.

Just not when it came to this new state of my sickness that Kai and I had determined very recently.

The problem was, knowing I only had months left to live now—and less if I used my magic in extreme ways with massive expulsions of power—was putting me on edge, making me gravitate toward rash decisions and strategies.

Cassius had already noticed and pointed that out, for fuck’s sakes.

It might not be long before Velra and Lazriel did as well.

The new urgency was fucking with me.

Lazriel brushed his thigh against mine and gave me a gentle smile.

I stroked his hand as he was scribbling away taking notes as Cassius spoke. Copious notes at that.

He was really into it. Not that I didn’t think for one moment that part of it was due to his growing closeness to Cassius of late.

I leaned in and kissed his cheek, and his breath caught.

I registered Cassius glaring over at us thinking we were about to put on another smoldering display.

“Relax,” I mouthed to him, as I eased from Lazriel and sat back in my chair.

I didn’t take notes.

I absorbed—or didn’t. After all, I’d been sent here as a punishment, as containment, the Guardian Movement’s attempt to reel me in and quell my vigilante activities. I already had a knowledge base that eclipsed what was being conveyed in my classes. They were just refreshers to me.

Even the Celestial content that Cassius was teaching now as Guest Lecturer of Ritual Ethics & Celestial Lawfare was known to me for the most part, some of that from my own research and the rest from Kai’s, along with his firsthand knowledge by having Ariana Martel as one of his loves, somebody intrinsically linked to all of that.

I tuned back in as Cassius continued to discuss the four types of Celestial beings that had once existed.

“Visionaries were prophets, seers. With those abilities at their disposal, they often questioned doctrine. Healers drew power from instinct and empathy. Because both could function without structure or discipline, they came to be viewed as uncontrollable—a great threat to the Celestial Plane. So they were erased.” He shook his head. “So much insight and potential lost in favor of paranoia and an extreme version of control. And, let’s be frank, totalitarianism operating under the guise of sanctity and moral superiority.”

I could see it in his eyes, the vehemence with which he spoke the words, that he wasn’t just referring to the Celestial Plane.

Without making it obvious to the other students, he was also referencing a current day enemy that hadn’t been severed from our reality and stopped in its tracks like the Celestial Plane had. Puritas.

He was equating the damage that their doctrines and despicable outlook would do if they rose again and were left unchecked, to what had transpired through the Celestial Plane’s similar approach. But these motherfuckers would have a much more personal impact, one that would be all the more brutal and fucking devastating.

I took comfort in the fact that we’d have the key to accessing more information about those demented fanatics soon enough once I tracked down Remnant.

Lazriel had needed some time to process the fact that his father was not only alive, but deeply and dangerously connected to the vampiric underground. But tonight he was moving into action-mode, wherein he would track down his highly-elusive mother. Once he’d discussed all of this with her, I’d then have the way clear to finally track down Remnant.

Cassius finished up the lecture and assigned readings on two specific Celestial Doctrines which we would need to be prepared to discuss next class, taking ethical context into account.

As I rose to my feet and shrugged my hooded leather coat back on, I caught sight of Lazriel pulling his phone from his messenger bag after packing his things away.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, as he frowned at it, not making a move to walk into the gangway where students were filtering out. In fact, he was inadvertently blocking my exit.

“Velra should have finished up with her hangout with Kelsana at Vantiqe by now. She said she’d meet us right after class.” He looked out through the door as students walked through it into the crowded corridor just beyond. “I didn’t sense her, so I’m checking for messages from her. Nothing, though.”

“She could just be running late. Maybe her and Kelsana ventured into some heavy subject matter instead of keeping it light and fun.”

“Right, yeah. Like Rennick mind-raping Kelsana like a fucking psychopath.”

“A fucking psychopath who is now being held at the Guardian Compound’s Containment Facility for processing.”

I had to add that reminder in for him, because after Rennick had attacked me and then Lazriel had intervened to save me, all bets were off when it came to that fucked-up sorcerer for him.

A flick of familiar white magic drew our attention as it was used to shut the classroom door once the last student had left, and I turned to see Cassius beaming at us, while he recalibrated the floating tomes for the next professor.

“Well done,” he told us. “You didn’t make a spectacle of yourselves this time, nor reveal the unorthodox professor-student relationship that we find ourselves in at this juncture as a result of recent developments.” His lips lifted. “Recent most welcome and… pleasurable developments.”

“Just keeping our promise to Velra,” I told him with a wry grin.

He grinned back, knowing it had been more than that.

Lazriel pushed out onto the gangway and strode toward him, swinging his bag over his shoulder as he went. “Speaking of the pleasurable element, how about just before I track my mom, we tend to that? You know, get down and dirty with some hot fucking and feeding?”

There he was trying to put it off again.

And he damn well knew that offer he’d just laid down would be exceedingly difficult to resist. Especially for Cassius, given that he’d only just started exploring his sexuality and being fully open to that. It was absolutely no small thing for him.

I followed Lazriel down to the front where Cassius was, intending to intervene. Or at least to postpone his wanted fuck-and-feed until after he’d had words with Rhyza Thaine.

But then Lazriel jolted.

“Your pulse is spiking,” he told Cassius. “I know you’ve got a real hard-on for me, for all of us now, but this reaction is kind of extreme.”

Cassius’ eyes widened and then he stumbled in his step.

“Damn,” Lazriel uttered, “It’s not just spiking now. It’s going batshit crazy.”

In mere seconds, sweat formed on his brow. And as he staggered again, he was headed for collapse.

Lazriel burst forward and held him up. “Your skin is like fire,” he said, swinging his head toward me anxiously.

I rushed over there, intending to do a wellness sweep, a standard spell that all magic-wielders could perform.

But then he lurched in Lazriel’s hold and roared out in agony.

In the next moment, he was ripping at his black shirt and jerking it down to a spot just above his heart.

The site of the Soul Brand—those two jagged lines connecting—one his white magic, the other Velra’s purple and the black of her shadows as well.

No.

The purple aspect was fading. Rapidly.

No. No. No.

“Cassius… I don’t… I don’t understand…” Lazriel choked out as he shuddered while he held him, his eyes focused on the Soul Brand.

He did understand.

Of course he did.

He was just… it was too much.

“Something… horrific has… befallen… her,” Cassius rasped, frantically running his trembling fingers over the brand. “A fatal… wound.”

“No,” Lazriel growled vehemently. “Not fatal. Not her. It can’t be right. There must be some other explanation.”

Cassius cried out again, and the white line started to fade in and out.

Lazriel had to ease him down to his knees, Cassius slapping his palms to the ground, just a moment before he began vomiting.

Blood.

The situation became undeniably clear to me. “Your Soul Brand is the only thing keeping her alive.”

“Not… for… long,” he managed to utter, before he threw up again, blood splattering all over the pristine floor.

“It’s killing you!” Lazriel cried, brushing Cassius’ hair out of his face as he retched again.

It was dragging him toward death along with Velra.

“I won’t… break it.” He looked out at us weakly, tears welling in his eyes. And, as he let out another cry, it was one not only of physical agony, but absolute gut-wrenching pain for Velra.

“There’s… something I can… do,” Cassius told us, noticeably avoiding my gaze.

Because I knew damn well what the only possible solution could be from his end if she’d truly touched death while being Soul Branded.

“No,” I told him.

“No? What can he do?” Lazriel asked. “What is it? I thought you tethering her with your Celestial Light was a one-shot deal?” Hope sparked in his eyes. “It wasn’t?”

“It is,” I told him. “He’s talking about taking her place.”

“What? Sacrificing himself?”

“Yes.”

“We’re not trading lives here,” Lazriel said. “We live in a world of magic, of overcoming the supposedly impossible. There are other ways. And we don’t even know if she’s… you know. I can heal her with my blood.” He rose to his full height. “I’ll find her and see to it. I’ll track her right the fuck now. The Soul Brand could be… misinterpreting things. It might not be what we think.”

Denial for the win.

Not the best state to be in with this sort of thing.

But those not as familiar with death magic as I was reacted much like this in these situations so I wasn’t surprised. Especially not with Lazriel and his abandonment issues.

I shook my head at Cassius while Lazriel stepped off to the side to scent out Velra.

“At least she’ll still be alive,” he told me.

“No,” I ground out. “Living in a permanently agonized state is not a gift. It’s cruelty.”

I saw his magic spark, sputtering and wholly unstable, because of his current state.

“No!” I cried, as I saw the beginning of a teleportation spell.

I darted forward, calling my magic.

But I was too late.

He was gone.

Fuck, he was going to perform the sacrifice.

Lazriel swung his head toward me, eyes wide. “Did he just—”

“Yes.”

“It’s all right, I’ve got a lock on her. She’s still at Vantiqe.” He held his hand out to me. “Let’s go.”

I grasped his hand, then he was speeding us away.
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It was all a disconcerting blur as Lazriel rushed us toward Velra and Cassius.

A wall suddenly surged toward us in the midst of it.

What the hell?

I felt Lazriel pivot, but the force followed our trajectory.

And then we slammed into it.

At our speed, it had me losing my grip on his hand and hurtling back several feet, before I then smacked my back into a nearby tree.

Lazriel hurtled across the grass, skidding roughly, his clothes shredding from the friction, before he came to a stop as he hit a large rock with a hefty thud.

He shook it off quickly, then sprung to his feet with wolf agility, his fangs and claws dropping instantly as he snarled out into the area, searching out the culprit.

I pushed off the tree, staggering in my step.

The wind whipped around us, and I saw rapid-fire movement headed toward Lazriel.

I cried out in warning, but he’d already clocked it.

His fist was readied as a figure came to an abrupt, skillful halt just two feet from him.

He was massive in stature, even dwarfing Lazriel, the beast all broad shoulders and arms like coiled stone, his chest straining at the seams of his tailored gunmetal suit with a black shirt beneath. His severe cropped hair matched the suit, red eyes glowing, fangs glistening.

“Who the fuck are you?” Lazriel demanded, his anxiousness to get to Velra clear. He was primed to destroy anyone who stood in his path.

“Victor Halrow.”

A chill slithered down my spine.

Him.

The name I’d acquired from Charlie.

A high-ranking member of Puritas.

I slammed my fists into the ground, my red power radiating out in a shockwave headed straight for him.

He leapt up, evading it entirely, flipping in mid-air, then landing several feet away from it.

Lazriel took the opportunity to strike.

But then Victor snagged his wrist with speed that completely eclipsed Lazriel’s, then twisted harshly. I heard the brutal snaps and the grunt from Lazriel as Victor broke bones. He slashed his talons across Lazriel’s torso, making him cry out as he drew deep wounds.

“I’ve wanted to meet you for a while now,” he spoke to Lazriel, kicking him to his knees.

“Why? What the fuck do you want? Your name means shit to me.”

“It wouldn’t. But now I want it to.” An eerie smile infected his features. “Long live, Puritas.”

“Puritas… what… Velra!” he roared, forcing himself back to his feet, as Victor looked on with condescension. “What did you do to her?”

“Me? Nothing. Well, I did facilitate access. So I suppose that is something. But for the actual damage itself you can thank her intoxicatingly ruthless brother for such fine work.”

“What work? What exactly did he do to her?”

“She’s dead.”

Lazriel burst forward.

Victor saw it coming almost before Lazriel had even made the move, and he thrust a single hand out that slammed into Lazriel’s chest and sent him careening back a good hundred feet in the distance.

He landed with an awful thud, his limbs askew, choking up blood.

“That’s right, hybrid bitch, look at me with all that terror. I do love demonstrating to perceived apex predators that they’re really the prey. That fear will grow. It will drive you to the point of paranoia and near insanity. And then we’ll—”

I sent a blast of my power his way.

But even caught up in his villain monologue, he dodged it, the only effect being cutting off his fucking sentence.

He turned toward me. “You’re conserving your power. That was nothing compared to what the great Sylas Morgrave is rumored to be capable of. Planning an illegal and mammoth violation of the balance, are you? Hmm… try if you like, but will the consequences truly be worth it? Not just the destabilization you’ll cause to the balance of nature and magic alike, but what it will do to you personally. Becoming your father, for instance? Didn’t you already get too close to that once?” He smirked. “Ah, yes, I recall Corvin raving excitedly about Glasswake Massacre. It appears that no matter your intentions, you were always meant to become Morien Morgrave. How tragic.”

I thrust my hands out, intending to capture him with Undead Domination and make him my fucking puppet—but then Lazriel released a wolf roar and ran at him, bloodied, shredded, and covered in mud.

“Lazriel, no!” I called out.

But he didn’t stop.

Victor grinned and went to deal out damage again.

But then he paused mid-movement.

Several blurs cut across my vision and then ten vampires were forming a wall between him and Lazriel. All of them wore hooded black cloaks and metal face masks, their eyes glowing red, talons extended, as they hissed at Victor.

Another four slammed into him from either side in pairs, wrenching him off his feet.

They then snapped into position, strengthening the wall to fourteen vampires facing off with him in clear defense of Lazriel. The protection his mom had put on him. Well, as we now knew, protection that had likely actually come from Remnant.

We all tensed as Victor glared out at them, rapidly assessing the situation.

“You are fortunate that today is not slated for his demise.” His gaze flicked to Lazriel. “There will be time to play first, time to savor.”

He took off then in a blur of speed that was barely perceptible.

Moments passed where the vampire unit stared out after him, clearly scenting and tracking him to ensure he’d really left, and wasn’t planning a return sneak attack.

And then the one covered in gold jewelry looked Lazriel over and nodded. “You are healing rapidly. You are well.”

“I am. Thanks for that.”

The guy gave him a respectful nod, then told him, “Go to your love. We will protect the perimeter. You need not concern yourself with that, only your fallen.”

Your fallen.

No.

That wouldn’t be our reality.

I certainly wasn’t going to allow Cassius to pay the price to make that so. I already had the means to see to it.

It was different for me, I was dying anyway.

Cassius had an eternity left to live. And he hadn’t lived yet either. He’d just been an enslaved soldier of the Celestial Plane until recently.

Him dying while they were Soul Branded would destroy Velra and, by extension, Lazriel, because it would leave her closed to him—worse than the first time that had happened.

My way was the only way.

As much as I didn’t want to leave them, as much as I didn’t want to give up what I’d found in them, too much was at stake to be selfish.
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Blood.

Blood everywhere.

Her blood.

So much of it.

Too much of it.

It was all I could sense as we arrived on the scene—or near the scene.

I couldn’t see her right there.

Sylas had teleported us, but only to the vicinity, not right to Velra. He’d been unable to track her magical signature given the… situation. So he’d latched onto Cassius’, but that had been really weak.

I shuddered at the sight of the fusion bar.

The place was fucking decimated, in ruins, only two walls left standing and just a couple of chairs intact.

There was nobody else there. No bodies—dead or living. Kelsana was nowhere to be seen either. Knowing how selfless and caring Velra was, she’d probably sent her out of the line of fire the moment she’d registered a threat.

As I struggled to track Velra when her blood was everywhere and overpowering everything else, I couldn’t keep silent with this intense fear and anxiousness threatening to take me over, so I swung my head toward Sylas as he followed beside me. He had a strained expression all over his face, his struggle to contain his panic and emotion over all of this mirroring mine.

“What did that purist fucker mean about you conserving your power and all that shit about fucking with the balance of nature?”

I wanted to ask more than that. The Glasswake Massacre thing he’d mentioned. And all that shit about Sylas’ father.

But what he was planning to do right here and now took priority.

“Relishing delivering a villain monologue?”

“Sylas,” I snapped. “Don’t give me a party line, don’t talk around it.” I grasped his arm. “All right? I can’t… with Velra… and Cassius… with them…”

He laid his hand over mine. “I know. I know, Lazriel.”

I grimaced and blinked away the emotion welling in my eyes. “We don’t trade lives, okay? Do you hear me? So if that’s something you’re planning to—”

My words caught in my throat as we rounded a piece of roof wreckage, and I caught sight of Velra and Cassius two hundred feet in the distance.

Shit. She’d been blown really far from the wreckage. That would have been incredibly damaging all on its own, and then if her brother had attacked further like Victor had alluded to… fuck me.

“There,” I told Sylas, pointing in the distance.

I grabbed his hand, then sped us the rest of the way to them.

As we came to a jarring stop, my stomach lurched.

Cassius was unconscious in a heap beside Velra, one of his palms flickering intermittently with his white power. I could hear his heart beating, so he was just unconscious and not… worse. Although, his pulse was worryingly weak.

And her?

Shit… I couldn’t… it was bad. Really fucking bad.

“Motherfucker,” Sylas uttered on a strained breath.

Her beautiful face was a canvas of lacerations and bruises. There was a nasty gash in her head, blood oozing over her face and even into her eyes. The grass all around her was stained and soaked. Her top was lifted up on her left side and I saw Cassius’ magical mark there, where he’d obviously tried to heal her but had been too pained and weak to manage it. Maybe it had been what had knocked him out. The wound was so horrific it looked like her side had been blown open. The blood loss was beyond severe.

That would have been recoverable for a supernatural being, but things were worse than even that.

The dagger protruding from her heart made that terrifyingly clear.

Especially as I scented it and identified the blade as being made of iron.

I darted forward in the next second and ripped the accursed thing out, crushing it to kindling in my hand with a fearsome growl.

And then I tore into my wrist with my fangs that were still dropped after the Victor Halrow situation, hurriedly cradled Velra against me, then fed her my blood.

“Fuck, Lazriel! The toxicity! You have open wounds and now you have her blood all over you!”

“I don’t care.”

“Her heart isn’t beating. It therefore can’t carry your blood through her body to actually heal her. And I can’t restart it with a shock of magic. Not in this case. It’s not that simple.”

Sylas dropped to his knees, his pants being soaked by the blood all over instantly like mine. He lifted the front of her top and we both gasped as we saw the site of her Soul Brand that aligned with her abdominal center, near her belt line.

“She’s not dead,” he assured me, gesturing at Cassius’ now flickering white line still being crossed by a faint trace of black flecks.

“Her shadow magic.”

He nodded. “Her Wraith side.”

As much as I didn’t want to, I eased back from her, then hauled Cassius up instead and started feeding him my blood.

“So she activated it before the dagger plunged into her heart and it’s… what… holding off death? It must just be slightly because I can’t hear or feel her pulse.”

“She’s at the edge of the Veil. For now.”

“For now? What the shit does that mean?”

“She’s part Wraith. While that aspect can technically straddle the line between life and death, a Dark Fae cannot.”

“You’re saying she’s trapped?”

“In essence. And it won’t be taken kindly to. The Valley of the Dead—the souls, spirits, and the general nature of that metaphysical plane—will not tolerate a being lingering between life and death.”

“You mean it will… pull her in?”

“That’s already happening as we speak.” He gestured at the black line, how it had shortened, some of it disappearing.

“Then we pull from the other side, right? Or you do?”

“Exactly.”

He moved to call his power, but something occurred to me, something I hoped I wasn’t right about, and I snagged his arm, stilling him. “Wait. How was Cassius going to bring her back? He was going to pull too?”

“Yes.”

“Wait—then that means—no.”

“What?”

“I know what you’re trying so hard not to tell me, and hoping like hell I don’t figure out. Cassius was going to do that by sacrificing himself, by giving his life for hers. So that means pulling can only occur through a death offering in return for her being brought back to the land of the living.”

“She’s not dead yet.”

“Part of her is—her Dark Fae side. And the other is stuck.”

“That’s not exactly—”

“You’re not doing this.”

“No… you’re certainly… not,” Cassius’ voice sounded weakly, and I looked to see his eyes fluttering open.

“How do you feel?” Sylas asked, taking him in as he carefully eased from me and sat up on his own, looking weary, but not deathly anymore, thank fuck.

“I am breathing. But you will not be if you do this.”

Sylas gritted his teeth. “I’m not going to trade my life for hers. I’m not you. I’m a necromancer. There are different rules for me.”

“I am well aware. But the risk is not merely in the trading of lives.”

“What are you—”

“You will not survive the spell.”

“How do you—”

“I know you. I suspect you plan to use Auctoritas Mortis.”

“What’s that?” I asked. I knew my fair share about the magical arts, but I’d never heard of that.

“Something nobody should be invoking. Authority Over Death.”

“It’s illegal?”

“Illegal in the eyes of supernatural authorities is the least of it. It is a violation of the balance, one that will come with severe consequences, no doubt.” He glared at Sylas. “And it requires enormous power—a necromancer to give their all.”

“I am familiar with the spell and fully aware of what I can and can’t handle.”

“You are not. Because you are operating as though you are not ill at all. We have discussed this and I thought I’d managed to—”

“She’s dying! And she will actually fucking die if I don’t act. The longer we sit here arguing, the more my chances of being able to pull this off are slipping the fuck away!” He gestured angrily between Velra and Cassius and me. “She dies and you shatter, Cassius. I can tether you to this plane so you don’t perish, separate you from her, but you’ll only be here physically with her gone. You’ll be a shell. And Lazriel… the devastation of losing her will break you as well.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I snapped. “So we lose you instead? That’s the solution you’re offering up?”

“What else would you have me do when she’s—”

“I hate it when you get like this!”

“Like what?”

“All magically self-righteous. Stuck in that all-or-nothing mindset. The one where you’re ready to throw yourself into the fire, consequences be damned. Especially your own consequences.”

“Lazriel, there are limited options to save her, so I can’t just—”

“I love you!”

He stilled and I heard a choked sound from Cassius too.

“That’s right, you infuriating, stubborn, reckless, know-it-all motherfucker… I love you. I fucking love you and I can’t lose you either. Do you understand me?”

He cleared his throat, then grasped my nape and held me to him. “I love you, too,” he breathed into my hair. “Truly, deeply, and maddeningly.”

“Then please respect that.”

“I’m trying… I have tried. I’ve opened up to you all in a way I have never allowed myself to before, because I care for you, because I respect what we’re building.” He pulled away, holding my hands, looking down as he stroked my fingers with the pads of his thumbs. “But there has to be a line. And you all need me to walk it, whether you’re willing to admit that or not. Because… fuck… the world we live in….” He raised his head, his eyes meeting mine, a mixture of sorrow and conviction flickering in them. “To survive and to not be subjugated by others, you need to be willing to do the unthinkable. And I am. I always have been.”

In the next second, he wrenched his hands from mine, and then he swept his arms around with an aggressive flourish, creating a shimmering wall that forced Cassius and me backward a hundred feet from him and Velra.

“No!” I screamed, running at the wall, but just bouncing off it and stumbling back.

Cassius struggled forward and tried to call his white power to break through it, but his magic only sparked. My blood had healed him from the perspective of giving him enough strength to rouse from unconsciousness and keep him here on this plane while the Soul Brand fracture had been trying to pull him toward death with Velra. But beyond that… accessing his magic was currently off the table.

Until Velra was back with us.

Until she was spared.

Saved.

Fucking alive.

Sylas shoved to his feet, his hooded coat flapping wildly behind him as the force of his power streaming from his palms shook the forest around us, wind whipping violently, as he cast a dome over him and Velra.

As that held steady, he thrust his magic at Velra in two streams than had me grimacing when it made her body jerk violently like humans being defibrillated.

He was caked in mud and blood, mine in his hair and his neck from when I’d held him to me with my wrist still gouged and not yet healed, Velra’s blood soaking his pants. He looked like a macabre dark arts master as he streamed his magic with such force and furious determination.

Black sparks started to seep into the crimson streams as he bellowed a disturbing incantation.

"Mors mihi nunc non imperat.

Cede voluntati meae.

Flecte corpus et animam.

In genibus—subiice!"

“Cease!” Cassius thundered. “Sylas, do not!”

I knew what those words meant. Learning about the magical arts went hand-in-hand with becoming familiar with Latin, as many spells—especially amongst traditional and elitist magic-wielders—were performed in that language.

"Death does not command me now. Yield to my will. Bend your body and soul. On your knees—submit!"

He was challenging death itself.

I watched red veins traveling through any part of Velra’s skin visible, and in mere moments, her wounds were healing, including the horrific one in her side.

“He’s spreading my vampire blood throughout her body without the need for a beating heart to distribute it?” I asked Cassius.

“Yes. He cannot bring her back to a broken body. With what he is doing, it could result in Animated Fleshwork being raised in place of her true form.”

I couldn’t allow him to do it at all.

Not like this, not when he could die as well.

I went to rage at the barrier again, but Cassius yanked me back, trapping me in a body hold.

Even though he was weakened and his magic basically inaccessible, he was still an Immortal, so his strength was colossal.

“You intervene now when he’s in the throes of the spell and you could damage yourself, him, and Velra.”

“We can’t just allow him to do this!”

“I agree. There is a way to end the spell without causing harm. Somebody who has fused their magic with his before could perform a similar feat now, but it would have to be done with surgical precision, or—”

“Ariana Martel. Sylas told me that she’s the one who enabled his serum-making to become perpetual. The fact that it’s his spell she’s powering means magical fusion, right?”

“It does. However, there may also be another way without involving her. Somebody else who can assist.”

Silver smoke erupted and a voice ground out, “My granddaughter will not be involving herself in this heresy.”

We both spun to see Cornelius Martel eyeing us as he strode over hand-in-hand with his husband, Warlow Boyd.

Warlow choked as he saw Velra lying there—fucking dead.

No. Stop it.

Temporarily dead.

We were bringing her back.

It wasn’t even a question. It was a fact.

An absolute fact.

But not like this.

“How are you here?” Cassius asked.

“Velra sent Kelsana to us,” Cornelius said. “Her instructions were to call as she returned to campus, but Kelsana panicked and came our way in person instead, hence why the three of you weren’t also alerted.”

Cassius smiled sadly. “Velra realized I would be compromised, so she sought to bring in another source of Immortal power.”

“So this sort of thing wouldn’t happen,” I grunted, gesturing out at Sylas.

Cornelius eased his hand from Warlow’s after stroking his cheek in a sweet act of comfort, then grasped Cassius’ shirt, easing it aside to get a look at the Soul Brand.

“I see,” he said, unsteadily, then swallowed hard, clearly trying to check his own reaction, given how much he and Warlow cared about Velra.

He stepped back then, his right fingertips glowing with his silver power.

He pressed them to his temples then closed his eyes in concentration.

When he opened them, he announced, “He’s coming.”

“Who are you—”

My words caught in my throat as Kai Hunter materialized in a flare of rose-gold magic right beside Cornelius.

His leather trench coat swept behind him as he spun to face him. “I’ll spare you the details given that you’re her grandfather, but suffice to say, I was engaged in a deliciously dirty liaison with Ari and my loves when you ripped into my fucking mind.”

Cornelius grimaced. “I am fully aware. I entered your mind in haste and saw more than would normally be possible with a mere mind-link.” He held up his hand. “My apologies, but the situation is urgent. I trust that you have dissuaded Ariana from following?”

“I threw up a couple of blocks on my way, but with her power, they won’t hold for long. We need to make haste. So what is—” His voice caught, a visible chill rolling over him as he caught sight of Sylas performing the spell.

His gaze flicked rapidly from Sylas to Velra.

Then to me.

It lingered for a while and I saw his pain for me, before that was then focused on Cassius as well.

Sylas had obviously kept him in the know concerning our burgeoning group dynamic.

He sucked in a breath, then addressed Cassius. “How was she killed?”

“An iron blade to the heart.”

I could see the strain it took for him to utter the words, to try to treat them as facts and not loaded with so much fucking devastation.

“Iron blade… like last time.” He swung his head toward Sylas who hadn’t even noticed his arrival or that of Cornelius and Warlow. Some sort of realization flamed in his eyes as he turned back to face us. “Puritas was here? At least Sorin?”

“Sorin did this to her,” I answered. “Sylas and me also had a run-in with another agent—Victor Halrow.”

I could see his urge to ask more, but with the urgent nature of what he’d been called here to deal with, he didn’t speak to it.

Instead, he focused on Sylas as that same incantation continued. It was clear to me then that Sylas could no longer hear or sense us—he was far too deep in the spell.

Kai eyed Cornelius. “You brought me here to bolster him, to use me as a conduit to allow protective interference into Auctoritas Mortis.”

Cornelius told him, “To counter what he’s doing without disturbing the spell—which is too far along now and would cause irreparable damage to him and certain death for Velra—you’ll need surgical precision. Specifically, your precision in melding your magic with his, since you’re already familiar with it. I will supply additional power.”

“You’re going to need to. We’re talking a colossal amount to pull this off without causing further damage.”

“If we don’t, there’s only one way out of it now he’s invoked this particular spell.”

“Black magic,” Warlow uttered with clear distaste.

“He won’t do that,” Kai assured them. “He’ll let himself die instead.”

“What? How do you know that?” I demanded.

“Because of his father.”

I frowned. “His father?”

“I see he hasn’t told you.” His gaze flicked to Cassius. “But you know… a little, yes?”

“Yes,” Cassius admitted, avoiding my eyeline.

Kai cut through the intensity and stepped up to the shimmering red wall, upturning his palms and calling his power. He held the left out to Cornelius. “Let’s reel in this madness.”
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“You belong here.”

“Stay with us.”

“Closer… cross the Veil.”

That certainly wasn’t how my dreams usually went.

Well, mostly they were nightmares.

I hadn’t suffered one in a long time, not since coming to Wraeven Academy. Being with the boys had helped, yes, but it wasn’t only that. I’d started opening up to more in my life—breaking from the trauma, finding small ways to heal, to be happy, to let go of the fear.

Of course! The trauma.

It had happened.

He’d come for me again.

Puritas was rising once more.

This wasn’t a dream.

This was reality. A confusing and different reality to what I was used to.

But one I had been briefly familiar with.

Because I’d touched it before.

I sucked in a sharp breath. Well, what seemed like a breath in this place.

The Valley of the Dead.

That was why the eerie and aggressively determined voices were telling me I belonged, that I needed to remain.

Sorin had killed me.

Again.

I gritted my teeth.

Things were different now, though. Very fucking different.

Last time, too much of me had believed I actually belonged here, that I was finished.

I’d wanted to die so badly that I hadn’t even tried to pull the iron blade out, hadn’t called on my Wraith power when I should have. And by the time I’d fought back against what was pulling me toward death it had been too late.

But now I belonged somewhere else.

With my men.

With the life I’d been building, one that was a far cry from gloom and despair. There was more than trauma and pain steering me now.

There was hope.

Something to fucking live for.

And that conviction and hope was manifesting physically in the fact that my shadows were swirling all around me, brushing my feet and twisting and sweeping wildly several feet above my head.

Protecting me in the most powerful way I’d ever seen from them before.

I hadn’t even known they’d been capable of this, that I’d been capable of employing the shadow magic from my Wraith side in this form.

It wasn’t just my shadows either.

As I focused in more detail now that I was becoming more cognizant with every moment that went on by—I guess I’d been in some sort of stasis or suspended animation before when I’d first… arrived—I saw my frost anchoring my boots to the ground, spread all up my ankles too.

It wasn’t keeping me in the Valley of the Dead, because I realized I wasn’t technically there now.

I was on the periphery.

My frost was preventing the powerful pull I could feel trying to drag me to those specters in the near distance. Souls, forms… whatever… of the absolute dead who were partially visible in unclear outlines in the heavy mist through the trees all around them.

My shadows were repelling the attempts from the dead and the determination of the nature of the place itself, by deflecting their commands, trying to repel their efforts, as my frost acted as the final line of defense.

Well—outside of the Soul Brand.

If it hadn’t been for that, I didn’t think I would have been able to stabilize myself in this periphery position very well. I wasn’t completely sure, but it felt like I’d been here doing this for some time now—maybe hours? Time seemed to linger, to stretch longer than it was meant to, especially compared to the living world.

I’d clearly died on my Dark Fae side and my Wraith side was what was keeping that from being permanent, from me crossing over into the heart of the Valley of the Dead with the others there in the distance. But I could feel myself weakening, my magic becoming a strain to hold steady. And I could also feel him giving me his strength.

Cassius.

Through the Soul Brand he was helping me.

But that fucking worried me. Just the thought of what it could be doing to him twisted me up inside.

And I knew him. I knew he’d allow himself to be completely drained, to give every ounce of his power and energy, in order to save me.

I didn’t want that.

I didn’t want him suffering.

He’d already paid a heavy price the last time he’d spared me from death.

Things would not play out that same way again.

I couldn’t feel him through the Brand right now, so I couldn’t tell how much he’d already drained himself to fuel me.

All I did know was that I had to stop it. I mean, Lazriel could tide him over with his potent vampire blood to assist, and Sylas could likely tether him so he wasn’t weakened to the point where he was pulled in here as well. But all the while I was here, he would still be in danger and straining.

As a Wraith I technically had the ability to walk among the dead. At least briefly. To shadow them, but not be with them in a whole sense.

But with me being a hybrid, that had complicated matters and it didn’t exactly operate in a straightforward way.

Not to mention, the Wraith ability to walk among the dead was a choice, one I was supposed to invoke while I was still living, one where I could pass through should I wish.

In this case, I’d been forced in here against my will when my Dark Fae side had been killed by my psychotic brother.

This place didn’t like that.

I could feel every moment I remained here was upsetting it, angering it.

My Dark Fae side that had been sent here in death was what they wanted to keep here, and the Wraith aspect was putting one hell of a wrench into that.

But not for much longer if I didn’t do something.

It would take me. My Wraith side couldn’t withstand the pull indefinitely.

And I also wasn’t fool enough to think that my men were just standing idly by and would allow this to happen, allow me to be taken for good.

I already knew Cassius was fueling me. Fuck knew what lines Lazriel and Sylas were crossing as well.

My shadows surged suddenly all around me.

A moment later, shrieks sounded, piercing and painful, making me grimace.

I felt a pull, urging me toward the mist up ahead, and then the frost around my boots and ankles started cracking.

Time was almost up.

The pull was stronger now, brutally so.

Trying to drag me over there.

Trying to take me.

The fuck I was gonna let that happen.

I wasn’t going out like this.

Especially not at the hands of my highly disturbed and disgustingly radicalized brother.

“Enough!” I roared out into the distance.

The furor of my voice echoed all around me.

I’d been holding my hands out either side of me this entire time, my shadow magic coursing, but it had also taken on some sort of sentience as well, given the extreme and dire situation at play.

As I pulled my right hand away, my shadows fought me, trying to resist, but I yanked it free.

It caused massive strain to holding them steady against the onslaught of this place, my left hand shaking with it. Hell, all my limbs trembling with it.

But I thrust out my now free right hand at the blackness behind me, turning enough where I could see that nothingness to my right, and the Valley of the Dead to my left.

My Wraith side’s relationship to death served me well, and I watched as I made a tear in the fabric of this periphery area—in the Veil.

I cried out and smashed my fist swirling with shadows into it.

Relief coursed through me as the tear widened, becoming a hole about a foot in diameter.

Bright light filtered through from beyond, albeit restrained by what existed on this side.

The voices shrieked.

Wind whipped around violently.

The ground rumbled beneath my feet.

I felt the frost protecting me completely crack then, leaving me entirely.

And my swirling shadows to the left were slowing down, their constant spinning lagging and struggling.

I pushed all my might into the magic wrapped around my fist, managing to widen the hole another foot.

It was enough to throw myself through.

I started forward.

And then a swirling ball of blue light shot toward it, whipping right past me.

Magic concealing something within, it seemed.

I went to reach for it, but I was startled as something appeared through the other side of the hole.

My breath caught in my throat as a hand shot through, withered and covered in black veins, the nails brittle yet long and sharp in a monstrous sort of way. It snagged the ball of light, then came into view.

Partially.

Most of his identity was obscured by a thick red velvet hood from his cloak.

He had a creepy air about him, black veins and fissures crawling like rot across his skin. His lips were pressed into a disdainful line, jaw sharp and unmoving. His skin was drawn tight and twisted in many places. Wisps of his stringy, straggly dark-brown hair escaped the hood.

A voice whispered on the wind, the cadence and tone unidentifiable, just… there. Just words that sung painfully all around.

“Scion, remember our bargain. This for my freedom. You deny me and I will see you suffer alongside me here.”

A smirk curled the lips of the red shadowy being.

Then a definitive nod.

Black tendrils shot out then, sealing the hole I’d made rapidly.

“No!” I cried. “Stop!”

I thrust my shadowed fist forward, but a jolt of painful power blew me backward. It tasted like sludge, felt like an awful chill.

I tried to return to the area, but my shadows protecting me on the left fell.

And then I was being dragged toward the Valley of the Dead, my feet scraping on the strange ground that was hard some places, but unstable in others, then nothing when I frantically fought for friction.

I called my Wraith magic, but neither my shadows nor my frost responded.

They were done.

I was done.

Closer and closer I was forced toward what could never be escaped.

That bastard, whoever the fuck he was, had ruined my shot at leaving this place.

He’d even somehow sealed it off so I couldn’t attempt it again.

Vibrant-red magic exploded into being, blinding me from its brightness and ferocity for several moments.

When I could see properly again, I watched in a whole lot of shock as a red wall shot up between me and the Valley.

A voice roared through the area, resounding all around.

"Mors mihi nunc non imperat.

Cede voluntati meae.

Flecte corpus et animam.

In genibus—subiice!"

This voice was absolutely distinguishable.

“Sylas,” I breathed.

In the next second, I spun around as I felt another massive surge of magic—this one rocking the ground beneath my feet.

And there was a shimmering red tear in the fabric of the Veil, a massive one that could be easily passed through.

Holy hell.

Through the light, I could see back into the living.

There Sylas was standing within a magical red dome with my body, bellowing that incantation I’d just heard as he’d ripped into the place in two ways—with the wall, now this tear as well.

The shrieks intensified, and then hundreds of figures rushed the wall, slamming into it, impacting it, hurting it, trying to get to me, to keep me here.

I turned back and watched Sylas stumbling in the world of the living.

Then he steeled himself and ripped into his wrists with two strikes of his own power.

I choked as blood literally started pouring from them.

He was killing himself.

No. No. No.

I shoved myself toward the tear, fighting against powerful winds trying to keep me from moving forward, wanting to drag me back to the wall—and beyond.

And that was when I saw Sylas wasn’t alone.

Just outside the dome stood Lazriel and Cassius. Warlow was with them and chewing on his knuckles as he watched Cornelius clutch Kai Hunter’s hand and allow him to channel his power into the dome.

Kai’s magic started spreading all over it, trying to take control of the spell, to override Sylas.

Lazriel yelled in a mixture of rage and agony for Sylas to stop his spell, to find another way—one that didn’t involve him dying too.

But it was clear to me from my vantage point that Sylas couldn’t register any of them currently. He wasn’t fully there. He was between life and death, much like me, all the while his magic reached into this place.

I leapt toward the tear.

Spirits slammed into me, knocking me back.

Just as I managed to catch my footing, they surrounded me, then moved in closer and closer, so many of them.

Within moments, they were swirling around me like a tornado of painful motion, the force of the rushing making it impossible for me to remain standing.

I was ripped off my feet and with a grunt I landed on my stomach.

I felt them clutching my legs, pulling me backward.

I dug my nails into the strange ground, a scream ripping from my throat.

And then something grasped my right wrist.

I shot my head up to see it was a shimmering magical red hand.

It started pulling me toward the tear, fighting against the spirits.

Adrenaline thrummed through me as the tug of war became immense, too close, sending both burning heat and a chill through me all at once.

I heard a roar outside in the land of the living.

And then the hand released me.

I went skidding across the ground, heading right for the Valley of the Dead.

An eruption of crimson ripped into the immediate area.

And then Sylas was standing there right in front of me.

A barrier between me and the Valley of the Dead.

He slammed glowing spheres of necromantic power together with a violent crack, sending twin waves of red energy surging outward.

The spirits shrieked as they were hit, twisting, writhing, scattering like smoke.

And then they were gone, sucked back into the misted depths.

An eerie silence fell.

I went to reach out for Sylas, but then the spirits started screeching and yelling in a deafening cacophony,

“Necromancer!”

“Necromancer!”

“Necromancer!”

They wanted to take him now.

“Go!” he told me, shoving me toward the tear with a blast of his magic.

I stumbled as he flung his hands wide, rivers of crimson energy flooding out from him, pushing the spirits back even as more kept coming.

I saw the flicker in his magic, some waves sputtering out before they reached their mark.

Sylas cursed, then bellowed, voice thundering through the space, “This is my domain, Kai! You cannot overpower me here!”

He sent another blast toward me.

I threw my arm out to him. “Come!”

“I can’t.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

He merely smiled. “Take care of them. Especially our volatile wolf. He’ll need you more than ever.”

Terror rushed through me, adrenaline surging to new heights.

“No! You are not doing this!”

“It’s already done, little Wraith.”

“Sylas!” I screamed, as he forced me further toward the tear.

I was right at the edge when two rose-gold shimmering tethers shot through the tear and drove toward Sylas at rapid speed.

They wrapped around his arms, pinning him, completely subduing him.

And then they yanked.

Hard.

He hurtled toward me.

We collided, crashing through the tear.

Bright white light filled my vision.

And then all consciousness slipped away.
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It was there.

It was still there.

I ran my fingers back and forth over the two intersecting lines on my chest.

The Soul Brand had been mended.

I found myself constantly checking it ever since it had re-formed shortly after Lazriel had heard her heart beating again with Sylas beside her at that point.

Velra was alive.

Sylas had died to ensure it.

He’d been casting the dangerous and worryingly dark spell, Auctoritas Mortis, and I had witnessed it working. Even in spite of Kai Hunter drawing on both his and Cornelius Martel’s magic to override it, wherein we’d then been planning to place Velra in stasis until we’d found another way to return her to life.

However, Sylas had then abruptly altered tactics and abandoned the spell.

As he’d shredded his wrists, I’d stood beside a screaming and howling Lazriel whom I’d needed to restrain from smashing himself into the dome and thereby worsening the situation and endangering both Kai and Cornelius. Because I’d been so depleted at the time, I’d required the assistance of Warlow Boyd in order to successfully hold Lazriel at bay.

Sylas had bled out horrifically quickly and ended his life in order to access the Valley of the Dead to extract Velra personally.

Fortunately, through the tear in the fabric of the Veil that Sylas had previously created when Auctoritas Mortis had been in motion, Kai had been able to reach in through it without causing any additional damage than Sylas already had to the sanctity of the plane, and subsequently pull Sylas out alongside Velra.

We now knew exactly why Sylas had shifted tactics so abruptly.

He had been deteriorating significantly as he’d been casting the spell—desiccating terrifyingly. He’d run out of time, unable to hold the spell, and if he’d let go without following through with another action immediately, we would have lost our hold on Velra.

Although they’d both been extracted and even Sylas was now breathing again thanks to blood from Lazriel and magical shocks from Cornelius, damage had been done during the entire process.

And now, there they were, within Aetheric Wing, a specialized infirmary inside the Guardian Compound, both of them unconscious in Restoration Chambers.

The vaulted area was surrounded by white stone walls, the ceiling shimmering with intersecting magical streams belonging to both the power imbued in the Compound itself and the energy radiating from the Healers who worked within the Wing. It created a kaleidoscope of colors and the effect of the ceiling shifting perpetually.

The Restoration Chambers to the right of the facility were horizontal cylindrical vessels of carved stone and reinforced glass that hovered off the ground, each one humming. Holographic charts levitated above each, detailing the patients’ medical state and the treatment being delivered.

Velra was situated within the one closest to the door. Her whole body was visible through the glass, which had been giving me a great sense of relief over the last two hours that I had been standing here trying to calm myself after what had transpired earlier. She was covered in a silky white sheet from her chest down to her thighs and a fluffy pillow cradled her head and beautiful ombre hair.

Sylas was beside her in the next vessel. He didn’t have a sheet over him, only a pair of white boxers because a close and constant eye needed to be kept on the desiccation still ravaging his body.

It had become clear all too quickly after he’d been brought back to life, that even with an injection of his serum which Lazriel had found in his coat pocket, the desiccation was now returning moments later, instead of a day later without another dose.

So Lazriel had gone with Kai to Sylas’ home to bring all the serum he had on hand—three hundred vials—and it was being administered constantly, seeping into his veins from tubing all over him.

This ordeal had significantly worsened his sickness.

And according to the tests that he and Kai had been running secretly at Arcanum Order without the knowledge of Cornelius or the other members in Gabriel Morgan, Calla Coretti, and Maelira Draxen, he’d only had months left as it was. That had factored in some usage of high-level necromantic magic. But not what he’d performed earlier—that had gone so far beyond.

I sucked in a centering breath as I forced myself to look away for the time being, just for a little while. I had only even shifted position twice in the last hour from where I stood just outside the facility looking in as various Healers glided around the central treatment platform made of sleek white marble to the far left of the space between glowing monitoring stations.

I twisted my black jacket in my hand, alternating between that and fiddling with my beaded bracelet.

“How are you feeling?”

I had been so deeply entrenched in my thoughts that I hadn’t even felt his approach.

I turned as calmly as possible, not desiring to show that I had been caught off guard. Especially not to one so attuned to power dynamics.

“I am well, Kai.”

“Physically now at least.”

“Yes.”

He was rolling up the long sleeves of a black muscle tee as he closed the distance between us. He’d been covered in blood like Lazriel and I had been by the end of that ordeal. Usually he’d employ magic to remedy a situation like that, but I suspected—although he’d certainly never admit it—that he was currently depleted from the impressive display of power he’d performed earlier. It hadn’t just been a case of magical prowess, it had been the precision, the concentration, the endurance it had required to both work to counter such a dark and heavy spell and to then even pass through the Veil with his magic while being a living being.

I peered closer, noting the metallic nature and some sparkling aspects to the piece of clothing and the fact that he was wearing very tight leather pants. “Are those Ryker’s?” The Head of the Guardian Movement was somewhat of a flashy dresser.

“Yeah. He has a whole closet of spare clothes in his office.”

“Highly convenient in cases like these.”

He scanned the area efficiently and swiftly, then cocked an eyebrow, “Where’s Lazriel? I didn’t think he’d leave the immediate vicinity. He was pushed up against the glass for over an hour. His fingerprints are still marking the entire surface.”

“He required some relief in the form of a wolf run with Warlow.”

He gave a nod, then folded his arms across his chest as his gaze darted by me to the Restoration Chambers. “What he did, invoking Auctoritas Mortis, won’t go unnoticed by the Guardian Movement. It’s a severe and undeniable violation of his conditional freedom—as he likes to refer to it.”

I was aware that Sylas had committed several infractions through his vigilante activities that had resulted in numerous arrests by the Guardian Movement and that during the last one Ryker had benevolently given him the choice between serving time in the supernatural prison, The Void, or attending Wraeven Academy and ceasing his vigilantism.

I was also aware that, outside of our foursome and Kai, no one was privy to the fact that he had violated one of those terms by continuing said illicit activities.

But they certainly would be aware of what had transpired tonight.

Something of that magnitude did not go unnoticed. Not to mention, the spell he’d invoked had threatened the very balance and damaged the Valley of the Dead in ways that we did not yet fully realize, but would no doubt reveal themselves in due time.

“I will not allow him to be incarcerated,” I told Kai.

“Then we are on the same page. Oddly enough.” His magic sparked briefly. “Auditory reduction spell,” he told me, a moment before he stumbled just from the effort of that, confirming my suspicions about him depleting himself.

I caught his arm, holding him steady. “You must rest. Immediately.”

“I’m not going to have much choice in a moment. Ariana is on her way. She just mind-linked me as we were talking.” He winced. “Until she realized how tapped out I currently am.”

“She is not happy?”

“Well, she knows me. But the reason for the spell is that I overheard Ryker and Cornelius discussing the overarching situation that led to these near tragedies tonight. Their priority is to tend to the Puritas situation.” He glared at me. “Something I know you and Sylas were already aware of. Something that directly impacts two people I love in Nyx and even Vorzyr.”

Overheard? Knowing him as well as I’d come to, there had been nothing accidental about that. Not in the least. “I understand your frustrations. Our goal, however, was to obtain actionable intelligence before we fanned the flames of panic.” It was my turn to glare at him. “Or fueled the flames of wrath and vengeance unchecked.”

“And the actionable intelligence? Where does that stand?”

“There are leads that we can discuss and now share, especially with Sylas compromised, likely for the foreseeable future.”

“All right. Partial apology accepted—on the grounds that you follow through with this intel-sharing promise. You don’t and I will go it alone. You can be sure there will be a whole lot wrath and vengeance involved if I hunt those twisted fuckers solo.” He looked around, then told me, “Back to my initial point… they are focused on this situation, meaning there is a window for Sylas. Do you understand me?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“No need to thank me. He’d do the same for any of us. He has done the same for me.”

“I am aware, yes. As I am also aware just how little time Sylas had left before this even transpired earlier.”

“I see.”

“He told me about your potential cure.” I ground my jaw. “If my power had not been compromised at the time, I could have retrieved Sorin with assistance from Lazriel’s hunting skills, and thrust him into the Valley of the Dead alongside Sylas, carried out your solution to use Sorin’s death as a sacrifice that would have fueled the death energy and necromantic reset for Sylas, essentially restoring him.”

“Sylas wasn’t tethered when he entered the Valley of the Dead to save Velra. He sacrificed his life to return hers. The fact that we pulled him out after he’d done that is already a major violation. Let alone what you’re talking about. Performing that spell to essential reset him by piggybacking off another would have piled violation upon violation. Moreover, it would have likely corrupted the spell and resulted in failure anyway. And using a sacrifice to return him to his natural state sans sickness would cross into black magic territory—something you are well aware of. If that spell is to ever be performed, it must be at the hands of another learned necromancer.” He shook his head with disbelief. “While it’s nice to see you becoming more emotionally evolved, be careful. Your clear affection and care for Sylas that I’m seeing now is impacting your tactical mind. And your morality. There’s a balance that needs to be struck.”

“We do what we must to protect the downtrodden and those we care for.”

“You know that was my way of doing things for a long time. But I came to learn that there’s a time and place for such actions, a right way and wrong way.” He eyed me. “Don’t you teach Ritual Ethics now?”

“That concerns restraint upon institutions, the dangers of them exerting too much power and control over individuals, of compromising their freedoms.”

“But institutions are not the only ones who can be guilty of that. Draco, for instance? Corvin? Vorzyr’s grandfather, Malrik Titanus? Those who wield seemingly indomitable power can impact individuals, can harm and destroy if they are not checked. If they can’t check themselves and use said power responsibly.”

“You told me that you would hunt down Puritas alone if you did not receive actionable intelligence and remain looped in.”

“Not without authorization. And the hell I would raise would be controlled, rational, and targeted. No violation of natural laws, causing collateral damage, or becoming one of those unchecked megalomaniacs with too much power that I’ve fought against my entire life.”

“I can draw that line, Kai.”

“Make damn sure you can. Especially as you’re evolving emotionally. Or there will be severe consequences. They’ll come for you, Cassius.”

Before another word could be spoken, a rush of power rolled down the corridor, and Ariana’s silver magic erupted as she teleported in.

Her golden waves cascaded down the shoulders of her signature brown suede jacket and she cocked her hip, slapping her hand to her jeans as she caught sight of Kai.

And she wasn’t alone.

As Kai ended the spell and rushed over to her, wrapping her up in his arms, the corridor reverberated as her companion ran at me, forgetting to check his power in his haste.

“Ketheron,” I choked as he crashed into me, rattling my bones.

“I heard all from Ariana,” he breathed, holding me in an overbearing bear hug. “Thank goodness you are well.”

“I am fine, I assure you.”

He eased back, stilling holding my arms tightly. “It was a close call, as Ariana explained.”

I caught Ariana’s eye and she winced.

It was okay. I knew of her policy to always tell Ketheron the truth, even when it was difficult and upsetting, as was clearly the case for him here when it came to my wellbeing. After him being manipulated and used and abused for so long at the hands of deplorable beings, she was adamant that he not be lied to in any shape or form.

“It was, yes,” I admitted. “However, I stand before you now well and restored.”

He pressed his hand to my Soul Brand. “This is dangerous.” His eyes flicked to Velra inside the facility, before returning to me. “To both of you.”

“I do not want it gone.”

He eased his hand down. “Of course not. It links you deeply and that connection is important to you and your sweetheart.”

“His sweetheart. That’s adorable,” Ariana commented, coming over to us, now that Ketheron had calmed and gotten that much-needed embrace out of the way.

Kai joined her. He went to tuck her into his side, but she shifted so that she was actually wrapping her arm around him, essentially supporting him in his depleted state with angelic strength without drawing overt attention to it. She definitely knew him well. Much like Sylas, Kai did not do well with demonstrating any sort of weakness—even temporarily.

“Where are Nyx and Vorzyr?” I asked Ariana.

“Nyx is locked down at Solumira. Vorzyr is keeping him company and trying to take some of the weight off how awful this whole thing is.”

“I helped with an additional ward,” Ketheron said.

“Yeah, Nyx wasn’t exactly happy about it. He wanted to be here to check on Velra. But with Puritas now known to be out there and activating again, we’re not taking any chances.”

“Fuck, no,” Kai agreed, before warning me, “You’ll need to do the same with Lazriel.”

“I’d wager that Grandfather already has a safehouse prepared for him. Wraeven Academy will need to be reinforced with protections before it can perform such a high-level of safeguarding. Lazriel is a chief target as stated by a high-ranking Puritas member themselves. That’s in the process of being confirmed and validated, because the Guardian Movement can’t afford just to take the word of one being, even if it is Lazriel, especially given that he was deep in grief at the time with Velra dying. But as soon as it’s officially confirmed, it’s likely that Blackline Protocol will be activated. And in the meantime, they’ll protect Lazriel.”

“They do not need to. I will see to it.”

“Yes,” Ketheron said. “He will need to be with those he cares for. You now qualify. He needs connection and support, especially while Sylas and Velra remain incapacitated. Isolating and trapping a wolf, even for their own good, will not do well at all.”

He had a great deal of insight into that—being trapped and alone. The fact that he was calling on such horrific memories now in order to help and advocate for another was truly admirable.

I went to reach out to him, but then I was startled as Lazriel rounded the corner with Warlow, the latter growling in our direction, obviously having overheard us moments ago.

“Blackline Protocol and these protections will only be temporary,” Warlow told us. “Hybrids won’t be forced into hiding once again without an end in sight. We’ve come too far to allow that. It would only be giving Puritas what they want—allowing fear to define us and control our actions.” He walked to the windows, staring through at Velra, muttering to himself. “As if she hasn’t already endured enough of this.”

I clenched my fists down by my sides. “They believe this is their re-genesis, but it will mark the path toward their ultimate demise.”

My words hung there, falling heavily and profoundly over us all.

Then Lazriel came to me and patted my shoulder. “Nice speech. Just the kind of uplifting shit we need right now.”

His tone appeared sardonic, but I knew better at this point with him.

And even if I hadn’t, the way he clutched at my shoulder, before pulling away made it clear how much he’d needed to hear that, to have that conviction and positive call to fight injected into the despair and pain that was threatening to rule all.

As he was pulling away, something on the back of his hand caught my eye and I snagged his wrist. “What is this?” I asked, drawing it down between us and examining it.

Red veins crawled up his skin.

“Lazriel?” I urged, as I pushed up the sleeve of his crimson tee. Well, one of Sylas’ rare long sleeve ones that he’d changed into, along with a pair of black cargo pants, when Kai and him had gone to Sylas’ home to retrieve the serum. Lazriel had been covered in blood, but I doubted changing into those clothes was just about cleanliness—he wanted to smell like Sylas. I noted that he’d also cleaned the precious bracelet that Velra had made for him and it was near sparkling.

I’d also noticed that he hadn’t once looked back inside that room since he’d come in from his wolf run with Warlow. In fact, he had gone out of his way not to do so.

“It’s nothing.”

Ketheron leaned over to inspect the situation as well. “Blood poisoning.” His eyes flicked to Lazriel. “You ingested the blood of a being touched by death magic? Why? It is known the realm over for its extreme toxicity to vampires.”

“Why are the veins red? They shouldn’t be. Blood poisoning of this nature expresses itself as black veins, sometimes brown in rare cases.”

Instead of answering, he was focused on Ketheron’s question, telling him, “I didn’t… ingest it.”

“Whose is it?” I demanded, an urgency taking me over that I couldn’t contain for the life of me. “Sylas or Velra? If the blood belonged to Sylas, you are in grave danger, given the addition of his sickness on top of the natural toxicity of his blood.”

“When you were unconscious, I fed Velra my blood, before I then moved to do the same to you. I’d gouged open my wrist and it… her blood… it was everywhere. It must’ve gotten inside my system.”

“It absolutely did,” Warlow said, coming over. “Our wolf run was interrupted by him vomiting all over the grass. Have you ever seen a wolf vomit? It’s not a pretty sight.”

As he ruffled Lazriel’s hair, Lazriel grunted, “It wasn’t pretty doing it either.”

Warlow’s magic sparked briefly and then a two-inch glowing green vial sealed with a cork materialized. “Fortunately, it already occurred to both me and Cor that something like this would happen once we found out Lazriel had gotten so close to Velra, so we took precautions. Ryker contributed some of his defensive magic that has the ability to nullify most other magical properties, and we engineered it into this tonic with a mix of herbs that will soothe his system and hurry the remnants of Velra’s blood out of his system faster than would normally be possible. It also possesses repairing properties. I gave him one dose outside, but he’ll need another within the next couple of hours. This dose needs to be taken with a meal.”

That explained the veins not being what was expected—the tonic was already healing him.

I took it from Warlow and stowed it away with my magic. “I will see to it that he takes it.”

Warlow frowned. “He needs to enter protective custody tonight.”

Yes, no one outside of the four of us were aware that Lazriel already had protection. Given the clandestine nature of those who sought to protect him, it was best no one else was made aware at this juncture.

Just as Lazriel moved to protest, I cut in, “And he will. With myself and Ketheron. He will stay at our apartment.”

I saw a smirk spread over Kai’s lips.

Ariana smiled.

Curses. I had given myself away. Not something I had intended to do yet, especially at this early stage of things.

But I would not allow Lazriel to be shipped off somewhere alone.

He needed to be with those he cared for.

He needed comfort.

And… it was possible that I did just as much.

Lazriel stared at me for a moment.

Then his gaze finally did go to Sylas and Velra inside the facility.

“I can’t leave them.”

Yet, he couldn’t remain here either. It was causing him great distress.

“You need to rest and see to the blood poisoning. They need you strong when they awaken. According to the Healers, Velra won’t rouse for another day. And Sylas… beyond that. Remaining here is not conducive to what is best for the situation or anyone involved,” I told him.

“He’s right, Lazriel,” Warlow said. “They have round-the-clock care here. They’re in experienced hands. And if anything changes, both you and Cassius will be contacted immediately.”

Ariana stepped forward and told Lazriel, “I’ve been asked to seal this Wing anyway, to put up a ward that will only allow the Healers in and out. They’ll be safe and cared for here, and no one outside of the medical staff will be permitted inside.”

“Basically, if you stay here once she puts the ward up, you’re trapped in there until morning,” Kai spoke.

“Even under calm conditions, confinement is torture for a wolf,” Ketheron said.

“All too true,” Warlow stated. He rubbed Lazriel’s shoulder. “Go with them. Your loves will be well. Let them heal and allow yourself to as well.”

Lazriel took their words in, then looked out at me and nodded. “All right,” he acquiesced with a heavy sigh. “Yeah. It’s for the best.”

It was settled then.

Tonight he would stay with us.

Velra and Sylas would heal.

In essence, it was the calm before the storm.

Because this would not go unpunished.

No matter how the politics of the situation played out, I would not let it lie. I would not stop until Puritas was annihilated and utterly ruined.

Justice or vengeance?

It did not matter.

The result would be the same.

They would all suffer my wrath.

They would all fall.

Agonizingly.
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~Cassius~



“You see this, Cassius? It is not just me.”

I looked up from my plate of ribs and followed Ketheron’s gesture to Lazriel, who sat opposite me, his fingers of his left hand now covered in marshmallow goo.

I shook my head in mock displeasure.

Lazriel grinned. “This was done on purpose.” He gave me a rather heavy-handed seductive look, the kind that was even noticeable to one as deficient as I was in these sorts of matters, as he said, “I enjoy licking sticky things off my fingers.”

Goodness.

“Cassius doesn’t care for mess,” Ketheron spoke, thankfully not registering the dirty subtext with his inability to recognize any sort of sexual context.

He then rose from his seat and began washing his hands in the kitchen sink.

With Ketheron’s back to us, Lazriel’s lips lifted and the mischievous glint in his eye had me tensing.

And then he proceeded to lick his fingers, taking his time, and literally making a meal out of it.

Slow, sensual licks, guttural groans, curling his tongue… and the intense eye contact.

Hades. It had my body responding beyond favorably.

I drew in a sharp breath and shifted my weight.

“He’s hurting. Physicality and connection make him feel better and help to center him.”

Those had been Velra’s words to me regarding Lazriel.

This performance from him was clearly a textbook case of precisely that.

I called my power, just a spark, and flicked it at him. It was enough to snap him out of it. Especially as he watched the second tonic that Warlow had given me materialize on my palm.

As I leaned across the table to hand it to him, I spoke low at his ear, relishing his sharp intake of breath as he felt mine fanning across the side of his throat, “I will see to you. Once Ketheron is settled and asleep. Until then, try to relax.” I eased back and put the vial down right in front of him. “And consume that immediately. You have just eaten, it is the perfect time, according to Warlow’s dosage instructions.”

He took a moment to absorb what I had said, and then he popped the cork free and swallowed the liquid down.

He set the empty vial back on the table, staring at the remnants of the fifteen ribs he’d consumed. The water ceased running and Ketheron returned to his chair at the table.

“Good, hmm?” he spoke to Lazriel, as he eased back into his chair.

“Huh?” Lazriel asked, all starry-eyed.

“The marshmallows.” He beamed at Lazriel as he went on, “They are my favorite dessert food. One day, I ate two entire bags. Cassius said that was too much and not dinner worthy, so now we have them for special treats and only after dinner.”

The flirtatious air from Lazriel dissipated at Ketheron’s sweet words, and he chuckled.

“I love it. And I do like marshmallows, more than I thought I would. Actually, Sylas makes this cinnamon toast and I didn’t consider myself to be a fan of sweet things, but that started changing my mind.”

“Cinnamon toast?” Ketheron eyed me. “Can we have that, Cassius? I want to try it.”

I looked over at Lazriel whose smile had faded a little at that recollection of Sylas.

“Well, how about when Sylas wakes we have him over for breakfast to prepare his special brand of that toast for us all?” I told Lazriel, “Velra likes cinnamon too. When she was talking about heading to Vantiqe with Kelsana, she mentioned desiring one of their apparently revered Cinnamon Cloud Muffins.”

“Cloud Muffins?” Ketheron exclaimed. “What is this place?”

“It’s a fusion bar,” Lazriel told him.

“Oh.” Ketheron’s face fell. “I am not permitted to go to bars.”

Lazriel cocked an eyebrow. “Because of the alcohol? If so, there is none at this place.”

“I cannot consume alcohol, but it’s not only that.”

Lazriel frowned at me. “You won’t let him go to a bar with non-alcoholic drinks? What’s up with that?”

“It’s the people,” Ketheron told him. “It’s not his fault. If I get excited I can… damage can occur. To structures and… umm… to people.”

“Accidental damage,” I reassured him. “We will go.”

Ketheron’s eyes lit up. “We will?”

“Yes. We’ll include Vantiqe in our supernatural world exploration mission.”

“Exploration mission?” Lazriel queried.

Ketheron explained, “We’ve been visiting landmarks all over. I mean, when people aren’t crowding them. At night. Off seasons. But it’s been fun—and really informative. I love gathering data and advancing my knowledge base, especially about this pretty world.”

“That’s really cool. Where have you been so far?”

“The Heelor Mountains. Wistering Waterfalls. We’d planned to go to Krestaz next. At first I thought Sanctum Sands Beach, but I think the volcano will be best first—and the most magnificent.”

“I’ve heard that it’s striking. I’ve never been. Sanctum Sands Beach is a lot of fun, more of a relaxing and chill place than magnificence. Just an enjoyable place to spend the day.”

“You will come with us then,” Ketheron announced. He turned to me. “Yes?”

“If he wishes.”

“Sounds like fun,” Lazriel said.

“For now, though, you need to get to bed,” I told Ketheron. “It’s rather late.”

Although his body didn’t require nightly rest, his mind absolutely did.

I’d already noticed signs of him verging on that overtired, overtaxed, hyperactive state as it was.

He nodded, then popped the last marshmallow left on his plate into his mouth, managing not to get any goo on his fingers this time, and then he rose to his feet.

“Goodnight,” he said to me.

I smiled and gave him a nod.

He passed by Lazriel and patted his shoulder. “Sleep well, friend.”

“You too.”

As he headed off to his room, I pushed back my chair and stood up. “I’ll do the dishes. Get ready for bed. Your things from your dorm room are in my bedroom. Make yourself comfortable.”

“My things? When did you—oh. When you claimed you needed to step out for some cooking supplies, saying conjuring them was a shortcut you didn’t care for when it came to preparing food?”

“Yes. Precisely.”

“Devious.”

“Yes, I suppose that could be applied in this case.”

“That’s kind of a turn-on.”

“I’m sure everything at current is a turn-on for you, wild one.”

“And calling me that is escalating it a shit-ton, Cas.”

Cas. I hadn’t thought I’d care for that abbreviation of my name. But I rather liked it from him.

“Room,” I told him, as I gathered the dishes, intending to head to the sink.

He grinned at me salaciously.

And then in a burst of speed he was gone.

I heard my bedroom door open and close rapidly, and I smiled to myself.

I used my magic to see to the dishes, needing the rest of the time to calm myself.

I didn’t want to go in hot when I entered my room. Not when he was already bringing that overwhelmingly.

And not only that. I was also trying to contend with what had happened to Velra and Sylas without displaying that grief and rage outwardly and poisoning those around me who required stability and solace.

But the truth was, the image of Velra’s fallen body was burned into my mind. As was the memory of the agony that had torn through me when the Soul Brand had been compromised when she’d died.

Although I was trying to focus on the fact that they were both alive and healing, the threat that had caused such damage and tragedy was still out there. They were still in danger. As was Lazriel. As were all hybrids across the supernatural world. But Velra and Lazriel in particular had been marked for death. Sylas and I had even seen that image of Lazriel—actually, alongside Warlow’s—displayed with the intent to murder by that Puritas cell that I had eradicated.

Shortly after we’d left the area beside the now ruined Vantiqe and teleported to the Guardian Compound, I had informed Cornelius of the threat to Warlow. He deserved to know, especially with what had happened making it clear other cells were now active. Of course, I hadn’t been able to disclose how I knew the information without implicating myself and Sylas in the murder of many that night. Fortunately, Cornelius was familiar with working off the radar and hadn’t pushed in that respect.

Several moments passed and I managed to stabilize my thoughts and emotions alike.

Then I made my way to my bedroom.

I opened the door carefully, not wanting to startle an already on-edge wolf-vampire.

It was clear in the very next split-second that he’d had other ideas.

In a blur, the door shut behind me, then Lazriel was slamming me up against the wall, pinning me there with two hands to my chest.

As he stood there bare.

Naked. He was completely naked, just his pendant hanging from his neck.

“Ready to let it all out, Cas?” he rumbled at my ear.

“What?” I rasped.

“You think I don’t see it? You holding all the pain and terror for Velra and Sylas inside, trying to shove it down and push forward?” He stroked my pecs through my shirt. “I’ve got you too, all right?”

“Yes. You certainly do.”

My eyes flashed with my white power.

I saw him register it and let it happen, not making a split-second move that, as a wolf-vampire hybrid with Ancient vampire blood running through his veins, he most definitely had the capacity to achieve.

In fact, an aroused groan escaped him the moment my hand slammed into his chest and my power propelled him across the room and onto my bed.

His back bounced on the mattress and his eyes glowed with stunning vibrancy.

As my gaze swept down his naked body, I noted the cords in his neck straining, even his jaw clenching, indicating that he was struggling to hold back the vampire and prevent his fangs from dropping. His wolf claws had already done so and they dug into the sheets.

He was struggling to keep still, to contain that primal hunger burning just beneath the surface that I could see reflected in his blazing eyes.

With what had happened earlier, he was beyond lust and desire. This wasn’t about merely being satiated sexually. It was soul deep for him, the pain plaguing him. And he most certainly wasn’t alone in that.

I strode toward him, the anticipation and that intoxicating intensity radiating off him buzzing under my skin.

My body was responding in every way imaginable. I saw arguably the most obvious way catch his eye, his gaze dipping to my pants and his lip curling into a mischievous smirk.

As I reached the foot of the bed, he lunged up in a single motion with his wolf agility.

I didn’t move, standing there like a looming force, which was a clear thrill to him, judging by the way it had his erection twitching and weeping.

He slashed his claws across my black shirt, shredding the material.

It slid from my body in pieces.

I saw his hands shaking as he reached out for my torso.

He couldn’t retract his claws.

I grasped his right wrist, then used the hold to slash said claws across my skin.

He gasped as he saw no wounds had been inflicted.

“It is my will to allow that from a non-Celestial being,” I explained. I stroked his wrist in my hold. “Do you wish me to bleed for you, wild one?”

His eyes burned into mine, a guttural growl rumbling forth. “Yes.”

I released him then called my white power to either palm and swept them in an arc, an ivory shimmering film encompassing the entire room.

“Was that the spell you used before to protect my mind from the high of Immortal blood?”

“That. And mixed with an auditory reduction spell, so as not to disturb Ketheron. He would misinterpret the sounds that will very soon be filling this room.”

“And he’d storm in like a wrecking ball.”

“Precisely.”

His lips lifted into a racy smirk. “So, these sounds… what are we talking about here? Specifically?” He curled his fingers into the waistband of my pants. “Spell it out for me, Cas.”

With absolute pleasure, cocky little wolf.

With a flare of my magic, I divested myself of the rest of my clothes.

As Lazriel jolted and grasped my thighs to brace himself with me suddenly taking away my pants that he’d been holding onto, I snatched one of his hands and raked his claws across my abdominals.

He hissed as it drew deep scratches across them and the scent of my Immortal blood filled the air.

I watched him clench his jaw, shoring up his control.

He grasped my shoulder, his claws digging in and making me grunt, bracing himself and needing the rough physicality of it all at once.

And then he smothered my bloodied chest with his mouth, delivering long, slow, sensual licks across my skin as he tasted me.

I threw my head back with a groan and cupped the back of his head, stroking his spiky hair as he licked and sucked at my wounds.

When he pulled back, eyes flaming, blood was dripping down his chin.

I gathered it and pushed against his lips, and I watched enraptured as he opened.

A rumble sounded from him as I spread my blood all over his tongue, coating it.

He drank it down.

“Hades,” I rasped.

And then I grasped his hips and tossed him up the bed with a burst of my Immortal strength.

I was crawling up his body in the very next moment

“You’ve already grunted, groaned, and growled for me,” I said as I glided my palm along the length of his erection bobbing against his stomach. “Now you will moan, scream and absolutely purr for me.”

“Shit, Cas,” he choked, undulating beneath me as I trailed my fingers back and forth along his length, pinching his crown, then scraping my nails up and down his shaft.

By the time I took him in my hand, he was pulsing and dripping all over my fingers.

Still holding him tightly, but not moving my hand, or giving him the friction he desperately needed and started bucking his hips to try to demand, I dipped my head and flicked my tongue over his balls.

And, my, did he begin purring for me then.

Up and down.

Around and around.

Licking, sucking, nipping, all while holding him captive in my steely grip.

“Fuck… twisted angel indeed. You’re driving me crazy. Cas… ungh… more. I can’t… fuck… more, you fucking bastard.”

I did delight in these intense reactions from him.

And I certainly wasn’t above it either.

I was so heavy with need that it took all my self-control not to rut all over him. Every enchanting inch of him.

I raised my head, massaging his balls with my knuckles, little whines escaping him.

“You have such a magnificent…”

“Cock.”

“Yes.”

“Say it. Say the word. I want to hear it out of your hot fucking mouth.”

I grinned down at him. “Cock.”

His eyes shone and then he lurched up with a growl, executed one of his impressively learned combat moves and wrestled me beneath him, straddling me and pinning my arms down either side of my head on the pillow.

He leaned in close and licked my throat, gasping and writhing on me, his need seeming almost painful.

I turned my head, giving him easier access. “Drink, wild one.”

He dragged his cock along the length of mine. Back and forth, slow and easy.

Then his fangs dropped.

I moaned out as I felt them scrape my skin, marking his entry point.

And then he sank them into my flesh, driving deep.

His hips went wild, rubbing his shaft against mine violently.

I grasped his hips and met his pace, getting lost in it with him, matching his rhythm, his roughness, his frantic need.

The friction was glorious and pleasure consumed me.

The bite of pain from his fangs only added to the glorious experience.

And then I felt him draw, my blood filling his mouth, as he drank long and deep.

“Yes,” I uttered on a ragged breath, reaching around and fondling his grinding ass.

He tried to shift, a needy whine escaping him as he drank, making it clear what he wanted.

I reached up and grasped his throat, using my strength to rip him from mine.

He snarled at me because he hadn’t taken his fill.

“You will not take me like that.”

“I will. And I can. Just do it.”

“You have seen my girth.”

“I don’t care. I’ll heal anyway. I can take it.”

“It does not mean you should.”

As he went to protest, I shoved my fingers into his mouth.

He choked and spluttered as I drove in and out, coating them with my own blood filling his mouth.

I pulled them free, dripping red all the way down.

And then I reached around and drew them around his hole.

He squirmed but arched into it.

I eased inside slowly with a single digit and proceeded to coat his insides with my blood.

When I added another finger, pumping, then twisting and curling, he collapsed on top of me, digging his claws into my pecs. “Ungh… yeah… yeah, Cas.”

His utter need and surrender sent a hot thrill through me.

A wolf howl escaped him as I scraped against that sensitive spot deep inside.

I did it again and he shuddered all over.

I grasped his jaw, forcing his head up off my chest, drawing his heavy-lidded gaze to mine. “Howl for me, wild one.”

In the next moment, I stabbed my fingers into that special bundle of nerves rapidly and he lurched, slammed back against me violently, and let out a roar that quickly graduated to a full howl of epic proportions.

He trembled all over, went rigid, then spurted hot stickiness all over my stomach. “Mmm… yes. Very nice.”

I lifted him off me, holding his entire body off me by a few inches, as I reached out with my other hand and gathered all his stickiness on my fingers, then coated my cock with it.

I shifted a little and eased him back down and he groaned as my crown nestled against his hole perfectly.

He pushed back against me and I gave him what we both wanted, and what I could no longer hold off, and I eased in, filling him inch by inch.

I stroked his hair as he thrashed and growled, slamming his hands down into the sheets and tearing at them.

“Fuck… ungh… yes… yes!” he cried out, starting to lash his tongue over my nipples, then gnawing at my biceps.

He was truly a wild thing.

And I adored it.

We both grunted as I seated myself fully inside him.

I held for a while, trying to shore up my control, as well as ensure he was suitably prepared for what was to come.

Especially when I had a strong suspicion as to what he would do once I began to move.

“Ready to be taken wholly, Lazriel?” I asked, fisting his hair and jerking his gaze to mine.

“Ready to lose your shit?” he fired back.

Yes, he wished to be partially dominated, to the point where he could let go. However, he did not like it to be the extent of things. There had to be a balance for him, a line that was walked carefully and never entirely crossed. Sylas had fortunately explained that in a deeper way to me after our foursome session a couple of days ago, adding to what I’d already deduced on my own.

I smiled up at him. “Without a doubt.”

He beamed at me, then arched and pushed back against me.

I surged forward deep inside his glorious hole, hitting that sweet spot.

He screamed out into the room and started clawing at my chest, my biceps, becoming stunningly primal.

And then he employed his vampire speed, the two of us moving together aggressively, violently, and gloriously.

Bliss wracked my body, shocks of pain from his claws that were then soothed by his tongue, only for him to then slash deep again. Over and over as I powered into him and he slammed back against me like a vibrating force of motion, controlling the rhythm together as our mutual pleasure climbed toward an epic crescendo all too quickly. One that my mind could barely keep up with, let alone my greatly over-stimulated body.

Curses were spilling from my throat.

My hands were all over him—tugging at his short strands of hair, sweeping down his arms, back, and thighs, cupping his balls… everything.

He yanked my head to the side and a nod from me was all it took before he drove his fangs back into my throat and drank copiously.

“Ahh… mesmerizing… Lazriel…”

He drank deeper, harder, before suddenly pulling back with a snarl, those blazing eyes locking on mine.

With a flick of my magic, I reached up and drew a deep scratch across the top of his pecs. I leaned in to lick and taste, but he surprised me as he grasped my nape instead, then slammed his lips to mine.

My own blood exploded on my tongue as he kissed me deeply, hungrily, and desperately.

It was all too much then, colliding spectacularly, and I lost control finally, and cursed out into the room as I filled him.

He threw his head back and roared against my mouth as the sensation sent him over the edge and he spurted all over me again.

He sank into me, clutching at me and burying his face in my chest.

I held him to me, drawing slow circles on his back that basically had him purring for me, as he pulled soothing moans from me while stroking my hair. “They are spared. They will heal, and they will go on. Just like you and I shall also.”

“I know,” he murmured. His voice hardened. “We’ll make sure of it.”

“Yes, I assure you that we shall.” I kissed his cheek. “For tonight, however, we will allow this solace for us both.”

He let out a weighty sigh. “Yeah. Solace,” he uttered, tiredly.

I smiled and sank into it until we both allowed sleep to take us.
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“Cassius! Wake up! Cassius!”

I jolted awake as something smacked into my face.

Blinking, I scrambled to grasp hold of it, finding a pillow.

My pillow. From the other side of the bed where Lazriel had been sleeping beside me last night.

I looked. He wasn’t there.

I spun to my side to see Ketheron standing over my bed.

“He has taken his leave.”

“What?” I groaned, forcing myself into a sitting position and rubbing my eyes.

Lazriel certainly had tremendous stamina, even for one such as me, he had proven a match.

“Lazriel. Lazriel is gone.” He held out something on his hand and I took in the sight of Lazriel’s bracelet, the one with the forest-green gems that Velra had made for him. The one that enabled her to ensure he was safe and to also track him in an emergency. The one that he held so dear, that was unbelievably precious to him.

I took the bracelet from Ketheron, swallowing hard.

“Cassius,” he pushed.

I put it down on the nightstand beside me, shaking my head vehemently, “No… he can’t. The ward, Ketheron.”

“You are incredibly drowsy this morning. Did he keep you up all night, because that has been known to impact your mental faculties?”

In a manner of speaking, one I wasn’t going to confuse him with.

“He was upset. We… both were.”

He grimaced. “I am sorry.”

“Now, what about the ward?”

“He had your blood in his system. He used that to pass through. I smelled you and him fused in that manner in his scent by the front door.”

“Hades,” I uttered, throwing the covers aside and climbing out of bed.

“Did you ingest his blood? That would be incredibly easy to use to track him. Almost immediate results would be generated.”

“No,” I murmured, as last night came back to me. I’d cut him, intending to complete the blood sharing, but he’d eased me away from tasting him and taken my attention with a ferociously passionate kiss instead. “I didn’t.”

“He has no magical signature. I’ll track him like a wolf would—or a vampire. Scent-tracking.”

“No. You can’t leave here without protection, due to Puritas being active again and spewing threats all over the place. You are the ultimate hybrid, Ketheron.”

“I cannot be killed. Your point is moot.”

“Not so. You can be hurt. You can be taken.”

He shuddered.

“I’m sorry,” I said, stroking his arm. “I just needed to get through to you immediately before you sped off with your supernatural abilities to track Lazriel. Besides, he ingested my blood, it’s possible that I can track him via my own magical signature.”

“Tracking him that way… he would have needed to ingest a great deal, and if he’s ingested anything else in the meantime, it will very likely compromise your ability to do it at all.”

“Either way, I will see to him. While I’m gone, you will head to work at Haven Initiative and stay close to Ariana any time you step outside those bounds warding the institute. Are we clear?”

“Yes,” he murmured. “You are right.”

“Good. Now go get ready.”

As he took off to do that, I scanned the room for any clues as to why Lazriel had left my bed and the apartment as whole.

And that was when I caught sight of his phone on my dresser.

I winced.

Given the way he’d breached the ward, he’d obviously left his phone behind on purpose so he couldn’t be tracked that way—or spoken with.

I strode over there and snatched up the device. It was locked.

Not for long.

I swept my hand over it, my magic sparking, and I bypassed the locking mechanism.

I jolted as a message chain came into view, one still open.

I checked the timestamp.

The conversation had occurred just before his wolf run at the Compound with Warlow yesterday.

Lazriel: Need your help. It’s Lazriel.

Kelsana: How did you get my number?

Lazriel: I have Wraeven wired. It wasn’t difficult.

Kelsana: Fine. Help for Velra?

Lazriel: Yes.

Kelsana: How is she? Warlow told me she’s stabilized, but there are wards up that have made it impossible to visit in person.

Lazriel: She’ll heal. At least physically.

Kelsana: I’m here to help, all right? Please tell her that.

Lazriel: You can help me now. To prevent this shit from ever happening to her again.

Kelsana: If you’re planning to go after Puritas alone, she won’t like that. It’s too dangerous. Vengeance usually only breeds more pain and chaos.

Lazriel: Damn, you should put that on a bumper sticker. I need a tracking spell. One that can be fused to the results of a Blood Trace.

Kelsana: That’s no small ask.

Lazriel: But it can be done.

Kelsana: Who was the caster? Who was the Blood Trace performed on?

Lazriel: Blood Trace was on me. Caster was Sylas.

Kelsana: Dammit. Seriously?

Lazriel: You wanted to help Velra, this is the way to do that.

Kelsana: I’d need a direct connection to him. Blood, magic.

Lazriel: I have his blood.

Kelsana: I’ll see to it.

Lazriel: Meet me on the northern grounds just outside the Guardian Compound. One hour. Our interaction will have to be quick. Come prepared.

Kelsana: See you there.

No. No. No.

The Blood Trace.

He had headed out to do what Sylas had intended.

To track down Lazriel’s estranged father.

Remnant.

A member of The Shadowed.
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They thought I hadn’t heard.

They thought I’d been too distracted with a wolf run to be paying attention.

But I’d been listening and scenting my surroundings the entire time, initially just to keep hearing Velra and Sylas breathing, their heartbeats sounding.

Until Cassius and Kai’s voices had reached me.

“What he did, invoking Auctoritas Mortis, won’t go unnoticed by the Guardian Movement. It’s a severe and undeniable violation of his conditional freedom—as he likes to refer to it.”

After I’d heard that, my wolf run with Warlow had been cut short when the toxicity of Velra’s blood had gotten to me and I’d thrown up.

He’d given me one of those tonics and I figured it was Ryker’s magic in it that had cut through the auditory reduction spell Kai had put in place, so I’d been able to hear what they’d been discussing.

“I overheard Ryker and Cornelius discussing the overarching situation that led to these near tragedies tonight. Their priority is to tend to the Puritas situation. Something I know you and Sylas were already aware of.”

“I understand your frustrations. Our goal, however, was to obtain actionable intelligence before we fanned the flames of panic. Or fueled the flames of wrath and vengeance unchecked.”

That was the full scope of why Sylas had been acting off those few days prior.

It hadn’t just been about my father or the Blood Trace.

Well, it had been… it was just much more deeply tied to it than he or Cassius had led me and Velra to believe.

And, honestly, I wasn’t actually angry about that.

I understood it.

Especially with Velra factored in and everything she’d been through because of Puritas.

Of course they’d wanted to keep it a secret, off both our radars. They knew what it would do to Velra. And they also knew what I would do to protect her from it.

Something crazy.

Something reckless.

Like I was sure they’d consider what I was doing now to be.

“And the actionable intelligence? Where does that stand?”

“There are leads that we can discuss and now share, especially with Sylas compromised, likely for the foreseeable future.”

But after hearing that about their leads, it had become clear that I was needed. Especially with Sylas now down.

The Shadowed had intel on Puritas. That was now damned clear to me with everything else connecting and falling into place after I’d heard that conversation between Cassius and Kai. It was why Sylas had been pushing me to let him track my father.

But that wasn’t the only reason I was headed out on this mission now.

“I am also aware just how little time Sylas had left before this even transpired earlier.”

He was fucking dying! Not just slowly or over time now. He was on a ticking clock.

And as much as it enraged me and hurt me that Sylas hadn’t told me, especially after our fucking agreement for him to be open and not cut himself off, I was choosing to focus on action, on what could be done about it.

That also lay with The Shadowed.

The vampire underground was connected to information that other beings weren’t. There were answers to be found there.

Normally, trying to find answers there was impossible, because they operated in whispers, in shadows. And outsiders were definitely not welcome at all.

But now I had a link there—my own fucking father. And he damn well owed me for shirking me all these years. Better believe I’d make him pay up.

I sucked in a breath as I tore down the backroads on The Hound’s Shadow, my trusty Yamaha MT-10, at a hundred miles per hour.

My gaze darted to the indigo crystal attached to my handlebars.

Kelsana’s spell.

I had to admit, as much as I’d disliked her initially, she’d really come through and done amazing work with it.

She’d managed to fuse Sylas’ blood and obtain the Blood Trace tracking results for me and she’d spelled it into the crystal on my bike that was guiding me toward my father.

My gut twisted as thoughts of Cassius snuck up on me again.

I didn’t take what he’d done for me last night lightly. What we’d done for each other, with each other. It had meant a lot to me and I knew it had to him as well.

Sneaking out after that… it hadn’t exactly sat well with me.

I just hoped he knew that it didn’t take away from what had happened between us. And, fuck, he’d helped me too. I’d gotten a lot of shit out of my system that would have made it near impossible to think clearly otherwise.

But I’d had no choice.

He—and Ketheron—would have stopped me from leaving the apartment. For my own safety.

I couldn’t allow that.

And I hadn’t.

After I’d left and hightailed it to the outer rims of Wraeven Academy right by Graverun where I’d parked my bike, a sudden overwhelming hunger had consumed me.

It had taken me a little while to realize it was because all of Cassius’ blood I’d ingested had been neutralized—the magical and energizing effect of it—by the remainder of Ryker’s power in my system.

I’d had to sneak into Graverun and down five blood bags that were kept in the big fridge there in one of the backrooms.

I felt a lot better now. And it also meant he wouldn’t be able to track me through his own magical signature, which I was sure would be one of his go-to methods once he woke up. I wasn’t worried about Ketheron scent-tracking me because he was on lockdown too.

But it didn’t mean I had a lot of time. I could still be found. The people I’d surrounded myself with were supremely powerful beings and many of them were also talented at finding workarounds to complex problems.

So, as I caught sight of a diner up ahead and my stomach growled for something more than blood—like meatloaf, bacon, a beef sandwich, anything—I ignored the urge.

Five miles later when the diner came into view past the trees that had been blocking my full visual of it on the left side of the road, I saw it was closed anyway. Not a twenty-four-hour diner then.

Sudden movement on the dark road had a shot of adrenaline shooting down my spine.

What the—

It was gone in a blink.

An animal?

My headlights tricking even my eyes?

The weight of everything fucking with my mind?

The strain of trying to shove down the trauma of Velra and Sylas both fucking dying compromising my judgment?

But then it happened again.

A fraction of a second later, a figure stood in the road.

Another fraction later, it was right in front of me.

Him.

Victor Halrow.

It was too late.

Too close.

I couldn’t stop it.

Couldn’t veer away.

Couldn’t even leap off the saddle with a burst of speed.

I slammed into him, my bike shattering against his body, the fucker just standing there not hurt or even moved an inch by it, as the fuel tank crumpled, and the brutal fucking impact ripped me off the bike.

I was propelled through the air, landing in the lot of that diner on the asphalt, choking as bones cracked, pain lanced through me, and I coughed up blood as it punctured a lung in the process, the nasty wheezing making that clear all too quickly.

Blood oozed into my eyes and I struggled to blink it away.

I tried to turn, cursing when I braced myself on my right hand, only for a shooting pain to make it clear my wrist was shattered.

For now.

I just needed a few moments for my healing to kick in.

Footsteps sounded.

Steady, determined, ominous as shit.

I felt my wrist heal.

The footsteps drew closer.

Come on. Come on. Faster… heal faster.

“I have to commend you, Lazriel, evading the protection of The Shadowed is not an easy thing to accomplish. It takes tremendous skill. Yet, you have succeeded. They have been searching for you, fighting to get a lock on you, for nearly three hours. They are near now.” With a flash of speed, he came into view, standing just ten feet from me and looking so fucking casual about it. “But not near enough.” He crouched down and grinned creepily. “So, do not fret. We will not be interrupted by them.”

With a burst of speed, I shot back to my feet, but staggered unsteadily the moment my boots hit the ground.

Shit.

Victor’s lips quirked.

“What do you want?” I rasped, hating that I had to spit up my own blood in front of him, just to get my next words out. “You said it’s not time to kill me. No doubt, for some fucked-up purist fanatic reason.”

“Ah, yes, you largely discount your vampire side when it suits you.” He cocked his head to the side. “There is much more than just the kill that arouses and sustains a true vampire, youngling. There is the hunt. Inciting fear. The punishment.” He took a step closer, making me tense. “But in this specific case? Pretty thing, I mean to break you.”

His words to me the first time I’d encountered him played on my mind.

“That’s right, hybrid bitch, look at me with all that terror. I do love demonstrating to perceived apex predators that they’re really the prey. That fear will grow. It will drive you to the point of paranoia and near insanity.”

“All you Puritas members are fucking psychos to the core.”

His eye twitched.

A crack? Small, but something. And from what I’d already come to know of him, it wouldn’t be small to him.

“Blood calls to blood, I see.”

What the—

“Still not healed.” He tutted as he took in the sight of the gashes in my head still bleeding, that wheezing sounding from my ruptured lung, and me struggling to stand steadily and remain in one spot from the dizziness of it all. “Your healing abilities can seem like such an asset when standing against lesser beings who do not possess your physical durability. Even magic-wielders. You’ve come to believe that from your antics at Graverun. However, there is also this.” He held up his right hand and jerked two of his fingers to the side, snapping them. He didn’t show a single sign of pain, not even a flinch. And in a split-second, they healed. “Not convincing enough? Hmm.” He had me jolting as he pulled a stake from the inside pocket of his charcoal suit jacket. He spun it rapid-fire in his hand, then suddenly shoved it through his shirt and deep into his gut.

He grinned as he twisted it, widening the wound, then ripped it out.

Still not even a flinch.

He lifted his shirt and I watched the wound seal in less than a second.

“This is what you are up against.” He winked at me. “By the way, when I drove this stake into my gut was your one advantage against me. But you’re still so compromised that you couldn’t even make the move needed.”

He caught my gaze dropping to the stake he was leisurely spinning in his hand.

“Not a chance,” he said with a laugh, stowing it back inside his jacket pocket. “That wasn’t for you. It’s for The Shadowed when they arrive after we’re done here. A little message to make it clear that even attempting to interrupt my time with you was a fatal mistake.”

“What exactly is your obsession here?”

“So much you don’t know. All because of your whore mother.”

I snarled, my fangs dropping involuntarily.

“There’s the vampire coming out to play. Yes. Between this and our last encounter, now I see how it works with you.”

I swallowed hard. “I asked you a question.”

“Yes, you did. And you continue to be impetuous, to display arrogance and attitude when you know you are severely outmatched. Stupidity doesn’t quite cover it with your approach here—antagonizing an enemy when you should be pleading for mercy.”

“I don’t beg.”

“That’s not entirely true now, is it? I believe your interactions with Sylas Morgrave are an exception to that? Perhaps the Immortal as well? Maybe even that hybrid bitch of yours? Then again, it is no surprise, given who your father is.”

I jolted. “What?”

“Your father knelt to your mother.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was enamored with her. Star-crossed lovers. That pathetic mess that compromised his judgment several times over. Namely, in creating you. Hybrid filth. Born hybrid filth—between an Ancient Vampire, an exceedingly pure bloodline that he stemmed from, mixing with wolf trash.” He hissed and shook his head with disgust.

Adrenaline and rage collided.

I could feel my dizziness wearing off substantially now.

I was breathing a lot easier.

The gashes in my head had healed.

That creepy grin spread over his face as he noticed, not even a moment for me to feel better and make a move before that had occurred.

“Go on. Take your shot.”

I shifted my weight.

“Fist to the left temple. Hmm… not advisable. Given our height differences, you’ll have to overextend. It will compromise your speed, which is already weak compared to mine.”

My gaze darted elsewhere.

“No. You can’t rip my heart out. Even employing your wolf claws, my durability will prevent you from reaching deep enough, especially with a single propulsion of your fist.”

I shifted my gaze again—this time to his throat.

He went to speak, to discount the move he believed I was going to make.

Not so, fucker.

With a burst of speed, I thrust my boot—

Straight into his junk.

With the full force of my hybrid strength.

Given the pain threshold he’d demonstrated, I didn’t expect him to retch and double over. But I did expect it to momentarily stun him.

And it fucking worked, he went rigid, even grunting.

It gave me the opportunity to execute my real move beneath the subterfuge, and I thrust my hand forward with my speed, intending to drive my fingers into his eye sockets.

If I couldn’t currently overpower him, I could compromise him.

I was a half an inch out from connecting when he snagged my wrist, his eyes staring down at my fingers right there, so close.

“Good youngling.”

“What? You—”

“I already knew you had a strategic mind? Of course. You see, I am all-knowing when it comes to my prey.” He pushed against my hand, and I gritted my teeth as I fought against it, but he just dragged it down, overriding my strength.

I called my claws, my hand shaking against his sheer fucking power. And then he shoved them into his chest, driving them deep and holding my hand there as he bled, as they sank into his flesh.

“Mmm… invigorating and highly arousing.” His gaze flicked to mine. “Much appreciated.”

I tried to yank my hand back, but he held fast. “Kneel.”

“What?”

“Kneel and I will release you.”

“No,” I ground out, with a swing of my fist.

He batted it away with such force that he snapped my fucking wrist, making me howl at the brutality of it.

Then he grabbed my jaw in a vise grip.

“Such a pretty face,” he said, making me shudder as he stroked my jaw with the pad of his thumb. “Such a pretty body. What a shame it is to destroy it. And over and over at that, as per my plan. Especially when all you need to do, at least for right now, is kneel at my feet.”

He drew his thumb over my lips and I tried to jerk my head away, but he held fast.

“Or would you rather open for me?”

“Burn in hell, motherfucker.”

His eyes flashed and he squeezed, forcing a cry from me as he cracked my jaw.

He wrenched my other hand from his chest, then forced my own fingers to my face, dragging his blood all over my cheeks, my nose, my chin, my lips.

“Mmm… I’m loving the degradation for you… being marked by another against your will… you look spectacular.”

“I’m a… born hybrid,” I eked out with the broken fucking jaw really compromising my ability to speak. “You think I… haven’t been… degraded… before?”

That eye twitch happened again.

And then he roared and tossed me into the diner.

There was so much power behind it that I crashed through the front windows, shot right through to the counter, slammed into the fucking drywall behind it—then blasted through the kitchen, scraped a metal fridge, and careened out the back door, the entire thing disintegrating under the impact.

I landed in a heap on my stomach, choking up blood, bleeding from every fucking where, bones shattered, lungs wheezing again from what was definitely severe internal damage.

Rubble, dust, and glass covered me—shards of that sharp shit slicing my throat, my hands, my legs, even puncturing right through my leather jacket.

This was the worst day not to be wearing my tactical gear.

My ears were ringing, but I felt his approach.

Not a moment later, he fisted the back of my jacket and hauled me up, then slammed me against a tree, getting in my face again.

I choked up more blood as I wearily noticed he had a length of twisted rebar clutched in his hand, torn from the diner’s wreckage.

He pulled something from inside his suit jacket—this time the other side.

He grinned as a vial came into view, a swirling white liquid.

And then he poured it over the sharpest end of the makeshift weapon.

“Holy water,” he told me.

No. No. No.

I tried to struggle against his hand to my chest that was holding me to the tree, but it was just useless in my current state—or at all, apparently.

He smirked sadistically.

And then he drove the massive thing into me, angling it sharply through my gut and up through my body, just missing my heart.

I screamed out into the night.

But that brutal pain was nothing compared to what it became when the holy water took effect and started burning—inside me. It was searing through my fucking veins, boiling my blood.

He drew up close and licked the side of my neck, tasting my blood, as I shrieked and spluttered.

“Wanted to have a taste before the holy water spreads everywhere. Hmm… interesting. More vampire than you realize. So potent. What a shame that you don’t know how to use that power. Ancient Vampire blood courses through your veins, yet you squander it.”

“S… stop.”

He scented me, his eyes hooding. “Seeing you this way is exhilarating. Feeling your agony, your terror, your heart pumping so violently, these tremors as your blood boils with holy water… just intoxicating.” He leaned in. “Thank me for schooling you and I will give you an antidote to the holy water.”

“N… no.”

He angled the metal. “One more scrape and I nick your heart. It won’t kill you, but it will demonstrate what true agony is, especially with the holy water in play.”

When I hissed instead, he shifted his weight, intending to do it.

Something caught my attention despite all the agony, the intensity, the fucking demented insanity of it all.

Movement?

No.

A… feeling.

I didn’t… I didn’t understand.

A rush of wind tore through the area.

I’d barely registered it when Victor was slammed into from the side at a power I could barely reconcile and with a speed that even I couldn’t fully register, ripped from me, and sent spinning out into the distance.

A dark figure filled my vision.

Before I could take it in, agony ripped through me as the metal was yanked out of me.

I started to drop, but I was caught, then gathered against a strong body.

A deep male rumble sounded. “That filth is gone. You are safe now.”

I struggled to look up, but all I could see were eyes cast in shadow from a low-hanging black hood, the rest of his face obscured by a metal mask.

Hold on… metal mask?

I caught sight of a syringe a second before it was plunged into my throat.

“The burning will cease in mere moments and your healing will hasten.”

“I don’t…” I collapsed against him, on the verge of passing out.

“It’s all okay. Rest. Heal. I’ve got you now.”

My surroundings started slipping away.

He sighed heavily. “Son.”

It was the last thing I heard before I passed out.
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“Come!”

“I can’t.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

He merely smiled. “Take care of them. Especially our volatile wolf. He’ll need you more than ever.”

“No! You are not doing this!”

“It’s already done, Little Wraith.”

“Sylas!”

My eyes snapped open.

I bolted up immediately from… from… what?

Adrenaline and panic tore through me, making me shake and pant, as I rapidly tried to discern my surroundings. I couldn’t… I couldn’t not know where I was. Especially not after Sorin had come for me again. Not now that I wasn’t safe anymore.

I took in the kaleidoscope of colors above spanning the vaulted ceiling, the white stone walls, the holographic medical charts levitating over where I found myself—inside a Restoration Chamber.

It was Aetheric Wing, basically the medical bay inside the Guardian Compound.

I’d been admitted here before after the last time Sorin had tried to have me killed. When Cassius had pulled me back from the brink and—no, no, no!

The Soul Brand! If I’d died, had Cassius—

I sat up, shoving the lid of the Chamber off me, jerking aside the sterile white sheet I was wrapped in.

Intense relief coursed through me when I saw those familiar white and purple intersecting lines in all their usual vibrancy.

The Soul Brand was intact. Cassius was okay.

The Brand wouldn’t look like this if he wasn’t.

But that didn’t mean he hadn’t been hurt.

Because of me. Because he was linked to me.

I tried to reach through the Soul Brand, to connect, to make sure, to feel him.

But there was weakness that wouldn’t allow me to do it.

Weakness on my end.

No. I couldn’t be weak. Sorin was out there.

When word reached him that he’d failed—yet again—he’d be furious. And a madman in fury? Holy hell.

I forced myself out of the Restoration Chamber, noting that there were no Healers gliding around. Maybe I’d woken up during a shift change?

I managed to wrap the sheet around me, tucking it around my chest like a towel, then I carefully put one foot in front of the other.

Lightheadedness swam.

My legs shook.

My hands were even trembling.

And the exhaustion plaguing me was a real bitch of a thing.

I stumbled and slapped my hand to the nearest surface.

Another Restoration Chamber.

One that was closed, unlike the others lining the same wall.

It meant somebody was inside.

Hurt and being healed.

I started when I saw exactly who it was.

“Oh my God,” I rasped. “Sylas.”

He was unconscious on his back, his arms down by his sides. So still. So un-Sylas like. His face was gaunt and pale, just like the rest of him. Even his spiky brown hair with the red streaks was flattened and out of its usual striking shape.

And worst of all were the gray tints to his skin. Marks of desiccation.

It plagued his left thigh, his right side, his abs, even his throat.

I took in the six tubes sinking into his body—three from either side—and saw that familiar milky liquid with the crimson flecks in it.

His serum.

It was being pumped into his body, yet he was still desiccated in places.

I pressed my palm to the special glass, emotion catching in my throat, my words coming out strained, “I’m so sorry.”

A rush of familiar power startled me and I turned to see somebody I very much wanted to see bursting in like an angel of vengeance, almost ripping the doors off their hinges in the process.

“Little shadow,” he breathed.

I smiled. “Cassius.”

There he was, his wavy blond hair brushing his shoulders, those stunning gold eyes fixing on me instantly with so much adoration.

He was dressed down, really casually, especially for him, in a fitted black crewneck t-shirt, and a pair of charcoal jeans, polished boots on his feet.

He looked… worn down.

Not physically, because that wasn’t possible for him given his Celestial heritage, unless he was severely injured.

Like he had been that night.

Because of me.

“I’m so sorry,” I choked.

He frowned. “What are you apologizing for?”

“You were hurt. You suffered. And the fault is mine.”

He came to me, supporting my weight and even tightening the sheet around me. “The fault is certainly not yours.”

“Cassius—”

“It is not.” He caught my gaze flicking to Sylas. “No. You are not responsible for his condition either. Those are indisputable facts. Sorin and Puritas bear responsibility. End of story.”

I jolted in his arms. “Puritas?”

He winced.

“Cassius? This wasn’t him acting alone?”

I remembered that Sorin had referenced ‘we’ when he’d been spewing his hate and threats at me, including a very specific threat against Lazriel. But he’d been known to posture before and also majorly embellish his standing in certain situations and the power he had at his back.

Cassius drew in a breath. “Puritas has risen.”

“Then Lazriel is in grave and immediate danger. I need to tell—”

“We are all aware. The Guardian Movement is taking steps as we speak.”

His gaze had flickered as he’d said that.

“You’re not telling me something.”

It hit me then. “I tried to feel you through the Soul Brand when I woke up, but I couldn’t. I thought it was my current weakness, but it’s not, is it? You’re doing it again?” My voice cracked. “You’re cutting off that connection, barring me from feeling you?”

“Just temporarily. I swear it to you.”

“Temporarily why?”

“Just until you have fully recovered.”

“Why? What’s happened?”

“Velra, let us focus on you regaining your strength and equilibrium. Not to mention, what you endured was far from just physical damage.”

I stared up at him steadily. “I think you know me better than that.”

His lips quirked. “You are correct. I most certainly do. A force of nature.” Off my look, he explained, “That is what I have heard Lazriel call you. And it is undeniably fitting.” He shifted his hold around me so he was supporting me with one hand only, his other free, then lifting to stroke my cheek. “That is why Sorin rages so intensely against you, because he knows he cannot break you, and that infuriates a twisted beast of a being like him.”

I reached out and pressed my hand to his shirt, right over where I knew the Soul Brand to be, stroking softly.

He smiled down at me, then covered my hand with his, holding me right there.

He dipped his head and nuzzled against me.

And then I felt him reopen his end of our connection.

“I am here,” he whispered. “Fear not, we will weather this together.”

His words rolled over me a moment before the sensations did, all that he’d been keeping at bay now bleeding into me.

Painfully.

My hand fisted in his shirt and he stroked the back of it soothingly as I tried to reconcile it all.

Agony.

Terror.

Hopelessness.

Grief.

Then… solace.

Pleasure… rough pleasure… Lazriel? Yes. It was him—them.

The relief of feeling that was all too short-lived, though, as it gave way to panic.

Desperation.

And… failure?

Then… loss.

I lifted my head. “Lazriel’s gone.”

He swallowed hard. “Yes.”

“What about the bracelet I made for him?”

“He left it behind.”

I started.

“I know. He intends to seek out information on Puritas to aid us from The Shadowed, specifically, through his father. He is running on emotion and—”

“No. He’s not being reckless.”

“You don’t think so?”

I shook my head. “Recklessness for Lazriel would be doing something like going after Sorin alone. But him seeking out information… that’s him thinking strategically. Carefully.”

“What about him leaving the protection of my apartment and tearing off on his own?”

“Wolf mentality coupled with him knowing very well that he would be stopped if he’d suggested it. He believes he can help, but he’s being sidelined.” I saw him move to protest. “Yes, I know, for his own safety, but still.”

“I see.”

“That doesn’t mean we’re going to let this happen. We act together. No matter what.”

He grimaced and looked at Sylas. “It was actually only Lazriel who pushed for that when you… died. I intended to sacrifice my life for yours. Sylas did do so.”

“This… what the four of us are building… it’s a work in progress. Each of us has spent our lives lone-wolfing it, Cassius. It’s not an easy thing to break through. And it’s definitely so tempting to retreat to it in moments of crisis.” I reached out and stroked his hair. “We’ll get there. We’ll figure it all out.”

“How can you be so sure?” he asked, so vulnerably that it hit me deep.

“Because… it’s worth it, isn’t it?”

A smile spread over his face. “It most certainly is, little shadow.”

“Now, about Lazriel… what’s the status with trying to track him down?”

“He had Kelsana assist him.”

“Kelsana? Oh my God, is she okay? I managed to get her out of Vantiqe in time, but—”

“She is well. Shaken up. Mostly for you. She tried to visit you here but security was too tight… given the situation. However, in my bid to find Lazriel, I paid her a visit at Wraeven Academy and assured her that you would make a full recovery.”

“You did?”

“Of course. I understand that your developing friendship with her is important to you.”

I smiled. “Thank you, Cassius.”

He smiled back, then went on, “About the help she gave Lazriel… he told her that, to help you, he needed access to the results of the Blood Trace that Sylas performed on him. So she created a tracking spell and infused it into a crystal. Because of The Shadowed’s nature, she couldn’t pinpoint a location directly. The crystal could only guide the way. And only Lazriel could use it, since he’s the one with the blood connection to Remnant, the one being tracked.” He drew in a breath before continuing. “Lazriel also had my blood in his system when he left, so I tried tracking him through my own magical signature. It failed. There was nothing to latch onto.”

“He flushed your blood out of his system?”

“Ketheron and I determined that it was actually the tonic that Lazriel consumed which contained Ryker Morgan’s defensive magic that annihilated the magical properties of my blood.”

“A tonic?”

“To combat blood poisoning. When he was trying to heal you with his blood, yours entered his system.”

My gut twisted. “Oh my God.”

“He is well. Healed. He was careless. Do not aspire to carry more guilt that isn’t yours to bear.”

It took me a few moments, but I managed a nod. “And scent-tracking him?”

“There was nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“I had Vorzyr Titanus, the dragon love of Kai, Nyx, and Ariana, attempt it, even partnered with Lucian Black—two of the most talented trackers across the supernatural world—and they could not find a trace of him.”

“I don’t… no. That… that can’t be. Lazriel isn’t… I mean… he’s not…”

“He is not dead,” he said quickly, before my full panic could set in. “He is being hidden. By The Shadowed, I believe. The way the tracking became impossible for Lucian and Vorzyr wasn’t natural. There was a scent barrier. A most prominent one. It is similar to the Death Seal that Remnant had employed when Lazriel tried to perform a Blood Trace to find him, which misrepresented his father as being dead.”

“The Blood Trace… wait… then—”

“My thought exactly. Attempt to locate Lazriel through another. Using his mother.”

“And if a Death Seal is in place? Do you think Sylas will be well enough to attempt a spell of that magnitude?”

He noticeably avoided looking at Sylas as he answered, “A Death Seal is necromantic at its root, but it can be overcome by any being who operates on the same twilight resonance as a necromancer—like you with your Wraith abilities. Or even through other methods.”

The other methods I knew meant black magic.

That wasn’t an option.

“Cassius, I don’t know the spell or how to—”

“I do. I will teach you. If you so wish. And if you feel comfortable enough to try.”

I studied him. “You think I need to do something magically forceful to help me recover from what Sorin did… his latest violation.”

“Yes. I do. He undercut your power, violated you despicably. He tried to inject terror and revitalize trauma you had come so far in dealing with and finding some peace with.”

A shudder rolled through me and I felt Cassius’ hold tighten around me.

“We can’t leave Lazriel out there. And I can’t… I can’t have him apart from us. So I’ll do it. But I may need your help… with more than just the mechanics of the spell itself.”

“You are concerned that your magic usage will become unstable after enduring this latest trauma?”

Hearing it put out there so blatantly was brutal. But right on the money. “Yes.”

He stroked my hair reverently. “You do not give yourself enough credit. You have come so very far since the day I tethered you after that attack. You are not the same. You are stronger, more resilient. You are full of life and love—that is what leads the way now. Not defeat any longer.” He smiled. “This is different.”

“Okay,” I murmured. “Okay, I hear you.”

“Good,” he said, brushing his lips over mine.

I sucked in a breath and looked over at Sylas. “He’s not healing, is he? Even with the serum.”

“No, he is not. At this point, if the serum is not constantly injected into his body, the desiccation will utterly take him. Moreover, if he uses his magic, it will spread beyond even what the serum can counteract. And his body can only take so much of the serum as it is. It contains its own level of toxicity.”

I choked, breaking from him and staggering over to Sylas’ Restoration Chamber, bracing my hands on the surface as I stared down at the heart-wrenching state of him. “How long?” I croaked out.

“Days. Perhaps a couple of weeks at the most. That is if things remain the same.”

“Remain the same? You know of a solution?”

“There are a couple that can be employed with what we already know. But I also have no doubt that Lazriel’s mission with The Shadowed includes obtaining information to help Sylas.”

“If there is even information to be found there.”

“It is likely. The Shadowed is a vast underground network. While magic-wielders are among their members, vampires are the most prominent. Necromancers would be a chief concern of theirs, given that they can be puppeted and controlled by such beings, something they would not take lightly. This network thrives on knowledge. It stands to reason that they would possess a great deal of information in that area. However, whether Lazriel will be able to obtain it given their strict levels of secrecy is another matter. Especially within the time constraints that we are working with.”

I stroked the surface of the Chamber, gazing at Sylas unconscious, helpless, wracked with desiccation, and so fucking sick.

Cassius came to me and stroked my hair. “When Sylas was working with Kai to determine a solution, Kai came up with a plan, one that, although dangerous, is viable. It involves finding another learned necromancer to tether him inside the periphery of the Valley of the Dead, and to reset him in death energy and the foundational aspects of necromantic essence. Finding a necromancer, especially one of the caliber needed to perform such a complex spell is the issue. Although Sylas was against me doing so, over the last couple of days, I went ahead and created a tracking spell using necromantic essence as a specific search parameter. It is currently sweeping the entire supernatural world.”

“Holy hell, isn’t that incredibly taxing? Even on you?”

“I am well, I assure you. I am doing it safely. However, it is time-consuming. And there is another issue also.”

I cocked an eyebrow.

“I have already found two viable necromancers—deceased.”

“What?”

“They were murdered. Torn apart, actually. With magic. Not claws or talons.”

“You think this was targeted? Something to do with Sylas, that somebody or someones know he could be helped this way, and they’re actively preventing it?”

“The reason is unknown until we acquire more information and proof, but there is a pattern forming, suggesting these deaths aren’t merely a coincidence.”

“Fuck. Well, is there anything I can do with my magic? I’ve used it to boost him before, to take some of the weight off the serum when he’d started using more doses to ensure he didn’t lose power even though the sickness was draining him.”

“That’s just it, you can only boost what is already there, once he sparks his magic into being. He cannot do that now. Not without severe, even fatal damage at this point. I am sorry, we are far beyond that point, Velra.”

“And if we can’t locate a necromancer? If Lazriel can’t obtain other intel from The Shadowed that could provide another solution?”

He grimaced and stared at Sylas forlornly.

Several moments passed, where he scrubbed his hand over his face, and continued to take him in.

“Cassius?” I pressed gently, my entire body tensing.

He drew in a stilted breath and looked at me. “Then, in order to survive, Sylas will need to be stripped of his magic.”

“No. No. He won’t accept that… he won’t be able to live with that. He is his magic. It’s everything to him.”

“Not anymore. It’s not all that he is now. The question, however, is whether he is ready to recognize that, should the decision need to be made.”

“We’re not going to let it come to that. We’ll fix this. Now. We move now, locate Rhyza Thaine to perform the Blood Trace to find Lazriel, and your spell will discover more necromancers in the meantime.”

When he just looked at me, I pushed, “Right?”

He grasped my shoulders gently, stroking. “We will do everything in our power to spare him from this, to return Lazriel to us, and to defeat Puritas. That is what I swear to you.”

I nodded and sank into him, as we both gazed at Sylas.

It would be enough.

It had to be.
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~Lazriel~



“Son.”

My eyes opened slowly, a weariness plaguing me.

But no more pain.

That was a hell of a thing considering the last thing I remembered was agony.

At the hands of that purist psychopath.

A shudder rolled through me.

I blinked, not wanting to go there.

Not wanting to think about it.

I wouldn’t give it power.

I wouldn’t give him power.

Hurting me, taunting me, torturing me… touching me—stop!

I needed to focus.

I took in my surroundings.

What the shit?

I was tucked up in a fancy-ass bed carved with dark wood with piled pillows in emerald and deep sapphire, the sheets covering me up to my abs the softest silk I’d ever felt. And so warm and comfortable.

I had to strain through my exhaustion to make out the rest of the space.

The ceiling was arched high above and reinforced by metal beams. There was a plush gray couch over on the other side of the room. Surrounding it were two high-backed chairs upholstered in navy velvet. In the far right corner was an open door that I could just make out part of a bathroom through that was decorated in emerald and gold.

I looked to the left as I felt that same sensation I had outside the diner.

And I only just managed to suppress a choked sound of surprise as I caught sight of a figure standing to the left of a floor-to-ceiling bookcase stacked with tons of books, some looking age-old.

He had his back to me and he was shoving his hand through his hair, a phone pressed to his ear and… talking?

Shit, I really was exhausted. I mean, he was talking quietly, not even above a whisper, but I was a fucking wolf-vampire hybrid.

I strained and managed to make out what he was saying.

“A dozen? You’re certain? And Claudette? Harold?” I heard a pained groan. “Understood. Yes, ashes then burial also. Scent-wipe the grounds. They cannot be discovered. No. Do not pursue the perpetrator. Report when it’s done. Remnant out.”

Remnant.

He pocketed his phone in his black jeans.

“Do you wish to continue pretending that you are still asleep? Or would you like to have a conversation?”

I jolted.

He turned around slowly.

His wavy hair fell to his shoulders, a deep dark brown. Stubble framed his jaw. His eyes were a piercing steel gray just like mine. He stood tall and broad, a whole lot of muscle on him, clad in a weathered black leather jacket with a black top beneath, complete with the jeans—a sleek but hard edged black-on-black look. He had stakes holstered at his calves and a pistol at his right hip. Chunky rings adorned every finger.

But there was something that stood out above all the rest.

The leather chain with a golden wolf claw hanging from it.

My necklace. My mom’s necklace. We both had one exactly like that.

He saw me looking and clasped it, stroking it reverently. “Yes. This was gifted to me by your mother. Just like yours.” He gestured at mine that was visible with me apparently being stripped. I discreetly felt through the sheets. Okay, I was wearing some pajama pants. Really cozy ones from what I could tell. It was just my chest that was bare.

“You’re… I heard you call me…”

“I called you my son. That is most definitely what you are.” He smiled. “I am, indeed your father.”

Shit. That wasn’t something I could just… I couldn’t just reconcile that. Especially not right off the bat.

“You expect me just to buy that?”

“You feel it.”

I… I did.

That same deep-seated familial blood bond I felt when I was around my mom.

“If your senses seem a little off-kilter after what you suffered through earlier, perhaps this will assist to offer you the proof and reassurance that you need.” As I arched an eyebrow, his eyes shone as he spoke, “Creswyn.”

I choked. “How do you—”

“It was I who provided that safehouse for you and your mother.”

I blinked and pushed out of the sheets, swinging my legs around, my feet touching the floor.

A wave of dizziness hit me and I had to leave it at that, pinching the bridge of my nose.

“It will pass once you feed and eat. Both are required with your hybrid nature after sustaining such horrific damage.”

Horrific damage. “You saved me… stopped him.”

“Correct.” He came to the bed and stopped a couple of feet from me, folding his arms across his chest. “However, he is still out there. As such, you are not safe above ground.”

“Above ground?” I looked up at the beams, studying them closer.

And I listened.

Really listened.

There it is.

My gaze snapped back to him. “We’re literally underground.”

He smiled. “Very astute.”

“Is this room… what is it?”

“It is one of many in this specific area of Shadow Tunnels. Situated beside mine.”

“Shadow Tunnels… right. Because you’re part of The Shadowed.”

“I am its Commander and its Maker.”

“Is that how I should refer to you? As my maker?” I bit back.

“I wouldn’t advise it. Maker in that context has a mythical vampiric connotation to it that many would interpret as you being a sireling.”

“Isn’t that what I am?”

“Certainly not. I have thousands of sirelings who are bound to me by the dark magic inherent in vampirism and the rites of turning. You are my flesh and blood. You are my one and only child. My son.”

I frowned. “You speak so reverently about it.”

“Of course.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It doesn’t make sense. You disowned me. You abandoned me. Worse—you left me to be raised by that brutal bastard. My fucking stepfather.”

“Rest assured, that brutal bastard was punished for what he did to you.”

I started. “What are you talking about? He was mauled by a rival wolf pack, one trying to protect my mom.”

“Well, I was certainly trying to protect your mother—and you—but his fall wasn’t the result of wolves. It merely needed to appear that way due to the political complexities at play during that time.”

“You murdered him.”

“Well, not just murdered. As I said, he was punished. Severely. As were his allies who attempted to exact revenge through you over the years once you left the safety of your mother’s home and made your way in the world.”

“You were everywhere. All this time?”

“In the shadows, yes.”

“I don’t understand. Why never emerge? Why never show yourself to me? Why never claim me as yours?”

“To be connected to somebody like me would have marked you for death. Not to mention, the work I do, it is not a life I would wish upon those whom I love.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “There is no reprieve. No peace. It just… is.”

“Just survival?”

“In a manner of speaking.” He smiled sadly. “Great power is not free, hmm?”

“Yeah, I’m getting that… a lot lately, actually.”

“I am aware, Lazriel. And I am so very sorry.” He reached out, but stopped at the last moment, thinking better of it as I tensed. “Rest assured, that hard times will pass. They always do. And in this case I will see to it for you.”

“I don’t need you to do that.”

“As you keep demonstrating through evading the protection detail I have assigned to you. However, you do need my assistance. Did tonight not serve to highlight that?”

I shuddered. “I’ll… be better next time. Prepared. Make sure I’m always wearing my tactical gear.”

“Tactical gear will do nothing to withstand a single blow from the likes of Halrow.”

“That’s not—”

“He tossed you through a building with a flick of his hand.”

“He did more than that,” I muttered under my breath.

Absolutely futile with an Ancient Vampire standing right there.

“He will burn in Hades for laying hands on you.”

“You’re going to kill him?”

“You and I will take his life.”

I started. “What? No. You don’t know what he—”

“I have the capacity to hear over a distance of several hundred miles. I heard.”

“What, were you speeding across land and sea to help me or something? That massive distance, even as an Ancient, to cover it—”

“I was.”

“Fuck. That’s… wow.”

“Emotion can enhance a vampire’s capabilities more than you realize.” He eyed me. “Especially one who feeds properly.”

I went to speak, but he cut in, “Not just once in a while from an Immortal. Yes, it will provide you with a temporary surge of power, but it is offset by the lethargy it also causes. Even if you are spelled against feeling that high, that is still a factor.”

“I don’t like feeding from the vein.”

“Only during sex?”

“Yes.”

“That is how many new vampires start out feeding from the vein, finding it an easier way to sink into it, to accept it. But in your case, you can only do that with an Immortal, because the blood of your other two loves is toxic to you. Especially the necromancer, given the awful sickness that plagues him.”

“You know about his sickness?”

“I am fully aware, yes. The Shadowed is researching viable solutions now.”

“Because of me?”

“Your love for him is a factor. But there are also others at play. A bigger picture we are concerned with.”

“A bigger picture?”

“Not to be discussed at this juncture. Your priority is to learn.”

“Learn?”

“To embrace your vampire side and your Ancient blood.”

“I’m wolf first.”

“Because of the fear. Because you grew up without somebody to guide you properly. And for that, I am fully responsible. I wanted to keep you away from all of this. I wanted you to remain free. To escape the pain of it all, the darkness, the danger. But things have shifted and we must adapt.”

I started shaking my head.

“I do not intend to discount the wolf. I respect how much you value it. And it is the part of your mother that I can see in you, and I would never wish to dishonor her. However, you are at a severe disadvantage with the forces aligning now, enemies gathering. If you do not embrace all that you are, if you are not willing to learn, you cannot hope to face them and survive, let alone succeed.”

He paced for a moment, then leaned against one of the high-backed chairs. “You are a chief target of Puritas. Victor Halrow is a high-ranking member. He has now also taken a personal interest in you, beyond the scope of Puritas’ intentions to make an example out of you. He became fixated on you the moment you crossed paths near Vantiqe.”

“Why?”

“Because he saw something in you.”

“What?”

“Me.”

“He… oh.”

“Yes. You see now why I wanted to keep you far away from all of this? That is just the tip of the iceberg, Lazriel.”

“You really think you could take him?”

I hadn’t even registered his speed when he’d torn into the area and sent Victor flying off hundreds of feet into the distance. But I didn’t know the extent of his abilities, obviously.

“I should say so. I’m his Maker.”
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~Cassius~



She continued to sneak glances at me as we neared our destination through the extremely dense forest, her shadows swirling all around us and concealing our approach.

Despite it being daytime, there was little light. Even without her shadows, the forest around us was so dense it swallowed most of the illumination.

“Is all well?” I finally asked, having hoped she’d eventually voice whatever those looks my way were about. Yet she hadn’t. Understandable, given all that was on her mind.

As the words left my mouth, I realized how utterly ill-equipped they’d sounded.

“No,” I began again, correcting myself. “Of course I know all is not well. I simply meant, in this instance, is there something specific you wish to discuss? Something behind the looks you’ve been sneaking my way for the past thirty-one minutes?”

“Thirty-one minutes? That’s specific.” She chuckled then and the sound was incredible. Especially in light of everything. “I knew what you meant,” she told me seriously then. “And I also know you weren’t being flippant in the least.”

Thank goodness.

I was aware that I had come a long way with that sort of thing, but I also wasn’t arrogant enough to believe that there wasn’t still work that needed to be done.

“I just… before everything that happened at Vantiqe, I wanted to talk to you about what happened that night. But we never got to address it. Now we’re in this very brief calm before another storm, I thought we should take the time to… you know… discuss it, I guess?”

I frowned. She had come a long way with opening up lately and after she’d dropped her defenses it had felt very natural for her to do so. But now she was being rather… awkward about it. I didn’t understand why she would—oh—that night! Of course.

“The night we made love. That is what you are referring to, yes?”

“Yeah,” she answered, fiddling with the sleeves of her hoodie.

Well, Lazriel’s hoodie.

She’d emerged from my bedroom wearing it this morning, along with Sylas’ Nexus Band ring. Although the ring was currently de-powered, it gave her a connection him. She had been staying at mine and Ketheron’s apartment for the last few days while she’d been recuperating. She’d wanted to see to the Blood Trace before she was fully healed, her urgency unbearable, her wish to act immediately understandable. But she’d calmed and rested, recognizing that being fully healed was the only way to proceed safely. She and Ketheron had grown closer in a wonderful way since she’d been staying with us. Her personality worked very well with his. And he, of course, wished to understand my fascination with her.

“You wish to discuss our lovemaking… now?” I queried.

“For one, I want to make sure you’re okay.”

“Okay?”

She fiddled with her sleeves again, struggling to look me in the eye. “It was your first time… doing that. I know that your first experience with sexual pleasure was with Lazriel when he fed from you, but that night when we actually—”

“That was not my first experience of sexual pleasure.”

She swung her head toward me. “It wasn’t?”

“My first experience was when you were fornicating with Lazriel in The Fade that night, when I felt yours through the Soul Brand, and it… affected me so profoundly that I had to… tend to matters… personally… in response.”

She choked and actually stopped walking.

I pulled up short as well and turned to face her. “Have I upset you?”

“I upset you, Cassius.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“Your first sexual experience was feeling me with somebody else, not even your own experience either. And one tinged with upset that you were on the sidelines, kept from me.”

“Kept from you by my own design, remember? I am the one who denied you my side of the Soul Brand in a ridiculous bid to protect you. And as for that being my first experience of sex, I believe it was much better that way. It eased me into it. As then did my sensual feed with Lazriel. It meant that when it came time for us, I was actually ready for you.” I took her hands in mine. “Be mindful of that guilt again. Guilt that is not yours to take on. You know that I brought that on myself. You also know that there is nothing you could have done. You had no power with that and it’s absolutely my fault. It’s something we’ve since rectified together. So let us not dwell on what has already been healed and bettered, yes?”

A little smile spread over her face. “It has been bettered, hasn’t it?”

“Oh, very much so. And as for the night we all came together and you took me inside you… it was the most incredible experience of my life, exceeding all that has ever come before in my many centuries of existence.” I leaned in and whispered at her ear. “And I wish to do it again. In fact, I have been fantasizing about it rather obsessively.”

A little tremble went through her and I felt a great deal more through our Soul Brand.

And then she chuckled.

I eased back to look down at her.

Her eyes were shining, full of mirth.

“It’s so intense, huh?”

I burst out laughing. A full, hearty laugh.

The look on her face. The Soul Brand binding us and the humor she was finding there, rather than just the overwhelming nature of it.

A break through all the intensity surrounding us was just what was needed.

My laughter made her chuckle harder, and she clutched at my shirt for purchase, almost doubling over with it.

When we both finally came down from it, she tightened her hold on my shirt and stretched onto her tiptoes to press her cheek to mine. “You know, you still keep your emotions in check, balled up tight, most of the time. I get that it’s no longer you trying to keep things from me like it was before. It’s just you learning how to navigate them and this new existence as an Immortal, rather than a True Celestial.” She smiled and cupped my face. “But whenever I ask you to talk about something, whenever I engage with you, right away you open all the way to me. And I can feel that fully through our Brand and from you independent of that as well.” She stroked my cheeks. “So, thank you. That’s amazing, Cassius, and I really don’t take it lightly.”

“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.”

I saw recognition shine in her beautiful amethyst eyes. “Yes, those were your words to me not long ago. I took them to heart. Because I want to very much be close with you and Lazriel and Sylas.”

“You’re doing an impressive job. Truly, Cassius. We all feel it from you, I promise.” She smiled. “You really don’t need to worry so much about being emotionally ill-equipped anymore.”

“You are truly remarkable,” I breathed, most definitely overcome.

But then her smile faded, that serious look returning. Her hands dropped from my cheeks.

“What is it?” I asked carefully.

“With everything else we’ve been focused on, I didn’t bring it up sooner, but now we have a moment and there’s nobody else around, I need to.” She drew in a steadying breath. “This has to stay between us. The fallout for Sylas for performing that outlawed spell to save me would be beyond if the Guardian Movement knew about this as well.”

“Knew what?”

“Of the damage already evident that was done to the Valley of the Dead from Auctoritas Mortis.”

“What do you mean? You saw something while you were trapped?”

She nodded. “I thought I managed it on my own, tearing a hole in the periphery of the Veil just outside the Valley of the Dead. But with Sylas performing that spell, it makes much more sense. It had weakened the integrity of the plane. That was why I was able to punch a way through.”

“You did what? You opened up your own breach?”

“For a few moments. Until it was hijacked by… someone. That’s what I need to tell you,” she said, grasping my hand, urgency taking her over. “I heard a voice that I didn’t recognize, then an orb of shimmering blue light obscuring something within itself passed toward the tear I’d made. It was snatched by somebody on the outside in the living world whose form I could see, but not their face. A red hood covered their facial features and all I could make out were black veins and straggly brown hair. The veins… they had to be the mark of black magic, because when I tried to push through the breach I’d made, his magic stopped me and it chilled me and tasted like sludge.”

“Those are both marks of black magic, yes. So you are telling me that this unknown figure prevented you from accessing the breach you had created with the aid of Sylas’ spell?”

“Yeah. He closed up the tear.”

“Hades,” I breathed.

“And the voice that was in there with me spoke to whoever that eerie bastard was when he handed him that orb of magic. ‘Scion, remember our bargain. This for my freedom. You deny me and I will see you suffer alongside me here’. Those were his exact words. Does that mean anything to you? That name?”

“No. It doesn’t. But we will investigate.” Just like we were investigating so much else. “Do not worry, Velra. We will see to this.”

“What if the Valley of the Dead is irreparably damaged? What if Sylas performing that spell to save me unleashed something horrific?”

I gave her hands a squeeze. “We have severe immediate issues to concern ourselves with. You observed a cryptic interaction with very little information to go on. The harm to the Valley could have simply been that object being passed through, and if that’s the case we will find it and nullify whatever threat it poses. All of this can be dealt with. Although, through one step at a time.”

“Okay,” she agreed with a nod. “I just…”

“I know, little shadow. I know. Truly.”

“Of course you do.” She stretched onto her tiptoes in that adorable way she usually did when she wished to kiss me.

But then my senses screamed at me.

Magical and intuition alike.

I pushed from Velra, and spun around—

Just in time to snatch an arrow out of the air.

A cloaked arrow.

Velra choked.

I noted the trajectory as I’d snatched it. It had been headed for her shoulder. A flesh wound.

This was not an assassination attempt, not even an attack.

It was a warning.

“We mean you no harm!” I called out.

Another arrow whizzed by and I thrust out my hand as it was directed at Velra once again.

I felt another and spun, snatching it before it plunged into my thigh—or tried to.

I crushed all three to kindling in my hands, then thrust up a wall of my shimmering white power, just before a dozen others assaulted it, bending and shattering as they hit.

Despite my call of assurance, they had kept coming. As though I had not spoken.

I frowned. Perhaps I had not—from their perspective.

“Your shadows,” I spoke to Velra over my shoulder. “They can see through the illusion you are creating, but they cannot feel or hear.”

She pulled them back in the next moment, but then in my peripheral vision I saw her hastily shrugging off Lazriel’s hoodie.

“Drop the wall for a moment,” she told me.

I wouldn’t risk that.

Not after almost losing her.

Instead, I thrust the hoodie through the wall without compromising it, and tossed it into the distance, deep into the forest a hundred feet away at the very least.

Moments passed, and then the arrows ceased.

The forest fell still once more.

And then I saw movement.

Somebody emerged from the heavy concealment of the trees clad in an overhanging brown and deep green hooded cloak that blended in exceptionally well with our surroundings.

Lazriel’s hoodie hung from one hand.

In the other was a glowing white bow, a quiver full of more arrows hanging off their shoulder.

“You are with him,” a forthright female voice rumbled, projecting all the way to us rather impressively, using not just voice, but the growl of a wolf to carry it. “You are with my boy.”

She held up the hoodie. “Now you have dropped your concealment fully, there’s not just this—which he wouldn’t give just to anyone—I can scent him all over both of you. Beyond skin deep.”

In the next moment, she pulled back her hood, revealing rich, dark hair that fell in waves around her shoulders, framing a face marked by both strength and pain, lines etched into her skin that signified the hard years she’d lived. Her amber eyes were alert and calculating, as she regarded us.

Rhyza Thaine.

Former Alpha wolf.

One exceedingly difficult being to find.

And, most importantly per our mission, Lazriel’s mother.

A smile graced her lips. “Come on then. It seems we have a lot to talk about.”
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I could already see the similarities between Rhyza and her son.

Instead of offering tea or some sort of light beverage for refreshment as I’d come to learn was customary and polite on this plane, she’d offered whiskey.

Given that I didn’t care for it and Velra didn’t drink, she’d gotten refusals on both counts. That hadn’t stopped her, however. She’d merely stepped inside the house to discard her camouflage robe, and to retrieve a full bottle of whiskey, and then she’d led us back outside. We hadn’t even gotten a glimpse of the interior of the home from the entranceway where she’d had us wait. It hadn’t been visible from that vantage point.

Although, while we’d briefly been standing there, I had seen a pair of motorcycle boots and muddied rain boots that were Lazriel’s size, along with a hefty winter coat. When she’d seen me looking, she’d explained that he wore it when suffering from one of his freezing cold phases.

She took several sips from the bottle as she led us to the rear of the sturdy, timber-framed lodge.

“He doesn’t experience that anymore,” Velra spoke.

“What’s that?” Rhyza asked over her shoulder.

“Those blistering hot and then freezing cold episodes. Sylas found a solution that gives Lazriel equilibrium.”

She turned gracefully, yet also with force and command, in her dark blazer and navy jeans. Her eyes softened. “We were told there was nothing that could be done.”

“Well, our friend has a talent for making the impossible possible,” Velra told her.

“And this is Sylas Morgrave? The necromancer?”

“Yes,” Velra confirmed.

Rhyza smiled. “He has been taking care of my son.” She scented me. “As have you.” Her gaze darted to Velra. “And I already know about you. Laz has barely stopped talking about you ever since he first encountered you in the first Crossborn team meeting many months ago. I’m glad you were finally able to let him in the way you both needed.”

“He’s part of us. All four of us are a unit,” she told Rhyza.

“Yes, that’s my understanding.”

I frowned as I watched the interaction carefully.

“You already knew?” Velra asked. “Even though you’ve been out of contact with Lazriel for a while?”

“I knew of you, not what you looked like. I had eyes on Lazriel. Eyes that weren’t my own.”

“That protection.”

“That was part of it.”

“Using his father’s resources,” I stated.

“That’s right.” She turned, rather than speaking more to it, and we followed her around a corner to the rear of the property.

It was a patio area complete with a four-seater carved oak table and chairs surrounding it that were upholstered with forest-green cushions.

I noted the expansive garden just beyond that was meticulously tended. Rows of herbs, fruits and vegetables, and climbing flowers wove through stone pathways that were flanked by rose bushes.

My gaze fell to the two torches of multicolored light at either end of the patio area, which were secured into ornate golden holders. Heavy magic gravitated from them.

“These alert me to the presence of magic. It’s how I detected you.” She held up her right hand, gesturing at a thick black skull ring with flaming amber eyes. “This enabled me to seek out the illusion you were casting with your shadows. However, all I could see was the outline of two forms within it, not your identity. I couldn’t scent or hear you either. Borrowed magic has its limitations. I can only use it as it is, not command it to my liking.”

“Being that prepared and possessing these magical resources leads me to deduce that you allowed yourself to be found by us this day,” I spoke.

“Lazriel and I have always been very close. Me being out of contact recently was regrettable, but necessary. And it continues to be.” Her gaze hardened. “I allowed you here today so I can make it clear that the same must apply to you. Laz needs to remain where he is for the time being. It’s actually vital. And I won’t allow anybody to interfere in that.”

She tapped her fingers on her bottle, the ring connecting making a sharp clinking sound.

“I know why you’re here. Lazriel sought his father out to obtain information on Puritas. Rest assured, he will be given more than just information. But not immediately. The Shadowed thrives because information is closely guarded, not given away without great forethought, nor even under extreme duress. All agents of The Shadowed are trained to withstand even the most sadistic and invasive interrogation techniques.” Her eyes flamed. “And, myself, being an agent-adjacent, I am no different. In fact, despite Remnant’s initial objections to subjecting somebody he loved to that torturous training, I insisted. To protect our son.” She sighed and perched on the edge of the patio table, swishing the amber liquid around in her bottle. “Only when Remnant determines it safe and Lazriel ready will he convey the information that Lazriel seeks.” She casually called her claws on her free hand forth and swiped them across her finger. “Also, I’m afraid you can’t use my blood to track my son through me either. I’ve made sure of it, should our enemies ever attempt to use me against him.”

I swept a wave of my magic over the trickle of blood seeping from her skin. As soon as it made even brief contact, a shock assaulted me. A mild one, much like a static shock, but definitive nonetheless. “Your blood has been protected to repel magical influence and interference.”

“Yes.”

I looked at Velra, who scrubbed her hand over her face, distressed that our one viable path to finding Lazriel had been cut off.

Rhyza told us, “If it makes you feel better, know that The Shadowed has already laid waste to five Puritas cells in the last few weeks. The threat is being dealt with, but it’s vast and widespread, more than the Guardian Movement or those beyond the shadows are privy to. It’s also a delicate balance. The danger is when an organization like Puritas begins to see their enemies coming, to identify their patterns. The Shadowed operates in a way that circumvents that, that allows them to continue to surprise these cells and get to them before they disappear. The Guardian Movement is too infamous a force, requiring protocols to be met that don’t allow for this approach.”

Velra stepped forward. “I understand the need for all this secrecy, but we can’t just leave Lazriel out there.” Her voice hardened and I watched her eyes flame amethyst. “Like I said, Lazriel is one of us. Ours.”

Pain lanced through me, making me wince.

It was hers. Through the Soul Brand.

I instinctively went to reach for her, but she evaded my touch, focused on staring down Rhyza Thaine instead.

For her part, the Alpha wolf met her glare steadily.

I tensed, prepared for this to escalate.

This seemed like odd behavior for Velra.

Of late, it would be considered as such.

But not from before—not when it came to her trauma and how that impacted her actions and thoughts alike.

She was naturally possessive, she’d demonstrated that several times with all three of us. But this was more than that.

This was rage and the desperation for control trying to drown what was really at the root of it all—fear and helplessness.

Rhyza’s gaze flicked to me, noting my tensing state.

She was certainly a well-seasoned warrior to be able to pick up so astutely on that, because I was very good at hiding my intent when it was called for.

Then she very carefully reached out and clasped Velra’s hand, holding her to her and stroking the back of it softly. “Your love for my son is deep. Honest. True. I can feel it. But there’s also great fear. Careful. We all make mistakes when we allow that to lead the way.”

Velra’s eyes flickered. “I don’t—”

“When Lazriel was tracking his father, he was attacked. Brutally. By an agent of Puritas. Not just any member of that despicable organization, but by Victor Halrow. He is fixated on Lazriel not only due to his born hybrid nature, which Puritas finds abominable, but because of a twisted connection to Remnant. Lazriel is not safe. Halrow is an apex predator. He hunts like no other. When Remnant stepped in and saved Lazriel, that monster responded by hunting The Shadowed protection that had been assigned to our son, and brutally torturing and murdering them all. Twelve vampires who were near-Ancient in their standing. That’s how powerful he is. The fact that Remnant had to personally intervene to spare Lazriel tells you much else about the threat that Halrow is.”

She patted Velra’s hand. “Lazriel isn’t prepared. Because of mine and Remnant’s decision to spare him from the world of his father. Ancient Vampire blood runs in his veins. Remnant will teach him how to use that to its full advantage. He needs his guidance now. And that is how he will survive what is coming.”

“He doesn’t need to defend himself all alone,” Velra argued. “We’re here.”

“A being can’t be dependent on anyone else to defend them. They have to be capable on their own for any true chance of survival.”

“Also, he needs to learn how to embrace his vampiric roots,” I spoke. “It pains him that he has not.”

“He was feeding from you, Cassius, figuring it out,” Velra argued.

Rhyza smiled at her words. “That’s a good sign. But not enough.”

Velra pulled her hand away like she had burned her.

And I suppose she had in a way.

I grimaced as I felt an awful swell of heavy emotions through our Brand threatening to overtake her.

And then she shoved her hand through her beautiful hair and drew in a steadying breath. “Lazriel didn’t just seek out his father for Puritas business.”

“The necromancer is sick. I know.”

“And others are dying,” I cut in.

“It’s being investigated.”

“To what end?” I asked. “And from what angle? Necromancers are enemies to vampires by nature.”

“Not one who is deeply tied to the son of the Commander of The Shadowed.”

“You mean, not one who can be used by them because of Lazriel’s love for Sylas?” Velra uttered.

“That will be a factor. But it also means that they have a vested interest in Sylas Morgrave remaining alive and finding a cure, being restored and at full power.”

“Full power for what?” I pressed.

“That’s unknown even to me.” She took a swig of her whiskey again, then told us, “You should also know that Remnant won’t allow it to be possible for him to be tracked through Lazriel’s blood again. He will put measures in place. So if Lazriel was ripped from his father now…” She looked at me. “Through the use of Immortal power, perhaps, Lazriel would be left without a way to find his father again. Given that it’s just come to light for him that his father is even alive, believe me, that would not sit well with him in the least.”

“That’s emotional manipulation if I’ve ever heard it,” Velra bit at her.

“It certainly is,” I said, moving to her side, not reaching out, but ensuring I was close.

“There is nothing I wouldn’t do to ensure the wellbeing of my son. Love doesn’t always see reason. It doesn’t always do what’s right, even though it may feel like that’s what’s happening.” She pressed her hand to her chest. “I’ve been guilty of it myself. It’s why I can recognize it so deeply in the both of you. Lazriel deserves to have this depth of love in his life, which is also why I’ve entertained this meeting at all, even though the very nature of it puts us all in jeopardy.”

“Does ensuring the wellbeing of your son pertain to your recent closed-door meetings with the Shifter Stabilization Unit run by Jaxon Silver and Vorzyr Titanus?” I asked.

“Indirectly.” She put her bottle down on the patio table and folded her arms across her chest. “I have been asked to recreate an evolved version of my former wolf pack, Vyrn Hollow. The details are currently being ironed out, so this information is to stay between the three of us. The SSU is realigning shifter settlements and resources to accommodate displaced dragons. The new version of Vyrn Hollow would provide a home to wolves, dragons, and also hybrids who identify primarily as wolves. Given my experience of being much more open than my other Alpha counterparts, and the fact that I have a wolf-vampire son, Jaxon believed I was uniquely qualified to take on this role. The proposed location for this would be Silverwood Wolf Pack lands. The inclusive pack would also be the first of its kind and function as a political statement to purists out there like Puritas.”

“Wow,” Velra breathed. “That’s really something.”

“It absolutely is.”

“Yet, after being offered this, you went underground for a while?” I questioned.

“Remnant reached out to me and asked for my permission to reveal himself to Lazriel.”

“Is Lazriel in danger from other enemies also, namely those connected to this Jason Strickland he’s spoken of to Velra before?” I asked.

She flinched at the question, eyeing her whiskey bottle. She reached for it, then drew back and steeled herself as she responded, “There are a couple of outliers we’ve yet to dispose of. They were in the process of being hunted until recent events redirected focus elsewhere.”

“He is actually dead, though, right?” Velra asked. “I mean, with people coming out of the woodwork, it’s best to be sure,” she added with a noticeable edge. Likely, she was also talking about Sorin. He’d been imprisoned in The Void but escaped and… killed her.

I clenched my fists and forced myself to focus on the immediate.

“Yes. He’s dead.” She heaved a labored sigh. “His stepfather. A man I married to strengthen my standing as Alpha in our wildly sexist pack—and the species outlook as a whole back then. Once my control over the pack was stabilized, I built alliances so I could leave that marriage, and that fool behind. As I was on the cusp of that, of gaining a great deal more power as well, Lazriel’s vampiric abilities were revealed—publicly. Jason was furious. It caused anarchy and uproar in our pack, and even neighboring ones. Jason inflicted those scars on Lazriel using a blade imbued with holy water and silver and enhanced by magic from a sorcerer contact of his. He wanted to mark the shame into Lazriel—for not being a pure wolf. And for my relationship with Lazriel’s Ancient Vampire father resulting in his hybridized nature.” She smiled sadly. “But my boy was never a shame to me. He is what I am most proud of in this life.”

“Strickland inflicted those scars?” Velra choked.

“Yes. I was called away to deal with a volatile situation—a war brewing—that night and he used the opportunity to maim Lazriel.” Emotion welled in her eyes. “Permanently.” She tugged at her hair. “Lazriel was too new to his abilities—especially the dual nature of them—so he wasn’t able to properly defend himself. That monster went in for the kill but was stopped by my Beta returning to our pack lands and overhearing Lazriel’s screams. He was run out of the pack and believed to have been killed by other wolves that night.”

“Believe to have been killed?” Velra questioned. “You said he was dead.”

“He is. The architect of his death was Remnant.”

Well, the two of them were certainly parents not to be trifled with. Their actions were calculated, brutal, and merciless in the protection and service of their son. And I respected it. As would Sylas, especially.

“And these other enemies then, allies of that bastard?” Velra asked.

“What of them?”

“I want their names. Addresses too, preferably.”

Oh, no. “Velra—”

“Names,” she ground out at Rhyza.

“Is this what you believe Lazriel would want?” Rhyza asked her.

“Well, him heading off on his own isn’t what I wanted, is it? It isn’t what any of us fucking wanted!” Her shadows flared, starting to swirl around her hands. “None of this mess is! None of it!”

I was in front of Velra in the next moment, grasping her hands.

She tried to pull away, but I used my Immortal strength to trap them against my chest with a single hand.

With my other I reached out behind me to Rhyza. “Names.” I snapped my fingers and generated a scrap of paper and a pen. “Write them down.”

I grunted as I felt Velra’s shadows pushing harder against me.

It wasn’t pain, per se, as it took a great deal to actually hurt me.

But it was the emotional anguish driving this explosion of ferocity, which I could feel powerfully through the Brand. The actual marking on my chest was tingling sharply.

I hissed as her frost breached her control and traveled from my upper chest where I had her hands trapped, to my throat, creating an uncomfortable freezer-burn sensation that sent a harsh chill through me.

“It’s all right,” I told her. “Breathe. Just take your time. You cannot severely damage me, remember? Do what you need to get control. I will hold it until then.”

“Let go… I don’t want you to be—”

“I won’t be. Hear my words, little shadow. I am here with you now. And I will never forsake you again. I am here. And I will not let you go.”

A moment later, I felt the piece of paper being pressed into my hand, and I looked to see Rhyza lifting her chin.

“Thank you.”

“Be well,” she said.

I turned back to Velra and wrapped my other arm around her.

And in the next moment, I was teleporting us away.
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It was happening again.

I slapped another pile of my clothes into my open suitcase.

I was being forced to leave my life behind.

To retreat into the dark.

To go into fucking hiding.

Because of Puritas.

Because of Sorin.

Because of what I was.

And who my maniac of a fucking brother was.

I’d died—again.

Sylas had died. For me.

Now he was severely ill. His sickness had barely been sustainable before, but with what he’d done to save me, it was beyond even that.

Cassius had been at death’s door. Because of me.

And Lazriel was in the wind.

Everything was fractured.

I stormed to my dresser and ripped out the top drawer completely, all my underwear spilling over the floor.

I grunted and scooped up some of it, then just tossed it into the suitcase in a sloppy mess of a way.

As I went back to get some more, a familiar ringtone sounded.

Yet again.

It had been two familiar ringtones over the last little while.

One for Warlow.

One for Cornelius.

They were worried about me.

They’d wanted me to go into protective custody at their home like before, but Cassius had insisted on me staying with him—and the sweetheart, Ketheron. I’d already been there for my recuperation, so it made sense to remain for this longer stretch. And obviously, I wanted to be with him. And Ketheron too, because we’d really connected. I wanted to be there with Lazriel and Sylas as well, I wanted all of us to be together, but of course that couldn’t work out the way I wanted it to and—argh!

I sucked in a breath

I’d told Cornelius and Warlow via texts that I was fine, that I was handling things.

But they wanted to talk on the phone. To know for sure.

And I wasn’t fine, so I couldn’t pick up now, could I? They didn’t deserve more worry piled onto their own.

I didn’t want to create a whole thing, a big panic.

I didn’t want people thinking I couldn’t handle my shit, that I was breaking down or some other pathetic sort of thing along those lines.

I just… I just needed a little time.

That was all.

My gaze darted to my desk where I’d found a thoughtful gift from them when I’d walked into my dorm room earlier.

A container of my favorite snack food.

Sugar cookies with crushed cranberries.

I grimaced and looked away, clenching my teeth.

I’d found a new favorite at Vantiqe. Those Cinnamon Cloud Muffins.

But now that was tainted.

Because of Sorin.

Because of that fucking attack.

Everything was tainted.

Everything was ruined!

Ruined! Ruined! Ruined!

I screamed and thrust my palms out, my Dark Fae power exploding out of me in violent purple blasts.

The room shook under the wrath of my power.

But it didn’t break.

Just like the dorms within Umbralis Circle were engineered to withstand mammoth displays of brute strength, these here in Obscura Circle were made to hold up against magical eruptions.

Well, the overall structural integrity of the space.

The furniture and items within said space were another matter.

I watched my power blast into my bed, destroying the hefty wood and setting the sheets on fire.

My magic radiated out, my hands trembling with the force of it that I was expelling in such a furor. It shattered a gargoyle statue, blew a hole in my closet doors, scorched the floor in several places as well.

My shadows and frost reacted, following suit, and wanting in on the destruction.

I tried to stop it, but it was too late—the need to let loose too strong.

My magic was angry too.

No. Beyond anger.

In moments, my shadows were swirling around, like a dangerous black and gray tornado sweeping up my clothing, knick-knacks, my bags and suitcase, my jewelry-making tools. My frost blasted into them, freezing and cracking them, as it also spread up the walls, trying to dominate the space.

And then it happened—my Dark Fae power evolved from my usual shimmering bursts to flash lightning. It was the darker aspect of my power that I rarely unleashed, for obvious reasons.

But right now… right now I wanted to.

I wanted it to rage.

I wanted it to destroy.

I wanted to feel better!

I wanted control!

This was my power!

I heard a knock.

A shove at the door.

I didn’t give a damn.

But I was made to in the next moment when a burst of white light blew the fucking thing open.

Cassius strode in, his magic live.

His gaze flicked from the destruction I was unleashing to me.

And then he strangely nodded to himself.

“As you wish, little shadow.”

In the next moment, he put out the flames, then blurred toward me.

He snagged my waist, unfurled his wings, then drove us through the window, shattering the reinforced glass under his Immortal power, as he soared us high into the sky at breakneck speed.
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“What the—what the hell?” I demanded, shoving away from Cassius the moment we touched down on some… some… mountaintop?

The moment he’d grabbed me, my magic had shorted out, recognizing him, not wanting to hurt him.

All right, it had been me. Consciously pulling it back immediately.

But I could still feel that painful build, the need to release and take action buzzing under my skin in a way that wouldn’t fucking relent.

“I thought you were in class teaching your Ritual Ethics class?”

“Time must have gotten away from you, as it can very well do when you’re invoking such potent magics. I finished ten minutes ago. I’d texted you to see if you would like some of those Cloud Muffins you mentioned last night as Vantiqe has already been repaired and is up and running again.”

“Already repaired? How?”

He lifted a shoulder. “I saw to it.”

“What? When? We were together all last night at your place and we even came here together this morning.”

“While you were sleeping a couple of nights ago. I briefly left to fix what was broken. The owners have it up and running again now. It took a couple of days for them to return to normalcy. I’d been planning to surprise you after my lecture by bringing you some of your favored foods and beverages from there. I wasn’t sure whether you could actually bring yourself to visit the place in person after what happened. But I was sure you would desire their refreshments.”

“I… wow.”

He smiled and came to me, taking my hands gently in his and holding them between us. “Do not worry, I am not conveying that in order to calm you. You have been calm. And believing you need to maintain that is what is causing these outbursts.” He gave my hands a squeeze, then stepped back and gestured around, his wings sweeping behind him as he did. “These are the Mordrek Mountains. Ryker Morgan has recently begun to use them as a space for intense Guardian Movement training of both new recruits and those who need to brush up on their skills. He’s imbued a magical lightning rod of sorts at the heart of this space that releases a portion of his defensive magic into the air, which turns magic into a harmless ambient mist. It enables magic-wielders to invoke high-level power without any risk to the environment.”

“If it’s a prominent Guardian training ground, how are we even allowed passage here?”

“Cornelius put in a word with Ryker.” His lips quirked. “At Warlow’s insistence.”

Despite everything and the way I was feeling right now, I smiled. “That was really sweet. Of all of you. Thank you, Cassius.”

“Go on, let it out,” he said, gesturing around the vast space. Snowy mountains surrounded us for miles in the distance.

I stepped forward and turned my palms up.

Let it out.

“Argh!” I screamed, my voice echoing hauntingly through the mountain range.

My Dark Fae magic streamed violently from my upturned palms out into the distance, vibrant-purple lighting up the area.

My frost tore across the mountaintop in the next beat in crackling veins, as my shadows swirled around me wildly in a vortex that I stood at the epicenter of.

Through it, I caught sight of Cassius.

He wasn’t even flinching.

He just watched, his wings still unfurled, his hands clasped over his worn black jacket, his boots and part of the cuffs of his black pants sunken in the snow.

Unwavering.

Grounded.

He was never afraid of me.

Never.

I jolted as my flash lightning came into play and I roared out across the vast space as it tore into the sky and struck all around in vicious chaos, sending chunks of snow spraying everywhere, even calling dark clouds forth.

He arched an eyebrow at the clouds.

It was intrigue, though, not fear.

Even with this. This lightning aspect of my power… it was the darkest facet of my Dark Fae magic. The dangerous part. The part I’d always been afraid to bring out.

“All is well,” he assured me. “Release at will.”

“It’s… it’s dark…”

“Not under your command.”

I shrieked and thrust more of my might into it, the lightning spreading and ripping through our surroundings, sparking all around.

“You don’t know that.”

“I do. And so do you. Do not let others determine who and what you are. They know not what they speak of.”

I stared out at him.

He was… he was incredible.

I staggered back, snuffing out my power, which given the level of it, took a few moments of intensity to actually manage.

I watched the actual marks of my magic that had been unleashed into the environment dissipating—my frost, the storm clouds that I’d gathered with my lightning, and the destabilization of the snowy winds my shadows had caused. Ryker’s defensive magic spell working its will.

Cassius turned to me frowning. “You are done? Already?”

I stormed toward him.

He tensed, his brow furrowing deeper.

When I was just a couple of feet out, I launched myself at him.

He caught me easily with a single hand, and I linked my arms around his neck and crushed my mouth to his.

It wasn’t soft and reverent this time.

It was deep, ferocious even.

And absolutely all-consuming.

When I broke the kiss, we were both panting, his hand that was holding me up and splayed across my ass was trembling with desperate need.

Need he’d clearly been curtailing with everything that had happened lately.

Even though I’d been staying at his place, we hadn’t… gotten physical… at least not beyond a soft touch or a brief kiss.

“Let it out too,” I told him.

“You are certain? You are not used to aggressive lovemaking from me.”

I smirked and leaned in, scraping my teeth over his jaw.

A thrill went through me when he released a guttural growl and dug his fingers into my hips.

“Mmm… as you wish, my ferocious queen.”

I saw a spark of his magic directed behind me.

I didn’t get to see what it was because he took me down to the ground.

But then I felt it.

He’d conjured a thick blanket on the snow.

The jarring nature of his movements and the delicious forcefulness of it sucked the breath from my lungs.

“Holy hell,” I choked out as he crawled up my body with a much darker and ravenous air than I was used to from him.

I’d suspected he’d had something like this in him, given that he’d been with Lazriel who’d let the vampire loose on him and fed from him, which he’d really gotten off on. But with me he’d always been so worshipful and gentle. Cautious and wary, I guess. Still safeguarding me, even with that.

But not now. Not in this moment between us. He wasn’t holding himself back now.

I could feel the carnality of it rolling through the Brand, through us.

As he straddled me, his lips brushed over mine, breathing me in, and then he dragged his mouth down my neck, licking and nipping, and making me undulate beneath him.

“Cassius,” I breathed.

His smoldering eyes met mine. “I revel in you uttering my name in rapture, little shadow.”

With a flick of his magic, he stripped my bustier away, and then his mouth was all over my breasts, sucking, licking, and biting frantically.

Sparks of pleasure assaulted me, all of it intensified by the guttural sounds escaping him, and I fisted my hands in his long, blond hair, tugging and stroking all at once.

His wings fluttered wildly behind him and as he sat back with one last lick to my right breast, I stared at the soft ivory with the golden flecks glinting. They were so beautiful, absolutely majestic.

He touched a glowing white palm to his shirt and it disappeared, baring his sculpted, powerhouse torso.

I couldn’t help it, I actually licked my lips in both appreciation and anticipation.

He noticed and grinned, then divested himself of the rest of his clothes, with another spark of magic. A sexy chuckle escaped him when he saw my eyes widen at the sight of his dick. I’d seen it before and even had him inside me, but I still wasn’t used to the sight of such a beast. My core clenched and I reached for my leather pants.

Cassius batted my hand away and trapped it down beside my head, earning an excited gasp from me.

He ran his free hand over my leather pants, up my left thigh, then teased my pussy through the leather with wandering fingers.

In the next second, he had my pants gone, and me bare to him, his fingers dragging through my folds over and over.

When he finally dipped two fingers inside, I nearly shot off the blanket, just his hand imprisoning mine keeping me down.

“Ah! Yes!” I cried as he curled them inside me.

I hooked my leg around his hip, then reached up with my free hand and snagged his nape, jerking him down to me.

His mouth crashed down on mine again, thrusting his tongue into my mouth as he pumped harder and faster inside me, his rhythm deliciously brutal. It had me bucking and hooking both legs around him, moving with him, becoming rougher and wilder.

Our tongues dueled fiercely, before he suddenly broke the kiss, and then he dragged his teeth down my body.

“Fuck… ah… hell!”

“That’s right… I can feel you right there… clenching incredibly tightly. Let go, my exquisite beauty. Soak my fingers.”

Holy… his words.

He twisted his fingers, then curled them while scraping deep inside.

It all collided, and bliss ripped through me, making me buck violently beneath him, and come all over his hand.

He pulled it free and licked my taste off his fingers, groaning, his eyes rolling back in his head.

“Magnificent,” he uttered when he was done.

He let my strength overpower his then, allowing me to pull him down to me.

But as I went to chase his lips, I stilled when his wings gathered around me, cradling my head and back, and stroking. The sensation was out of this world.

He lifted my thigh, then slammed inside me, driving so deep in one brutal motion that all the breath shot from my lungs.

He stayed deep, grasping my hip tightly and keeping me right there.

And then he shocked me as his wings flapped, and we were rising in the air.

He was still inside me, and as soon as we got some height, he grasped both my thighs, then started to really move, pounding into me in a fury.

I linked my arms around his neck and rose up, meeting his rough, punishing thrusts, that had me screaming out into the clouds all around us.

Hell, the feel of him inside me, the rough and heady friction, our bodies moving together as we clutched each other frantically, kissed, sucked, and bit… and the air shifting around us as he flew us above the mountaintops… it was awe-inspiring.

It was fucking amazing. He was amazing.

And when we came together… it was nothing short of surreal.

Sharp pleasure hit like a sudden current, and as I screamed out, he cradled my head, holding me steady as he watched me with a sexy reverence while I came apart all over him.

His jaw tightened, his biceps bunching, and then he cursed and filled me.

In the next moment, he shifted his wings so they enveloped me completely, covering my nakedness, and he used his magic to levitate us where we were.

“Mmm,” I murmured, resting my head against his chest.

“Satiated? Or would you like to continue?”

I looked up at him, my fingers splaying on his hard chest. “My warrior angel.”

“Is that what you wish to call me?”

“If you like it. Because that’s what you are—to me. Not their warrior, not the Celestial Plane’s. Fuck them and their madness. You’re a warrior for me, for our foursome, and for all those who need somebody to advocate for them.”

“While I adore why you would call me that, know that you don’t need what I give others, like the Celestial children at Haven Initiative… you don’t need me to fight for you. You are your own weapon, your own warrior.”

With what was coming, I really hoped so.

I must have looked unsure, because Cassius asked, “You are not confident in that after Sorin’s recent attack?”

“I couldn’t even fight back.”

“It was an underhanded sneak attack.”

“And next time could be the same thing.”

“Then we will prepare for such a scenario.”

I frowned. “What?”

“We will train. Here. For as long as you like.”

“Cassius, I don’t know about—”

“Do you remember that day in which you saved my life a few months ago?”

“Of course.”

“Yet, you have never given yourself the credit that is deserved.”

“I just returned the favor you’d already done for me.”

“You breached the Celestial Plane, Velra. Without Celestial power at your disposal. And you did so by employing both your Dark Fae and Wraith side in equal measure, fusing said abilities together in order to create something miraculous. That is what will be the key to defeating him and enemies like him while also guarding yourself against harm. You are far stronger than him and it’s time you were shown the indisputable truth of that.”

His words rolled through me.

“You’re right. And it’s actually one of the reasons I wanted to attend Wraeven Academy. To reconcile both sides of myself so I could perform magic like that and be at peace with both.”

“I know it was. And you were doing impressively well with it. Unfortunately, the Academy needs time to safeguard against the extreme threat level that Puritas rising poses. Until those measures are put in place, we will facilitate our own training.”

“Our? Do you mean—”

“Yes, I do. You can teach me also.”

“You’re a master of combat, a master of magical knowledge too. You’re doing so well with improving your emotional intelligence. I don’t know what else I could teach you.”

He cupped my face. “Show me more of what it means to exist beyond combat.” He smiled. “Teach me what it means to truly live.”

I stared up at him.

And there it was.

The other reason I’d gone to Wraeven Academy—to actually start living a life.

Not just existing.

Not just hiding from the threats against me.

To learn how to move beyond that.

And I’d been doing well finally.

Here and now, Cassius was warning me in his supportive, non-condescending way that I’d come too far to turn back now, to allow what Sorin and Puritas’ rise had done to shake that resolve.

“Yeah,” I said, nuzzling against him. “Yeah.”
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~Sylas~



I jolted awake, lurching up with a heaving gasp as a rush of power shot through my system.

Panting and sweating, I swung my head from side to side, unnatural energy infusing me like a massive bolt of adrenaline making my body vibrate.

“It’s okay. Breathe. Slowly, for the love of fuck.”

That voice.

I turned to see Kai there at my bedside.

Bedside?

What was… I was… this was the infirmary inside the Guardian Compound.

Fuck.

I was here?

After I’d performed the highly illicit Auctoritas Mortis?

And violated the sanctity of the Valley of the Dead in such a profound way to pull Velra the fuck out of there?

I swallowed hard, fighting to quell my panic, to compartmentalize like I always did so fucking well. But I couldn’t… that barrier… it was gone.

I managed to croak out to Kai through a severely dry throat, “It’s been a long time since I’ve woken up to you beside me.”

He didn’t bite back like I’d expected.

Like Kai Hunter would.

Especially whenever I referenced that. It always got under his skin. Always.

That strange non-reaction from him had me almost as unsettled as being here inside the Guardian Compound after what I’d done.

“Why are you… what’s happening?”

“You are recovering from pulling Velra from the Valley of the Dead and killing yourself in the process. As for why I’m here, the surface reason is that you marked me as your next of kin. According to the timestamp, you did so right after you confessed your sickness to me.”

“Yeah, I did.” I frowned. “Surface reason?”

“The deeper reason is that with what I’m about to convey, you need it to be me who is here with you. I suspect this scenario occurred to you when you marked me as next of kin.”

He was being cryptic.

Kai was straight down the line. He didn’t beat around the bush, especially not when it came to transmitting information.

He gestured at my body.

I looked down to see that I was near-naked, apart from a pair of white boxers, and I was being fed my own serum from six different tubes embedded in my veins.

Yet, I was still partially desiccated.

A chill rolled through me. “It’s reached that point.”

“Yes, my friend. It’s no longer sustainable.”

“Performing Auctoritas Mortis pushed it too far.”

He reached out through the open Restoration Chamber and grasped my arm. “There’s a decision that needs to be made. It’s why they’ve woken you up.”

I looked past him, noticing the Healers milling around in the background.

“And what might that be?”

Even as I uttered the words, I already fucking knew.

Of course I did.

I was a highly-learned magic-wielder, Master of Death Magic, member of Arcanum Order, and I’d been studying my specific sickness for a long while.

“Sylas.”

“No. No.”

“Waking you up is only temporary and it can’t be done again. Not like this. Not with you being as you are.”

“How long can they hold it for?”

“A couple of hours at the most are the projections.”

“This… decision.” I swallowed hard. “This decision you said you woke me up to make… and…”

Our eyes locked.

“Sylas.” Emotion welled in his eyes, an extremely rare thing for Kai.

But with this… it cut at him more than even a close friend being in jeopardy. This hit right at the heart of him. We were the same when it came to this.

To our magic.

“Tell me,” I forced out.

The moment the words were spoken would make it undeniably real.

And I guess I needed to hear them to be able to do it, to accept that it had actually come to this.

He shifted his weight and grasped my hand, weaving his fingers with mine, struggling to meet my eyeline. “This sickness… the infection… it’s magical in nature. The damage to your body is its interaction with the magic running through your blood. And such potent magic at that. It’s why it worsens when you expend great power.”

He knew I was already well aware, but he was telling me anyway, because I needed him to.

He tightened his hold on my hand. “As such, the only way to spare you is to remove the magical elements.” He swallowed hard. “To bind your power.”

“No more magic?”

“No more magic. It will be completely inaccessible to you, only able to be unbound by a being of Celestial blood.”

“How long?”

“Until we find a necromancer who can perform the spell. Or until an alternative solution is found. Cassius has already been searching out necromancers, but he hasn’t found anyone viable yet who can perform the spell.”

I frowned. “How is that possible? This is Cassius. With his power, he can sweep vast areas at a time and—”

“They were all dead. He’s located four and they were all found murdered.”

“Somebody is actively trying to stop me from being cured?”

“We don’t know the reason at this juncture, but it’s up there as a possible explanation for these murders, yeah.”

“Without a viable necromancer, there’s no way to cure me, to fix this. I could be bound for fucking ever, Kai. Even the backup plan of sacrificing somebody—Sorin was Cassius’ idea—wouldn’t be viable now, not after the violations I caused inside the Valley of the Dead earlier.

“Days ago.”

“Days? That’s how long I’ve been out?”

“Yes. I’m sorry.” He shifted his weight. “There’s always a way. You know that just as well as anyone. You’ve achieved what others had believed impossible many a time.”

That had been different. They’d believed it to be impossible, I never had.

But Kai was an optimist—in his unique dark and twisted way, but an optimist nonetheless.

That wasn’t me.

“Either I live without my magic, or I let myself die.”

He eyed me warily. “Sylas, if you die—”

“If I die normally—not like the way I did to pull Velra out—like a necromancer, with magic still in my system and what’s left of my necromantic core, I won’t become just another of those roaming, lost spirits in the Valley of the Dead. I am a Master of Death. Being in the realm of the dead, I’ll be able to exert free will, to exist there as I so wish.”

“Your body here will be done, though. The rot will be irreversible. The only way you could be returned to the mortal plane would be as Animated Fleshwork.”

“Then, of course, I wouldn’t attempt to return. And I know that you would stop any misguided attempts to resurrect me in that case.”

“You’re talking about Lazriel.”

“I have no doubt he’d fight like hell to bring me back. Velra and Cassius can both see reason, but Lazriel… it’s much harder for him to see reason through love.”

“That’s right, you infuriating, stubborn, reckless, know-it-all motherfucker… I love you. I fucking love you and I can’t lose you either. Do you understand me?”

“I love you, too. Truly, deeply, and maddeningly.”

“Then please respect that.”

Lazriel’s words to me just before I’d gone ahead and performed Auctoritas Mortis.

“How are they?” I asked Kai.

“Velra has healed. Cassius is well. Lazriel is protected.”

“I’ve never heard you dance around things the way you have been during most of this conversation.” I shifted my weight, as much as I could with the six tubes pumping my serum through my veins. “What’s happened? To Lazriel?”

“I’ve been told that I can be a brutal bastard with my desire to get to the point. And it may have been impressed upon me by Ari that it really wouldn’t go over well with this particular conversation.”

“I see. Cute. Very cute—especially for you.”

He gave me one of his vicious glares.

“There it is. More of that, all right?”

“You don’t want my gentle side?”

“When have I ever?”

“This is different, brother.”

“Yeah, it is. And that’s why I can’t have you be too. Not the way you treat me, nor the way you interact with me.” I sighed. “I am sick, and I’m feeling the full force of it. I can’t keep pushing to get information out of you. You don’t want me stressed out, I get it. But I still need to know.”

“It’s not just that. I don’t want your choice here being influenced.”

“You mean you don’t want me trying to use my magic.”

“Yes,” he admitted.

“So, something has happened to Lazriel?”

“He is safe. But he’s also gone.”

“Gone?”

“He managed to access your Blood Trace results you pulled from him. He then had a magic-wielder assist him with tracking his father. He’s with him now. With The Shadowed. Deep underground. Unreachable. He headed out to obtain information on Puritas and to try to find a cure for you as well.”

“Fuck.” I scrubbed my hand over my face.

“He’s safe, Sylas. And this is obviously something he needs to do.”

“Yeah… I know. I know it is. I just…”

“The four of you need to be together right now, especially in light of everything. I get it. Believe me. And you will be. Sometimes, however, there are individual journeys that need undertaking before that can happen. Without that, the bond can become unstable. Toxic, even.”

“And Velra? Her magic and abilities? In light of her trauma? Fucking dying again… and because of that motherfucker, Sorin?”

“According to Cassius, she’s faring well, considering. There have been some issues, but he’s with her.” His lips quirked. “And, strangely, he’s actually opened up. He even went to Warlow and Cornelius for help, swallowed his pride. All for her. It resulted in the two of them being allowed to frequent Mordrek Mountains where she’s been releasing a lot of pent-up magical energy and training with Cassius as well.”

“Pent-up magical energy and training… so she’s spiraling.”

“They visited Lazriel’s mother and obtained the names of enemies related to Lazriel’s late stepfather, Jason Strickland, and Velra was determined to go after them. She obviously wasn’t in the right frame of mind to do that so Cassius redirected that ferocity to this. At least for now.”

“Fuck… so much has happened while I’ve been… incapacitated.”

“None of which could have happened without the sacrifice you made, without what you did.”

“What about Puritas?”

“Still active.”

“A major reason why I can’t just allow my magic to be taken from me.”

“With the way your health currently stands, you could take out, maybe, one more cell, and that would be it. Without your magic, though, and you not fucking killing yourself, there is a fuck of a lot more you can do.”

“What are you talking about? My magic, my power is—”

“Not all that you are. Your magical knowledge is nearly unmatched. Even by those much older than you. Your connections in the underground are invaluable, especially when it comes to an enemy like Puritas. Your strategic mind is—”

“I get it. All right.” I blew out a breath. “All right, Kai.”

“You wanted me to make it easy for you to let go,” he accused. “Because you know how I also feel about living without my magic, believing it would be a strict no-go for me. But I’m not going to do that.”

Cassius’ words to me not long ago about Velra played on my mind.

“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.”

And then hers also.

“What we’re all building together, it’s set in stone, you know?”

As if Lazriel’s beautifully brave confession to me hadn’t already been enough.

“None of you are making it easy for me to let go,” I grunted.

“Guess that means you’re not a loner anymore, hmm? You’re wanted, loved, and integral to them.” He winked. “And others even beyond your new loves.”

I glared at him. “You calculative little shit.”

His lips quirked. “Right back at you.”

Despite it all, that had a smile gracing my lips too.

“Ryker investigated your magic when you died and discovered that none of your spells fell. Even the ward over your home is still in place.”

“Right, yeah. I took precautions.” When a magic-wielder died, even though my death had just been brief, their magic fell along with them, spells they’d cast, that sort of thing.

I smiled at Kai’s look of deep curiosity. “Ah, something the great Kai Hunter doesn’t know, huh?”

He rolled his eyes. “Apparently so.”

“I infused Methuselah Root into the essence of my magic.”

It was an enchanted root of a Methuselah tree that had eternal-like properties, which ensured that a spell wouldn’t fall if the spellcaster did.

“How did you fuse it? Outside of chewing a piece every day, which isn’t possible without risking the limited supply, I can’t imagine how—”

“It can’t be done by a sorcerer. It fuses to necromantic essence well, because of my specific makeup. But for you, it wouldn’t be possible. It latches onto the death-touched nature of my power. That isn’t present in you. So, yes, chewing a piece each day—perhaps each week given your extreme power set—would be the only way, unfortunately.”

“I’m impressed.”

“High praise coming from you.”

He smiled. “You know you’ve always been one of the few who can pull that off in my eyes.”

“It’s one of the reasons you wanted me to fuck you.”

“Sylas—”

“You know, the funny thing is, my need to be a purely dominant force has been challenged recently—at least, sexually.”

“Because of Lazriel?”

“It’s how it started, yes. There’s a line for him that can’t be crossed.”

“With that being the case, he’s lucky he found you, because many wouldn’t see that. Not like you do.”

“Like when I stopped with you.”

“Right. You noticed the source of my… discomfort even before I did.” He averted his gaze. “And I’m thankful that you did.”

“Of course.”

My words came out a little slurred.

A surge of lightheadedness beset me, which was extra unnerving with me lying down.

“Fuck,” I uttered, squinting, then trying to blink it away.

I couldn’t manage it fully, my vision becoming blurry.

Weakness surged like a bitch as well.

I heard alarms going off, then the Healers rushing over—three of them in their overhanging hooded robes.

“Go,” I told Kai.

“What? I’m not going to just—”

“I’m going to do the spell… have my magic bound. You can’t be there for that. I know how painful it will be for you to witness. So, go.” I scrubbed my hand over my face, trying to force back my emotion. “It’s probably better I do it alone anyway.”

He jolted, then swung his head toward the entrance of Aetheric Wing. “You’re not alone, brother.”

In the next moment, the Healers were being eased back, and then Cassius was pushing his way through to my Restoration Chamber, Velra right there with him.

“You’re most certainly not,” Cassius said, smiling out at me.

That was why Kai had physically reacted—he’d felt Cassius burst in here with his mammoth power.

It was another kick in the junk that I hadn’t registered it.

Great power felt great power… so right now I just… wasn’t.

“I told you, remember?” Velra spoke, her stunning amethyst eyes shining at me. “What we’ve built between the four of us is set in stone. We’re in this together for the long haul. Good and bad. Sickness and health. The whole deal.”
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Cornelius Martel.

He was the one who would perform the binding spell on me.

He possessed experience with this sort of thing, having even bound Jaxon Silver decades ago, wherein he’d actually managed to make Jaxon’s Immortal Descendent side—the child of a Fallen, that Fallen being Draco, of all beings—completely undetectable and even unknowable to him. For so much of his life before it had come out when Draco had risen, Jaxon had believed himself to be solely an Alpha wolf.

I swallowed hard as I took in the glowing silver circle in the middle of the clearing located several hundred miles away from the Guardian Compound—and anything else, for that matter.

There was a chance of major magical blowback when it came to this spell.

Especially if I resisted once it got started.

Apparently, that resistance wasn’t always a fully conscious thing either.

I watched as Cornelius came into view, creating a ward around the area as well, should the containment of the circle be breached during the spell.

With my power being rooted in death magic, he was also guarding against it lashing out and breaching realms like that of the Valley of the Dead.

Velra was walking with him, talking, and looking really concerned and pained for me.

“We will see to you,” Cassius assured me, as he guided me along, using his Immortal strength to take my almost dead weight. I was beyond being able to hold myself up at this point.

I couldn’t even be teleported, so he’d needed to fly me. Carefully.

Even then, he’d had to stop twice and touched down wherein I’d then vomited blood all over the fucking place.

I’d had Kai take off. He would’ve stayed for me, I knew that. But it would have hurt him. And I wouldn’t have it. There was enough of that going around as it was.

As we drew closer, I heard Velra saying, “You bound Ryker’s magic once, didn’t you?”

“Regrettably, yes.”

“And he didn’t even feel the actual process.”

“That’s not the same, unfortunately. It was a very brief thing. What we’re dealing with when it comes to Sylas, as a necromancer, is binding a mammoth part of him, his nature and very being, and making it unrecoverable and completely inaccessible all the while the binding is in effect.”

“Like you did with Jaxon Silver.”

“Yes, my dear.” He laid his hand on her shoulder. “He will be well. This will spare him.”

“Cornelius,” Cassius spoke with a harshness in his tone, not liking that I’d overheard all that. “We are ready.” His eyes flashed at him. “And we need to hurry. He is deteriorating severely now that he isn’t being continuously flooded with the serum.”

“The only thing keeping me alive,” I muttered.

“Not for long,” Velra assured me, coming to us. “This pain and awful sickness will be gone very soon. You’ll be able to breathe again, to function again.”

Just not the way I wanted to.

At all.

She must’ve seen it in my expression, because she reached out and cupped my stubbly cheek. “We’re here. We’re here with you. And I swear to you that I’ll do everything in my power to make this manageable for you.”

“This is far from the end,” Cassius told me. “Time is just not on our side currently. But all is not lost where your magic is concerned. That is my vow to you.”

“A vow from an Immortal… certainly nothing to… sneer at,” I rasped, before Velra had to jerk away, as I lurched again in Cassius’ hold and choked up more blood on the grass.

When it finally ceased, I could no longer even move myself along at all.

A flash of magic caught my eye and then Cornelius conjured a white upholstered chair.

Cassius took my full weight and eased me over to the shimmering silver circle.

“I will take him now,” Cornelius told him, coming and holding his arm out to Cassius.

“He cannot take any more pain,” Cassius told him. “I will see to it that he does not, and that he’s stabilized during the spell.”

“You are talking about being present within the circle, remaining physically connected to him, and pouring your magic into him in order to numb the pain and the toll of this process.”

“I’m aware.”

“You’ll need to maintain a hefty shield and if it falls under the pressure of my power against yours, you risk your own magic being compromised.”

“Like I said, I’m aware.”

“Cassius… I’ll handle it,” I told him.

“I believe you. But that doesn’t mean you should have to. Not when we can ease things for you, the actual nature of the spell already being horrific enough for you as it is.” I saw him and Velra exchange a look, her nodding at him in agreement.

“We?”

“Maintain eye contact with Velra and she will envelop you in an illusion, which will be far more pleasant than enduring the reality of this spell while it is in progress.”

While we were still at the edge of the circle, Velra came to me again and wrapped her arms around me as Cassius continued to support me. “We’ve got you. You’re not alone, no matter what.” She planted a soft kiss on my cheek, my forehead, brushing over my lips even though they were stained with my own blood. “Not anymore. Do you hear me, Sylas?”

“Yes,” I croaked, fighting to swallow down the emotion that her words had wrought.

I forced a smile, then Cassius passed us through the circle, and he eased me onto the chair. I sank down, my head tipping back against the heavy cushioning because I could no longer even hold it up.

Cassius walked behind the chair and clasped my shoulders.

He erected a blindingly bright white shield and then he pushed his power into me—temporary power that would leave as soon as the spell was done.

A rush of warmth surged through me and in moments not only were the aches and pains associated with the massive strain my sickness had afflicted me with gone, but there was a calming numbness that rolled through me also.

I groaned and wearily looked out at Cornelius.

He stood just a few feet from us with both palms upturned and flaming with his silver magic.

Silver magic?

Hold on… with everything that had happened, I hadn’t made the connection or thought too much about it. I’d just accepted the interference that I’d felt during the Blood Trace I’d performed on Lazriel, because it had only been brief and I’d been focused on our goal. But come to think of it now—

My body jolted violently in the chair and I looked to see Cornelius’ magic streaming into me—two fucking powerful streams.

I couldn’t feel any pain, thanks to Cassius, but my body was certainly taking notice.

He started uttering an incantation that I made sure I didn’t take notice of.

I didn’t want to think about that—about incantations, about magical protocols, about any of it. Especially not the fact that after these few moments, I wouldn’t be able to utter my own, to perform any magic whatsoever.

I wouldn’t be able to be me.

I choked as his magic continued streaming, but then started causing a scraping sensation through my body, like rot was being dug out.

I knew it wasn’t the rot being removed, it was my magic.

He was digging it out in effect, separating it from my body, my very being, and then once it was all loose, no longer intrinsically linked and fused to me, he’d gather it and lock it away. Bind it deep within me, a part of myself that would no longer be accessible to me.

“I can’t slow down! 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 bucked in the chair as my own words to Cassius slammed into me.

A warning.

Damnation.

That’s what this spell would mean for me.

What it would fucking do to me!

I couldn’t… I couldn’t let it!

No!

“You’re fighting me,” Cornelius spoke. “Breathe. Focus on what needs to be done.”

I looked out at him, the determination and concentration as he streamed his magic into me, as he fucking unmade me.

I turned my head and saw Velra with her purple magic live, pacing back and forth, tears in her eyes for me at what needed to be done here.

Needed to be done.

That was what Cornelius had said.

Maybe he was wrong.

Maybe the Healers were wrong.

Maybe Kai was wrong.

Hell, maybe even my own body was wrong.

I’d handled a lot of fucked-up things over the years… why did this need to be different?

If I kept my magic, it wouldn’t have to be.

But without it… if I let them take it… everything would be different.

I would be different.

I wouldn’t be that charismatic, dominating force of energy and purpose.

Fuck, I’d be nothing.

I snarled. My magic sparked, bursting from both hands in crimson flames.

“Sylas,” Cornelius warned.

I gritted my teeth and pushed harder.

Through it, I caught Velra’s eye.

And then her words not long ago seeped into me.

“So alone. Nowhere to turn to. No one to truly trust. At least until recently, right?”

“Until recently, yes.”

“It’s time we both stopped kidding ourselves that we favor isolation.”

“That it’s easier.”

“And safer.”

“That too.”

I jolted as they hit.

That isolation was what it would be like if I let myself die and haunted the Valley of the Dead.

If that was what really needed to happen.

Like I’d thought earlier… it could all be wrong.

This sickness had never existed before.

“You push any harder and even Cassius won’t be able to mitigate the hurt. It could actually damage you permanently.”

“I’m already damaged! That’s why we’re doing this fucking thing!” I yelled, my voice reverberating through the still area.

“Sylas,” Velra tried.

In her urgency, she stepped too close.

“Do not breach the circle!” Cassius called to her, frantically. “You will be caught up in the binding!”

She stilled just in time and held her hands out either side, trying to hold my gaze.

I looked away.

Cornelius’ magic flamed wilder.

Cassius grunted.

“If you can’t hold the shield steady, pull back,” Cornelius warned him.

“He will be in agony.”

“If I stop the spell now, severe damage will be done to him. Unless he lets up, agony will befall him anyway. Don’t risk the same for yourself. You’ve already lost your True Celestial status, you won’t do well with losing more.”

I took in the dangerous predicament Cassius had put himself in for me.

Then at Velra who was trying hard to drag me into her illusion to spare me, her panic and grief so stark it cut at me.

And here I was trying to fight the inevitable.

I squeezed my eyes shut and recalled Lazriel’s freakout when he’d discovered my sickness.

“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 sucked in a breath.

“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!”

He’d been so pained.

So afraid.

For me.

For us and our bond.

Doing this now, fighting it… I was coming close to repeating that, putting them all through grief and pain.

I let go.

My magic snuffed out.

Tiredly turning my head, I looked out at Velra.

She smiled sweetly, then a purple haze filled my vision, before I was pulled fully into her illusion.

I blinked and looked to see that I was in a field of lush red roses, the warm sun beaming down on me as I stood there in a white linen shirt and pants.

I smiled when I saw that the roses didn’t even have thorns.

“Hey.”

I turned around and watched Velra sauntering toward me in a little black dress, her ombre hair cascading ethereally about her face.

She gestured at the flowers all around us. “Your favorite, as I recall.”

“My favorite,” I confirmed.

“How come?” she asked, coming to me and sliding her arms around my waist as she looked up at me with so much adoration and curiosity. So much fucking care.

“They’re powerful symbols of so much. Beauty, love, transformation. Even pain and grief. I guess they encompass everything that life—and death—is about.” I lifted a shoulder. “And they’re stunningly beautiful. Delicate but fearsome.”

“Just like the four of us,” she mused. “And I’m sorry the most overtly fearsome of us all isn’t here right now. I know he’d want to be if he knew. He’d absolutely be here for you.”

“I know he would.”

He’d told me he loved me and that was no small thing for Lazriel Thaine. Those abandonment issues of his made sure of that, along with his insecurities and pain of being what he was.

“It’s best he’s not bearing witness to this. It would break him into pieces.” I sucked in a breath. “Instead, though, he’s in a place where he can be built up, where he can come to terms with the vampire side of himself that he’s so long denied the full extent of.”

“You helped him accept the other thing he’d denied for a long time. You helped him, more than I think you even realize.”

“Well, that goes both ways.” I smiled down at her. “All ways, actually. Thank you for what you’re doing now, and for accommodating a difficult bastard like me into your life. What Cassius is doing in reality right now is no small thing to me either.”

She stroked my back and beamed up at me. “You don’t need to thank us for loving you, Sylas. It’s our pleasure.”

A shudder rolled through me, an unsettling cold coursing through my veins. “It’s happening… almost done,” I rasped, resting my head on her shoulder.

“Yes,” she admitted. “He has your magic, he’s binding it now,” she told me, having one foot in this illusion, and one on the outside in reality.

Normally, I’d be able to see through the entire thing too. I’d made sure after Glasswake Massacre that I could always register illusionary magic.

But not right now.

Right now I… I wasn’t… myself.

“What you did for me… I’ll never forget it,” she told me. “Thank you for saving my life.”

“Like you said, it’s not something to thank me for. It was my pleasure.”

She looked up at me, and although she didn’t speak the words, I could see the grief there. And something just a little deeper.

Guilt.

“I made the decision. You had no control over it. And for that, I’m sorry. I’m all about free will and agency, but I couldn’t stand by and lose you when I had the power to rectify it, to pull you back to the land of the living. And, no, I don’t regret it, so don’t go there, please. I would do it again. For you. For Lazriel. For Cassius. For those we love.”

“Sylas,” she breathed, holding me tighter to her and nuzzling against me.

“So, do you think our hot little wolf is giving Remnant hell right about now?”

Her chuckle turned to a giggle. “I have no doubt. He’s probably turning The Shadowed inside out.”

“Chaotic, wild, ferocious,” I mused. “Just what’s deserved.” I stroked her hair. “He’s also loyal, feels deeply and so bravely. He’s courageous and possesses such a beautiful heart, such a softness that he only gives to us. He’s never been too much. He’s—”

“Perfect.”

“Exactly, Dark Beauty. Perfect.”

“Just like we all are for each other.” She lifted her head from my chest and stared up at me as she told me pointedly, “As we still will be, no matter what alters for each of us along the way.”

“Message received loud and clear.”

“I know this won’t be easy, but you’ll still be here with us, and we’ll figure it out. You really won’t be alone in that.”

“I know, but I may need to be, especially once it starts sinking in.”

“Even then, we’ll still be within reach. Do you hear me, Sylas?”

“I do.”

Another shudder wracked my body.

This time, it was followed by another and another.

Velra tightened her hold around me. “It’s almost over.”

I eased from her and turned to take in the stunning fields of roses, savoring the sight and the serenity of it all, even as I felt something so profound slipping away in the process.

I tried to focus on that.

Her hand slipped into mine, and I added her warmth to that focus, as I shuddered uncontrollably, needing to tighten my hand in hers in order to ground myself and remain upright in this illusionary space.

And then it ceased.

No more shuddering.

Just… emptiness.

“Drop it,” I eked out.

“I can hold it longer if you like. For as long as you wish, actually.”

I shook my head.

And then her power slipped away, the illusion dissipating.

Reality came slamming back and I jolted.

I looked to see Cornelius right in front of me as I laid sprawled in the chair, his glowing hand sweeping over me.

“Nothing,” he reported, looking between me, Cassius, and Velra. “No more magic.” He grimaced, then stepped back, telling me, “It’s done, Sylas.”

All I could manage was a nod.

“You’ll feel a sense of exhaustion for a couple of days, then you’ll be able to function… normally.”

Normally.

Well, how else could he really put it?

“Thank you,” Velra told Cornelius.

“Of course,” he said, smiling at her, then sweeping the circle away with his magic. He gave her a fatherly hug, then I heard her tell him that she and Cassius would take it from here.

He gave a chin lift to Cassius, a sad smile to me, then unfurled his wings and soared away into the dark night.

Cassius finally let go of my shoulders and he and Velra came to stand in front of me, looking me over studiously.

“Fine,” I told them, pushing out of the chair.

The exhaustion Cornelius had warned of was real.

But that deathly weakness was gone.

I was just tired.

That was all.

Just… tired.

I stumbled a little in my step.

“We’ll take you back to my place, make you something to eat?” Cassius suggested.

I nodded. “Sounds good.”

And then I went to snap my fingers.

To call my magic.

To teleport us.

I choked.

Velra winced.

Cassius tensed.

“Fuck,” I uttered. “I… it… I can’t… it’s gone.”

I collapsed to my knees.

Tears welled in my eyes, and as fast as I tried to blink them away, they kept coming.

I hung my head, unable to curtail any of it.

And then I was sobbing without restraint.

I felt arms around me, hands stroking, trying to offer comfort, trying to ease my pain.

But in the storm of despair sometimes comfort was futile.

Nothing could cut through the brutal reality that had just slammed into me.

I was without my magic.

And I was my magic.

Now I was just… nothing.
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The savagery belonged to her.

I could see it clear as day and as deep as the darkest night.

Barely checked ferocity, the brutality.

It was Rhyza, without a shadow of a doubt.

The ruthlessness, however?

Ah, that was all me.

Calculated, cold. Necessary.

Our son fought with both.

My arms folded across my chest, I stood at the rear of our underground training facility observing him in combat with several of my agents.

I’d picked them for specific reasons.

Vampires his age.

Vampires centuries older.

Two sorcerers who were loyal to The Shadowed.

An eclectic mix in which for me to properly gauge his abilities.

I’d watched him destroy the youngest with merely two blows between them and they now were sprawled unconscious on the concrete floor.

Whenever a hit landed against him, he didn’t just take it on the chin, as a facet of combat, he saw it as a personal slight.

Hmm.

He’d also disposed of a five-hundred-year-old vampire using shrewd tactics, but while also sustaining a great deal of damage.

Now I steeled myself as I took in him trading blows with my seven-hundred-year-old vampire, Eduardo, his long brown hair flipping around wildly as he used bursts of vampire speed to move in and around Lazriel to subvert his expectations and make it near-impossible for him to land a hit.

Or so he thought, until he burst forward, but Lazriel executed a wolf leap, sailing over his head, landing barely stably, then spinning around and wrenching at Eduardo’s throat. Lazriel then used the hold to flip him down onto his back with a brutal thud.

He straddled him—again, like a wolf.

That was where he shone—when he had an opponent pinned.

I saw him register a blow before my vampire executed it, snatching his wrist, snapping it, then doing the same with his neck.

Hmm.

He jumped back to his feet, just as my magic-wielders moved in.

Two blasts of streaming magic—one from either side of him—knocked him to his knees.

But it was merely a moment before he reared back and used the momentum to spring to his feet. He remained upright, withstanding the onslaught of two of my strongest magic-wielders.

His endurance was impressive.

One so young should not be capable of that—neither wolf nor vampire.

Merely twenty-one years of age.

It took centuries to be able to endure a magical assault of this caliber. Proof that his Ancient Vampire blood was able to be harnessed. He was just clearly caught on using it merely for durability during combat. And not consistently either, given what I knew of his brutal battle with Victor where he’d barely employed it.

Outside of combat, I was already aware that Lazriel drew on his Ancient Vampire blood when it came to his sensory perception, something Victor had also noted.

“I have to commend you, Lazriel, evading the protection of The Shadowed is not an easy thing to accomplish. It takes tremendous skill. Yet, you have succeeded.”

He’d applauded him snidely, then gone on to condemn him as outmatched, slow, arrogant, stupid, impetuous.

In fact, Lazriel was none of those things.

Victor, of course, knew that.

He didn’t misread people. Not when he intended to make them his playthings.

The truth was, my son unnerved him.

My agents had reported the proof to me through something Victor had said during his first encounter with Lazriel.

“I do love demonstrating to perceived apex predators that they’re really the prey.”

He had recognized my boy’s potential to become a true apex predator.

It had taken him longer than I’d expected, actually. Perhaps he was missing a step, due to aligning himself with the despicable madness that was Puritas.

No matter, his true motive was more than just Lazriel’s connection to me—it was fear.

Of what my boy could become.

What he would become now that he was here with me.

I snapped my fingers.

My magic-wielders pulled their power back and stepped away, leaving Lazriel panting, bloodied, and looking mighty confused.

With his fighting experience at Graverun, he was used to ending a fight definitively.

What he’d learned there was both good and bad.

He had experience from three years of engaging in brutal battles with no rules enforced, facing off with opponents of varying experience levels, different species, a wealth of abilities.

However, it also had him entrenched in a particular way of fighting that did not draw enough on his vampiric abilities, especially the Ancient aspect.

“Leave us,” I spoke to the room full of two dozen spectators lining the walls.

They moved instantly at my word, dragging out the unconscious as they went.

The last one through closed the steel door behind them.

“I had that,” Lazriel told me, slamming his fist into his hand, his eyes wild, his hair matted with sweat.

“Perhaps.”

Those wild eyes narrowed. “No perhaps about it. I would’ve trounced them.”

When I didn’t speak to it, he pushed, “Let me guess, you think it’s arrogance, right?”

Guess. The question. All too unsure.

Not good enough for my son.

“You are not arrogant. That’s a misinterpretation by those who cannot delve beneath the surface level of assessing someone.”

He started. “What? What exactly does that mean?”

“You are too easily rattled.”

“Excuse me?”

“You crave approval too deeply, which puts you on the defensive when you should lean into your strength, hold your ground. I would understand if this reaction was specific to me, as your estranged father. But the issue is that it is not. Not by a long shot, in fact.”

I burst toward him as he moved to open his mouth and bite back at me.

I grasped his jaw, leaning over him, his wide eyes meeting mine. “You are a warrior. In heart. In spirit. And in strength. Do not let your thirst for approval and acceptance undercut that. It’s a rarity and not something that can be taught. It’s something to be proud of, to revel in.” I released him, but didn’t step back. “You are my son. Remember that.”

He just stared at me, stunned into silence.

There was a first time for everything.

I knew well that he was highly vocal.

“Show me.”

He frowned. “Show you what?”

“You are hurt.”

“I had two experienced magic-wielders streaming their potent power at me, and right after I’d battled four vampires—two of them near-Ancients. It’s par for the course.”

“I see. You hold true to the walk-it-off mentality.”

“Of course. I’m no weakling. I can handle damage. You have to in a fight, especially in a back-to-back situation like I’m used to anyway.”

He went to step back from me, but I held up my hand, drawing his attention, making him still. “Listen.”

“What are you—”

“Listen to your blood, what your cells and your body are telling you.”

He hesitated, but then narrowed his eyes in deep focus.

In moments, his gaze snapped back to mine.

“You hear it, yes? Your body is slowing down because you are hurt.”

“It’s just a little.”

“A little to an Ancient like Victor, like myself, is an extraordinary advantage.”

He did step back then.

But he stopped after just a couple of steps and then lifted his black tank to show me the damage he’d sustained.

Deep slashes from vampire talons, the mark of internal bleeding also. I already knew he had a cracked rib from hearing it happen during the fight. The assault from the magic-wielders had opened up said wounds when they’d previously begun to heal. The entire expanse of his torso was covered in char marks and deep bruising and redness.

The blood splatter across his face was mostly from his opponents, aside from the slash down his left cheek which was slowly healing. I could sense a scrape down his right calf too bleeding beneath his jeans.

“Your healing factor is compromised. Are you aware of this? Or do you believe it’s normal?”

“Victor mentioned it… ridiculed it, actually. I thought because of my age it was just how it was.”

“You don’t spend time around vampires so that makes a great deal of sense. You are also not just a regular vampire. Ancient blood runs in your veins. The fact that your durability is so great and, honestly, off the charts, already proves that.”

I reached out and grasped his arm, noting that he didn’t tense, not like the first time I’d reached out to touch him with affection.

He let it land and gazed up at me.

“As for what that filth said to you, bear in mind that every word out of his mouth was calculated and spoken with twisted intent, to elicit specific reactions in you. He does not see you, Lazriel. Don’t grant him power that doesn’t belong to him.”

“I don’t want to grant that motherfucker anything,” he snarled.

I chuckled. “Very nice.”

“Wow,” he said, eyes shooting wide.

“What is it?”

“You.”

“Me?”

“I didn’t think you could actually laugh.”

“Well, I have to admit, it is a rarity.”

A knock at the door had him blinking and tensing once again.

“Come in, Arthur.”

“You can tell who it is through that reinforced steel door and the concrete walls?”

“Yes. So can you. Unfortunately, you are using your wolf to subdue the vampire, because adrenaline and the thrill of the fight has you on edge and fearful that the vampire will lose control if you do not.”

“How do you—”

“It’s how you are able to feed from an Immortal without turning rabid, when you have only just recently experienced the intoxicating sensations associated with such potent blood.” I gestured at his wounds, even though he had since dropped his shirt back down to cover them. “It’s also a large part of the reason why your healing factor is compromised.”

The door opened then and Arthur walked in, his many golden chains, rings, and earrings, glinting harshly in the fluorescent light, a stark contrast to the all-black ensemble I had all my agents wear. His long hair was pulled back into a ponytail that extended halfway down his back. He held two long-stemmed glasses filled to the brim with blood.

I walked to him and he handed them over. “Sire.”

“Thank you.”

He smiled, then lifted his chin at Lazriel. “We meet again.”

“Arthur is your name?” Lazriel asked.

“Certainly is. It’s nice to have you with us.”

With that, he took his leave.

“He’s one of the guys you had watching my back.”

“Yes. He’s a highly-trusted and deeply accomplished agent. He’s been with me for centuries. I wouldn’t assign anything less than the best to guard that which is most precious to me.”

Silence fell again from him, stunned once more.

I took the opportunity to hold out one of the glasses to him.

He took it and scented it, then screwed up his face. “This isn’t from a blood bag.”

“It’s straight from the vein.”

“I told you that—”

“Straight from the vein without the need for the bite, Lazriel,” I told him pointedly.

“You’re accommodating me.”

“That I am.”

He scented the blood again. “This was literally just poured, right?”

“Correct.”

“So, you have humans down here bleeding into glasses for you?”

“Not usually into glasses. This is just for your preferences.”

He looked horrified. “You’re holding them captive? Hurting them? Forcibly feeding off them?”

“There is no forcibly. They wish for it. They garner pleasure from being fed from. Not to mention, fear and panic taints the taste and the power of their blood.”

“It does? I thought—”

“We are not merely predators in that sense. It is easy to incite fear, especially over humans who are very far beneath us physiologically. But it takes more effort and smarts to acquire respect and come to mutually beneficial agreements.”

“I want to see for myself.”

“And you shall. After you drink.”

“It took you days to show me this fight space. The rest you’ve shown me has just been limited to the residences.”

“When I speak to you, Lazriel, know that it is the truth. If I tell you something will happen, it will. I am not playing a game here. The stakes are too high for such nonsense.”

“Then why only offer to show me this feeding place now?”

“Your reaction to me offering you a glass of fresh blood should answer your question sufficiently. There is a great deal to take in here. One step at a time. Work on your patience.”

“It’s not about my patience. It’s been days and nothing. You know I’m in a rush. I’m needed. Velra is in danger. Sylas is fucking dying. They need answers, they need help, solutions. Not me fighting for three straight days in this training space and holed up in the room you assigned me reading tactical manuals and a shit-ton about vampire lore.”

“You have been here merely one week. And yet you believe you are entitled to ferociously guarded secrets at the heart of an immortal organization that survives through such secrets?”

“Twenty-one years of abandonment would say that you fucking owe me.”

There it was.

He hadn’t just sought me out for information, although it was what he’d been allowing himself to believe since he’d been here. The only thing he’d been allowing himself to believe, to demonstrate toward me.

There was no shame in that, no judgment that he’d get from me for it. Of course that was how he’d had to frame it within his own mind. Twenty-one years of abandonment had seen to that.

“You seek not only information to weaponize, but also a father. One you have been denied for too many years.”

“Because of—”

“Because of me and your mother. Yes. You are absolutely correct.”

He cocked an eyebrow.

“And since you have been here all you have experienced is the war general, the strategist. It’s hurting you, yes?”

“Hurting is a strong word.”

I highly doubted it. But as he wished… for now.

“Then let us state that it vexes you. Will that do?”

“It’s… better, yeah.”

I gestured at one of the metal benches lining the left side of the space. “Sit with me.” He moved to put his glass down on a nearby ledge. “No. Bring the glass.”

He grumbled, but did as I’d asked.

As I settled on the bench, he sat down beside me, albeit leaving two feet between us.

I turned on the bench to face him, ignoring the fact that he put his glass down behind him, instead of finally at least trying a single sip. I did the same and he relaxed a little.

“Truth be told, Lazriel, it grieves me that these are the circumstances under which you have been able to meet me. That it has been tainted by the likes of Puritas, Halrow, these external threats. As such, I have been functioning as a war general in my interactions with you. Because your safety is paramount. Safeguarding your life has taken precedence over father-son bonding time, on finally building a relationship that has so long been denied you.”

I took a moment, allowing that to sink in for him, before I continued on, “The last time I allowed my sentimentality as your father to win out over the war general, it cost a great deal.”

“Last time?”

“When your mother and I made the decision for me to stay away when she was eight months pregnant with you, I didn’t take well to it. I broke the terms of our agreement.”

“You made contact, you mean? Came to see me?”

“Yes. It began with the day that you were born. I could hear the call of my own blood. I witnessed your birth. From the shadows, of course. Albeit, still on Vyrn Hollow Pack lands. I saw you take your first breath, saw your mother hold you and comfort you. I saw my son.” I shoved my hand through my hair. “After that, I kept coming back. Kept watching. Seeing you grow, seeing you play, learn to crawl, to walk, and even run, discovering your love for forest-green, your interest in adrenaline-fueled activities like climbing the trees and even swinging from them, riding a pack member’s motorcycle when you were barely tall enough to seat yourself upon it. Your first crushes—on a gentle girl a pack over, then the one on an older boy within your own pack.”

“And you never once spoke to me?”

“I did.”

He jolted. “Excuse me? What?”

“Your mother was away meeting with what was known back then as the Lupan Stabilization Unit. You were in the care of that fool, Strickland. While he was busy drinking and posturing to the pack, I saw you wander off in search of adventure. You weren’t alone. I saw you sense it. Not like a wolf, but like a vampire. It was the first indication that your vampiric nature was rising and would surface soon. But your reflexes were still only that of a young wolf, except for that initial sensing, and you were set upon by five pack members—the teenage children of a group of close-minded zealots that Rhyza was on the verge of removing from the pack altogether. They were on probation at the time. The group that attacked you was being led by the boy you liked. He’d noticed and he liked you too, but he couldn’t accept that, so he chose to lash out instead.” I grimaced. “And he did lash out that day. The five of them descended on you. So I intervened.”

He choked. “You attacked them?”

“I don’t harm children. Even severely misguided ones under the influence of fools and filth. I created a distraction, then spirited you away before they could even register it, let alone that there was a vampire in their midst.”

“I don’t remember you being there. I mean… the start of the attack you’re talking about… I kind of remember it. I remember Jesse being there and hating on me, but parts are missing.”

“That’s the result of Oblivisca being performed.”

“You had a magic-wielder wipe my memory?”

“Your mother did. Unfortunately, with what transpired shortly thereafter, it had to be done in order to keep you safe. Before that, we spent several hours together.”

“Doing what?”

“Talking about your interests. Climbing trees and doing tricks. You shared a secret with me about your wolf turns never having hurt you, but needing to pretend to the pack during wolf runs so that they didn’t think you a freak—your word, not mine.”

“Shit,” he breathed. He pushed off the bench and started pacing. “I… can’t… I don’t…” He spun around, his eyes blazing gold with his wolf right at the surface. “Why did you make me forget that? Why?”

“We wandered further away than I’d intended that day. I got lost in being with my boy at long last, in listening to you speak. And you weren’t used to another wanting to listen so intently so you spoke a great deal to me. About everything.”

“And I just… trusted you?”

“Not at first, no. When I first spirited you away from those misguided youths, you were afraid. You didn’t know me. I was a stranger to you. I told you my name, but you said code names are for bad men or those with dangerous secrets, and you insisted on knowing my true name. So I gave it to you. You’d heard your mother speak my name in her sleep, something I was not aware of, and you made the connection, also knowing of her alliances and friendships with vampire kind.”

“Hold up… you’re saying you revealed to me that you were my dad?”

“Yes. Although, there wasn’t much to reveal with you putting so much together on your own. You were a highly astute child, very curious, incredibly smart and gifted.”

“So, that’s why Mom insisted on wiping my memory of that day we spent together? She didn’t want us to have a connection? It scared her?”

“Not much scares your mother, but you knowing my name was one such thing. Not through any selfish agenda, or her own heartbreak over our fractured familial unit. But because of the burden it would put on you to know, to keep it secret from anyone you encountered.”

“Because of your work with The Shadowed?”

“That was just the tip of the iceberg. As I said, we’d wandered further than I’d intended that day. To the outer rims of the pack lands. And they were waiting.”

He started. “Who?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I am very careful whenever I emerge above ground. However, years of visiting you in secret, even I could not evade detection. There were vampire clans rising at that time, joining forces with the intent to take the power of The Shadowed for themselves. To usurp us, to have me fall also. That day, three hundred of them crowded the northeastern border of Vyrn Hollow. They’d put the pieces together and realized who you were to me. They intended to use that as leverage to force my hand. To use you. Three hundred vampires hopped up on the blood of magic-wielders whom they’d taken captive.”

“What happened?” he asked, fixed on me so intently.

“I told you to run. You would not leave me.”

He flinched. “You were hurt because of me?”

“No. They were hurt because of me.”

“You took on three hundred vampires high on magic?”

“I murdered them all.” I shifted my weight. “But their deaths alone weren’t enough to keep our secret safe, nor to safeguard The Shadowed against being exposed and threatened. I had to dispose of anyone they’d spoken to, all allies, potential allies, and everyone they knew and loved.”

He choked, a curse spilling from his lips. “Fuck… how many?”

Three thousand and seventy-two.

“Too many. Suffice to say, you witnessed enough horror as it was with my destruction of just those three hundred. Combined with you knowing my true name, Oblivisca was called for.”

“It’s also why you stopped coming by?”

I nodded. “And the point I am making is that all that unfolded because I allowed my sentimentality as a father to transcend everything. It made me sloppy. It led to hundreds of deaths. It had you witnessing horrors that would break most. It really enraged your mother. So much was almost lost because I made a mistake. Because I was selfish. Because I wanted to know you as my son so desperately.”

He came back then and settled onto the bench again, this time not leaving a two-foot distance between us. “Mom was really enraged, you said?”

“She was.”

“So she dealt you a beatdown, huh?”

“Yes.” My lips quirked despite myself. “That was how it began, at least.”

He screwed up his face, catching on far too easily. “Lovely.”

He took a moment, then asked, “Without going into too much detail, how did it even happen? You and her?”

“Are you referring to our relationship, or your conception?”

“Both,” he responded boldly.

My boy.

“Our relationship began as merely business. Over the centuries, many have reached out to me seeking power, favors, even curses upon their enemies. Not Rhyza. She demanded.”

“Demanded what?”

“The supernatural world was in a state of flux in the wake of Draco’s reign of terror—the risen dark Immortal. Even after he was vanquished, damage lingered. One of the only packs that remained intact was Vyrn Hollow, due to her efforts. But that wasn’t enough for some and it was a challenge to others. They wanted to take her power. I had vampire clans connected to me above ground at that time. She desired to expand her pack territory, a means to both bring in the wolf wanderers who were many, and to also demonstrate her power and reach. To do that, she wanted my vampires gone, the lands near her pack vacated and given to the wolves. In return, she offered an alliance between what was to become the second largest wolf pack in the world and my vampire clans. Not just peace, but an exchange of resources.”

“And you took her up on this deal?”

“I required an in-person meeting first.” I smiled to myself. “She was indeed as forthright and commanding as her offered deal had suggested. So far above all those who doubted her. She was a warrior through and through. And, although deeply savage when it was called for, she had a pure heart. That is a true rarity.”

“You loved her.”

Our eyes locked.

“I did. And I do. As for your conception, I will spare you the details, but suffice to say, magic was involved that… overcame my physiological deficiencies when it came to being able to conceive a child.”

“Magic? How? What could possibly—”

“That I will leave for your mother to discuss with you.”

He studied me closely for several moments, unspeaking.

And then he told me, “I’m not a child anymore.”

“I am aware.”

“Are you?” he challenged. “Because things don’t need to be like this now. You and her… you don’t need to be as you are. You and me… it can be different.”

“Is that what you wish for, Lazriel?”

“Is it what you do?”

I grimaced at the deflection. He was still unsure of my intentions, of my sentiment toward him. And that wouldn’t do.

Not just from a strategic approach and the fact that his distrust and resistance would hinder our training and my teachings, but from a personal standpoint—for both of us.

“It has been for a very long while.” I reached out and grasped his hand. “Of course I wish to know you, to have a relationship with you. You are my son.” I smiled as his hand tightened in mine. “Of all that I have done and created over my many centuries of life, you are that which I am most proud of. You are my most esteemed and cherished creation, Lazriel.”

Emotion welled in his eyes and he turned his head from me.

With my free hand, I cupped his cheek, returning his gaze to mine. “It is not a weakness to feel, nor to express said feelings. In fact, it’s a strength. A being of supreme power who can actually feel and show emotion is to be respected, and also related to by those beneath them. It gives them comfort, it humanizes that power and creates reassurance. Respect. When they look upon you, their fear for what you are will be mitigated. They will see the being beneath the power. A person, not a monster.” As his eyes shone at me, and I wiped away a stray tear that cascaded down his cheek, I told him, “And for you, personally, expressing how you feel, who and what you are, facilitates connection. Just like you have managed to accomplish with the three whom you love and fight for now, who you risked so much to help through seeking me out.”

“When all this is over… when the war is won… what then, though?”

“You believe history will repeat, that I will disappear from your life, and leave you with no memory of our time together?”

“It’s obviously crossed my mind,” he said, staring at our joined fingers, before raising his gaze back to mine and steeling himself before telling me, “What you say you want for us, I believe you. I believe you care, that you want to be a father to me. But there’s a big difference between wanting something and bringing it about in reality.”

“There most certainly is. And so long as I remain entrenched in my role with The Shadowed, it complicates matters. It limits me when it comes to you and your mother. However, before recent events, your association with me had only ever been a danger to you, but now it has become the opposite.”

“Now it’s protection?”

“Yes, you’ve become quite the celebrity in the supernatural world. Your work with Crossborn. Your standing at Wraeven Academy. A born hybrid making great change alongside the likes of Warlow Boyd and his team. An openly bold hybrid at that. It has garnered you attention—including that of Puritas. They see your power and it’s a direct threat to the fear they wish to infect all hybrid kind with. They also see that you are bolstered, and that has kept them at bay for the most part. Albeit, now that Victor is fixated on you, that will be challenged. Things are approaching a tipping point.”

I squeezed his hand. “As such, you need to be ready. And you require me to ready you. To do that, I do need to be the war general, because otherwise I would hold back with you, be too lenient on you when I need to push.” I took a breath, then told him, “We will not go back after this. I doubt you are aware of this, but Oblivisca cannot be used on you anymore anyway, so you would remember our time together regardless. Moreover, I want you to remember. Things are shifting and I am working on something to afford me more freedom when it comes to my personal relationships without jeopardizing The Shadowed through being above ground too much. But there are many moving parts to my plan and it cannot be accomplished with ease, nor overnight.”

“Okay,” he said, a great deal of tension leaving him.

“Okay?”

He gave a nod, and released my hand, but with a smile. “Yeah, I get it. You might find me deficient, but I’m a wolf-vampire hybrid, I can sense your sincerity. You want to be a father to me. Desperately, actually. That’s enough for me. For now. Especially now you’ve admitted you have a strategy you’re working on to actually finally change things, to help our family.” His lips quirked. “You’re really not what I thought, you know? I mean, all I had to go on when Sylas completed that Blood Trace was that you were part of The Shadowed. I figured you were this stoic, ice-in-his-veins power-hungry dictator, that abandoning your son was freedom to you, a weight off. I thought I was just something to be discarded, especially with my hybrid nature—a stain on your legacy, maybe. But you’re none of those things. You’re… you’re a lot more than I thought.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear it. I am just showing you my truth. You deserve nothing less than that, especially after all these years. As for your deficient comment and the stain on my legacy, please don’t speak of yourself that way. You are truly special—that specialness scares people, especially the ignorant. It comes from them being too inept to understand and learn, so they retreat into fear, that fear resulting in them lashing out because they are ill-equipped. That mentality is what you have internalized over the years.”

“How do you—”

“For one, I heard you tell Victor when he tried to degrade you that you’ve experienced it many a time before. And another, it’s evident in your suppression of much of your vampire side.” I picked up my glass and gestured for him to do the same. “So, let us begin remedying that.”

“How?” he asked, grabbing his glass.

“Drink.”

He tensed and sniffed the warm liquid again—with his wolf side.

“Allow the wolf to retreat. When you feed, you are vampire. It does not need to be checked by the wolf. Because the wolf is not just affording you control, it is repressing the essence of the vampire. It’s diluting the effects of the blood infusing your system and also preventing you from drawing from more than a fraction of your abilities.”

I brought my own glass to my lips and let the vampire rise and take me, my features contorting and twisting, fangs dropping, my eyes gleaming with the call of the demon within.

He gazed at me, watching as my fangs clinked against my glass when I tipped it back and took the coppery liquid into my mouth, savoring it as it coated my lips, my tongue, then swallowing the intimate fuel down, snarling with its sweetness and power infusing me.

His attention dipped to his glass and he tipped it back a little, taking a sip.

I smiled as he licked the blood off his lips with no grimacing or turning his nose up this time.

And then it happened.

The vampire rose, his features contorting spectacularly, his eyes blazing.

It was breathtaking.

My first time witnessing my son bringing forth the vampire.

Truly remarkable and a beautiful sight to behold.

He took another sip, then snarled and gulped it down ravenously, his talons—not his claws—dropping in the process and scratching the glass.

He took it down to the last drop and when he came up for air he was panting heavily, his body vibrating with intensity.

He eyed my glass that was still half-full.

I smiled and handed it to him.

And then I watched as he devoured that too.

The true heart of the vampire had been awakened.

For once, not restrained by the wolf.

Or his fear.

He was in the presence now of somebody who could assist should he lose control.

Not only that, but in me, he had somebody who knew well how it actually felt, how to properly thrive with bloodlust without losing all sense of reason in the process.

“More,” he breathed, when he finished off the blood in my glass too, his lips and fangs dripping with it.

“As you wish.”

Son.
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~Cassius~



He was doing well.

Almost too well.

I walked back into my bedroom, the shower running in the ensuite as Velra freshened up, as she’d called it, following our rather voraciously carnal morning.

It was something that Sylas had been driving, something Velra had been needing, and something I had taken to relishing immensely.

However, as pleasurable as it had been, without our wild one present, the loss had been duly felt. It hadn’t been the same. For any of us.

Carrying a mug of coffee that he’d politely requested, I approached Sylas who sat up against the headboard poring over complex spellwork.

He smiled out at me pleasantly and reached out when I was close enough, taking the mug and sniffing it. “Mmm… smells great. Thank you.”

“You’re most welcome. With you switching to coffee now, do not forget to also hydrate.”

He needed the caffeine boost now that he was without his magic, moving from his favored blackcurrant tea to strong, heavily sugared coffee instead.

I could also see that he’d felt the strain of our morning of lovemaking, despite his attempts to hide it.

I was sure that was why he was in bed even though he was still covered in a wealth of sticky fluids from all of us. He was using his interest in the spellwork he was investigating to shield that fact, having told Velra and I that he worked better solving complex magical puzzles when he was at his most relaxed.

A definite falsity as the revered Sylas Morgrave could do that to the best of his ability even when under the greatest stress and the worst of circumstances. He had a gift for it and that did not waver, no matter what came his way, or afflicted him.

“Got it. Hydration is on the menu,” he told me easily, before taking a couple of big gulps.

He then put it down on the nightstand beside him and returned to scribbling in his leather bound journal, while his gaze flicked back and forth to the papers spread out on the sheets around him.

I perched on the edge of the bed and snatched up the one with Dark Fae markings all over it that had many notations from him beside the formulas and incantations.

“You’ve already solved this? From the additional information Charles Petrone was able to procure for you?”

“That assisted, filled in a couple of the missing pieces. The rest was courtesy of us at Arcanum Order working well together, fusing our knowledge as one.”

“Then what are you doing now?” I asked, returning the paper to him, then moving to lean against the wall opposite the bed as I regarded him curiously. “You’ve determined the precise details of the spell that certain Dark Fae beings are using to violate the minds of others—in their own realm and that’s now spreading here also.”

“I thought that too, that we could engineer an antidote based off this. Reverse-engineer the spell.”

I frowned. “And why is that not the case?”

He put his journal down, glanced over at the closed door of the ensuite, then lowered his voice, telling me, “After the call Velra got yesterday from Warlow informing her of the results of the Guardian investigation into how the fuck Sorin escaped from The Void, it got me thinking.”

“Thinking, because Dark Fae mind-meddling was used?”

“The fact it was used on an Ancient, the guard in Sorin’s section of that supernatural prison who opened the damn gate for him and let him out.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “Dark Fae magic, when potent enough, has been known to impact even Ancients before, to even override their own coercion ability.”

“I had Cornelius send me the investigation documentation. I wanted to see for myself. I guess he took pity on me in my current state and convinced Ryker to allow me access.” He gritted his teeth. “Ry probably figured there’s not much I can do to cause issues in my current powerless state, right?”

“Sylas—”

“Either way,” he said, holding up his hand and cutting me off. “According to the investigation, there were no puncture wounds. The guard wasn’t injected with an elixir, which is one way Dark Fae mind-meddling can be achieved. Another is through ingestion, and that was ruled out also. So that means the wielder would have had to call their power and infect the guard that way. An Ancient Vampire with incredible reflexes. It’s also not just a matter of calling power, it has to grow as the caster chants, then it has to be sustained.” He gestured at the spell. “Three paragraphs worth of invocations to get through. That’s how complicated and multifaceted this spell is to be able to do what it does to the mind of powerful supernatural beings.”

“You’re suggesting that it wasn’t possible to achieve this at all. Not against an Ancient.”

“Correct. The guard would have felt the presence of power being called before the spell was ever able to begin. He also didn’t remember a thing, didn’t recall letting Sorin out, didn’t recall any fucking thing. When I’ve rarely had to resort to puppeteering a vampire, I can ensure that they don’t remember me doing so. That guard reported losing time, which has been put down to this Dark Fae spell.”

“But you believe a necromancer was involved?”

“I’m saying they had to be, that the Dark Fae spell component was used as merely a cover. And with it being able to be used as a cover and not actually violate the mind of the Ancient in question, it means this magic, this spell… it can be controlled by the spellcaster and even nullified. It was in the vampire’s system but not actually activated.”

“Left dormant, enough to serve as misdirection.”

“Precisely. Spells of this nature have immediate effects. With that not being the case here and the spell being dormant within a being’s system, we’re looking at a much more dangerous situation. Those infected having that unknowingly in their system for a long time, which could impact their body chemistry, their minds, on a more fundamental basis. Not just for the immediate impact of the spell, of having somebody do your bidding, like vampiric coercion, necromantic domination, that sort of thing. Now, in order to develop an effective antidote, this facet needs to be considered and further researched.”

I scrubbed my hand over my face. “The fact that a necromancer was likely involved in Sorin’s release is also of a great concern. Especially when paired with the murders of five necromancers all happening around the same time.”

“Five?”

“My spell located another a couple of days ago, also found murdered.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t think it necessary.”

“You mean, you were worried I’d have a breakdown over it, knowing that yet another chance at me being cured was killed—literally?”

“Sylas, I—”

“It was a week and a half ago, the day Cornelius performed the binding spell on me. I had a mild breakdown immediately afterward. That’s all. Nothing since.”

Yes, because he had been heavily immersed in his research the entire time since. The only time he took a break was to eat with us or to make love. Then there was also sleep. But any other time he was conscious he kept himself incredibly busy, non-stop about it.

“You also haven’t mentioned it once since your magic was bound.”

He flinched.

But then he shifted his weight, his fingers clenching around his journal, averting his gaze. “Is that what you’d prefer? Me to wallow in something I can’t currently change? To fall apart? To be a weak little fuck about it?”

There it was.

That word. Weak.

He followed it up with a bitter laugh. “Come on, Cassius, do you really think this is the first time I’ve found myself powerless? I deal in complex, high-level magical architecture. Things happen.”

“I think this is the first time you’ve found yourself magically powerless since you lost your family before you’d come of age and schooled yourself in the magical arts to such a significant degree.”

His jaw ticked.

But of course he had a rebuttal once more.

“Well, my family is long dead and fucking buried, so I don’t find myself in the same circumstances, do I? And those I have allowed close to me are powerful supernatural beings who can definitely hold their own against whatever enemies may come our way. Twice, then. Twice your point is moot.”

“Hmm. You are correct that the circumstances are different. You see, you are still exceedingly powerful. Your knowledge base rivals that of myself, Cornelius Martel, perhaps even approaching that of Ryker Morgan’s, especially with your gift of devising solutions to the seemingly impossible. You currently being without your magic does not negate that. It doesn’t even so much as touch it. With the enemies that we find ourselves confronted by, that is exactly what is needed. Not magical might, but what you bring to the table. Because despite great power, our enemies are not deterred. They have already hurt us.”

He stared at me for several moments, his expression briefly softening, before a smile graced his lips.

And then he cleared his throat and said, “That’s what I’ve been trying to hold to as well. And with that in mind, when it comes to what we were talking about, I believe there’s a strong case to be made for the attack on Velra not being about Sorin’s personal hatred for her, that it was much more than that. I believe it was engineered down to the tiniest detail, the reactions from each of us being anticipated by Puritas and whoever this necromancer is that they allied themselves with in order to free Sorin from The Void.”

“Yes. With your revelation about the investigation, I would call it a certainty.”

He arched an eyebrow. “What do you know?”

“Excuse me?”

“You didn’t tell me about the fifth necromancer. You’re keeping something else off my radar too in a misguided bid to protect my mental state, which, as you can see, is nowhere near fragile like you’d worried.”

“It’s not just that. It is not my information to convey. But with this that you’ve just told me, it does now need to be revealed.”

“Our investigation? You and Velra, you mean?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

I hesitated.

“It’s okay, Cassius.”

My gaze flicked to the ensuite, Sylas’ head swinging in that direction too, as Velra emerged wrapped in one of my white towels.

“Velra?” Sylas spoke. “What’s going on?”

She looked at me, then sighed, and eased onto the edge of the bed beside him. “With everything that’s happened, your involvement that was all because of you risking everything to save me, I asked Cassius not to say anything. I wanted us to figure it out on our own before we came to you with incomplete information, and just a whole lot of worry. And also guilt to burden you with when it wasn’t even your fault that—”

“Relax,” he told her, laying his hand gently on her shoulder. “I am notorious for keeping secrets, remember? Something Lazriel really doesn’t do well with when it comes to me. I know a wealth of reasons for keeping this secret and that, so believe me when I say, I wouldn’t judge or condemn anyone for doing the same.”

“Except me?” I cut in.

He wagged his finger. “Nuh-uh. Not so. I didn’t condemn you. I wanted you to explain why you kept it. And your answer revealed the potential for you keeping a whole lot more.”

“Hmm, how Machiavellian of you.”

He smirked. “Thought you’d like that.”

I did. Of course I did.

Curses.

His smirk slipped away as he fingered Velra’s stunning ombre hair, asking, “So, what is it that you wished to reveal to me, Dark Beauty?”

She tensed.

Not only that.

I felt a pang through the Soul Brand. It hurt her to talk about this, to relive that trauma. And also to give breath to something that could bring Sylas guilt and distress, especially when he was in no state to respond in the way he much preferred—magically.

I walked to the bed and settled on her other side, telling her, “I will convey it if you so wish. I’ve made breakfast—Cloud Muffins await. I can see to this.”

Sylas didn’t say anything. He looked between us curiously. And I saw it then from his expression and the way in which he didn’t push… his concern and care for Velra’s wellbeing outweighed his intense need to know, to receive this important revelation.

Velra turned her head, a smile gracing her lips, then nuzzled against my cheek, the sensation more than even warmth, it was all I could do to suppress a groan and not allow my focus to waver. I saw Sylas’ lips quirk, his gaze soften all the more.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured me. “It’s all right, I promise.”

“Okay.” I eased off the bed and stood a few feet back, Sylas sitting up against the headboard playing with her hair, while she sat before him starting to fist her hands in the sheets between them.

“When I was in the Valley of the Dead—well, the periphery area—”

“The Veil,” Sylas provided.

“Yes. When I was there, I was almost pulled in, my Wraith magic tapping out. But in my panic and anger, I managed to create a tear in the fabric of the place.”

Sylas jolted, his hand dropping from her hair.

He didn’t speak to it, though, gesturing instead for her to go on.

“It must have been at the same time that you’d been performing that spell that challenged death itself. It weakened the integrity of the place, I guess, and with me possessing Wraith abilities, I was able to create that tear.”

“I didn’t see a breach when I arrived.”

“It was hijacked by something inside with me.”

“What was it?”

“I don’t know. I just heard his voice. And saw his magic. A blue magical orb, which he passed to somebody on the outside—somebody who was touched by black magic.”

Sylas started shaking his head. “What? No. That’s…” He pushed off the bed and started pacing in his boxers. “Somebody entering the Veil, for one thing… then being able to actually wield magic as well? Also knowing when to approach, where and when to meet this black magic user on the other side, in the living plane… it’s… it’s violations, blasphemy, and a whole lot of other fucking insanity all rolled into one.”

And the one thing he wasn’t speaking to was the fact that if Velra had been able to pass through the breach she’d made, Sylas wouldn’t have had to sacrifice his life.

But he didn’t mention it, didn’t speak one word of it to Velra.

Instead, he sucked in a breath, stopped pacing, shifted his weight, then offered her a smile. “Thank you for telling me. I can’t imagine it was easy. Ending up in that place and also thinking you’d remain there is no small thing. Especially with the way you ended up there.”

“Sylas, you don’t need to—”

“Wielding magic,” he cut in through his focus on the problem instantly. “Wielding it inside the Valley… outside of a Celestial being, we’re talking necromantic in nature. Either a necromancer themselves, or a magic-wielder possessing a necromantic object, perhaps. But being able to cross into the Veil, step out of the Valley… that’s something else altogether. Then actually passing that object through. No… even with black magic being in use from that outsider, there’d have to be more to it… a connection already established. A deep connection.” His gaze flicked between Velra and me. “Something along the lines of a Soul Brand. Or destined mates. That deep.”

“With the necromantic aspect, we’re back to how Sorin’s escape transpired,” I spoke. “And your theory that it was all engineered.”

Velra’s breath caught, her fingers curling tighter in the sheets as she stared at Sylas. “All engineered to get you to force your way into the Valley of the Dead. First, through that spell, where it temporarily weakened the structural integrity of the place, but secondly when you took your life and forced your way in. They wanted that. They wanted you in there. Fed off you somehow as well, maybe?”

“To what end?” I spoke aloud what we were all trying to determine.

Sylas shoved his hand through his hair. “Was there anything else?” he asked her. “Any other detail, no matter how small?”

“The one who passed that orb through referred to the guy on the other side as Scion.”

Sylas jolted.

I frowned. “You recognize the name? Velra and I have been searching, but we’ve found nothing at all.”

“No,” he said. “But it sounds creepy as fuck considering the situation described, and it comes with eerie implications from the word alone.”

Hmm.

“If it was engineered, it means we were being watched all this time. The relationship between the four of us was known to our enemies. How deep it ran for each of us. The precise state of my sickness and what would tip it over the edge as well and leave me no choice but to take my life in order to gain entry into the Valley,” Sylas mused aloud, his gaze flicking back and forth between us. “When Victor Halrow attacked Lazriel and me, he mentioned that he facilitated access to you, right? For Sorin, I mean?”

“That’s right,” Velra confirmed.

“He has the means as an Ancient to have been observing us without any of us, including even Lazriel, realizing it.” He strode to me. “I need a ride, or teleporting, back to my house.”

“What? No!” Velra cried, pushing off the bed and storming up to him. “Sylas, are you insane? You’re safe here. It’s warded by Ariana Martel. Cassius and Ketheron live here. No one can get at you. Necromancers are out there being murdered. We just determined that we’ve been under surveillance for weeks, that—”

“I know,” he said, taking her hand, then kissing her knuckles. “I know. All too well. So I’ll have Cassius, or even Ketheron, erect a ward around my place. All right? But I need to return there for a while. Because I need to reach out to my contact, and he won’t even approach me if he feels another presence and if it’s in a place foreign to him.”

“Charles?” I questioned.

He nodded.

Although it was just a nod on the surface, it was actually a leap for him, to open up to that much. And once again at that, like when he’d first told me about his vampire-sorcerer underground contact.

“With my associations with you—people connected to the Guardian Movement too closely—he’ll also be extra cautious, so we’re talking days only once I return there before he’ll risk an approach.”

“I really don’t think it’s the best or healthiest idea for you to be alone at your log cabin in the middle of nowhere right now,” Velra told him.

“She has an extremely valid point,” I spoke.

“Like I said, he won’t approach me if others are there. Contacts like him are invaluable with the situation we find ourselves in. Something Lazriel realized and is acting on himself. But with how closely-guarded The Shadowed is with itself and its secrets, there’s a timing issue where his quest is concerned. I don’t have the same constraints with mine. They might not be able to go as deep as The Shadowed, but they can still go deeper than those on the level of the higher echelons of the supernatural world like the Guardian Movement and Unity Council can ever hope to.” He muttered under his breath. “Until they put my idea into effect once it’s ready.”

“What idea?” I queried.

“Something for another time. The point is, I need to go. And I need to go alone.” He eyed Velra. “Just for a few days. You have my word.”

“What will you do while you’re waiting for him to show?” she asked.

“Figure out this Dark Fae mind-meddling spell clusterfuck and the damage that was done to the Valley of the Dead, now that I have all the information. It’s possible for me to determine that without magic, using formulas, precedents, facts, and theories.”

“Wow, the sort of work that would take years under normal circumstances,” Velra breathed.

“Well, I’ve never been normal,” he said, smirking.

“What about Arcanum Order?”

“I’m currently on leave.” He rolled his eyes. “They’re worried being around so much high-level magic won’t be good for me.”

“Kai’s doing?” I asked.

“He had a hand in that decision being made, yeah. It’s his way of trying to protect me.”

“Okay,” Velra agreed. “Just make sure you stay in contact. A lot.”

“I will,” he promised. “And while we’re at it, having all of this out, the two of you can actually wash up and get dressed with your magic, all right? It’s not going to break me to see it in front of me.” He gestured at me with my hair still wet and Velra in a towel. “Saves all this time-consuming shit where you’re supposed to be headed out to deal with those remaining enemies of Lazriel’s, those fuckers loyal to Strickland still wanting to avenge him.”

With that he winked at us, then disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.

Velra frowned at me. “He took that well.”

“Too well.”

“Yeah. Just like he’s taking his de-powered state in his stride. At least on the surface.”

“All we can do is keep an eye on the situation.” Which, clearly, would be difficult to do with him headed back to his log cabin. We’d just have to ensure it was only a brief return.

“If Lazriel was here, it would really help. Their dynamic… with the way Lazriel is… he’d be able to cut through all this from Sylas in his very special way.”

“Indeed,” I agreed. “Would you prefer me to erect the ward around Sylas’ home, or have Ketheron do it when he returns from Haven Initiative within the next couple of hours?”

“I’d say you’d be better doing it. Ketheron doesn’t like anyone being in danger, so I can imagine him locking Sylas down where Charles won’t even be able to get up close to the door.”

“Yes,” I said, with a smile. “I could definitely see that happening.”

I went to reach out to her, but a sudden whirring hum pulled me up short, startling us both.

It reverberated through me and I saw her shudder as she felt it as well.

Blackline Protocol.

An emergency warning system that could be heard and felt by all supernatural beings, that served to alert everyone to a high-level threat in their midst, urging them to safeguard themselves and take protective precautions and measures immediately.

Ryker Morgan had activated it via the Guardian Movement.

The Puritas threat had been fully investigated now then, and he’d clearly determined it so severe that he’d initiated this protocol.

The bathroom door burst open and Sylas rushed out.

Naked.

Wet and naked.

I swallowed hard and I saw Velra struggle with it too.

The severity of the alert transcended even that, all three of us exchanging a grave look.

Sylas sighed heavily. “And so it begins.”
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~Lazriel~



My dad was a badass motherfucker.

I’d never seen anything like it from a vampire before.

All I’d witnessed, all the fights I’d participated in, all those who I’d brought to their knees… none of that even held a candle to this.

Fucking shit.

He’d told me to hang back. Not exactly an order, but a firm instruction definitely.

It was hard to pull that off without causing an aggressive reaction in me, the urge to argue against it, to deny what had been asked so that I could remain in the thick of it. Or, let’s face it, so I could do things my way.

But there was something about the way he spoke, the way he delivered these instructions that didn’t trigger that in me at all.

“Remain at a distance. Do not engage. Just observe, listen, and feel. It will serve you well, I assure you.”

Those had been his words.

Standing on the sidelines wasn’t exactly my thing.

Hell, everybody knew that.

All too well.

But I wasn’t feeling that irritating itch under my skin this time as I stood just watching.

Because it didn’t feel like just watching.

It was so fucking immersive.

I couldn’t take my eyes off it, let alone the rest of my senses.

I looked on from an elevated vantage point of a cracked silo belonging to an abandoned farmhouse a hundred feet away.

When he’d left me up here to observe, he’d disappeared into the darkness and the dense forest surrounding his target. He’d then moved so fast when he’d approached that I hadn’t even been able to register him until he stood right in front of the entrance to the ugly-ass building.

A decommissioned industrial base.

It was currently being used by Puritas.

One of their cells.

Not just any cell. Not one that was still only just coming out of its dormant state.

No. It was one that was preparing to act. In catastrophic ways for all hybrids, the supernatural world as a whole, the Guardian Movement.

Remnant had informed me that The Shadowed had been keeping an eye on this cell for the last few weeks, and intel had come in that had confirmed several vampire clans were allying with these fuckers. Tonight was an epic meeting of over two hundred of these new recruits and the current Puritas members of the cell. These clans joining wasn’t so much about their fanatical ideology of cleansing the world of hybrids. It was Puritas offering them magic-wielders at their disposal to increase their power base and standing in the supernatural world.

Those were the insidious moves Puritas had begun making now to increase its ranks.

Instead of bringing in even a small part of the force at his back in The Shadowed, Remnant come alone to handle it. Blackline Protocol had been activated by the Guardian Movement, the hum much more pronounced now we were above ground again, which was a risk, apparently, to his network. It didn’t just warn beings to get to safety and be cautious, it triggered every defense imaginable. And that was not conducive to a clandestine organization that operated in the shadows and very far off the radar. It risked exposure. Keeping a whole army, or even a unit, safe from detection was a lot more cumbersome than him going it alone. Especially with his extremely advanced capabilities factored in.

And as I watched, it was clear he’d prepared for everything.

This wasn’t recklessness. It was strategic, tactical.

It was predatory intent. The work of a mastermind with centuries of experience and know-how under his belt.

He ran his hand along the door until he stopped near the center. Then he called his talons and thrust them inside, somehow breaching the fucking titanium like it was nothing. I heard a faint whirr of the internal lock as he dug in, the metal shrieking as he crushed the core like foil. He pulled his fingers free, only to slam his hand forward, sending the entire slab of the door collapsing inward.

I swung my head to toward the open floor about two hundred feet from the entrance, a loud, raucous meeting taking place. Nobody even flinched. They hadn’t heard, too caught up in the hateful and despicable rhetoric they were spouting.

From my high vantage point, I watched as Remnant stepped across the threshold into the concrete corridor below. Through the torn-away roof, intact only in a few places, I could see two guards react the instant he appeared.

Magic-wielders.

They both thrust their palms forward, streaming their magic at him.

He didn’t attempt to dodge the blasts.

But he didn’t stop either.

In fact, I couldn’t fucking believe it, but the streams didn’t seem to impact him at all.

He powered into them, then shot out his hands, grasping the offenders’ throats.

In two synchronized motions, he jerked them to the sides, snapping their necks like twigs.

They fell like ragdolls, hitting the rough concrete in lifeless heaps.

A gasp escaped me and I saw him tense.

But then four vampires turned onto the corridor, coming at him, hissing and snarling, fully vamped out.

When they were just a foot out, about to slam into him, he burst to the side, his foot on the wall, half climbing up it, then using the momentum to propel himself behind them.

He shoved his hands through the backs of two of them and they jerked wildly, blood spewing from their mouths, a moment before he ripped his hands free—two hearts in either palm.

Holy shit.

He let them fall to the ground at his feet as the now dead vampires dropped, joining their missing organs.

Before the other two could even turn back around to see what had happened, or to face him, he whirled around them with a burst of speed that I couldn’t even track, until I saw their heads cleaved from their bodies with two slashes of his talons through their throats.

As the severed heads hit the floor with an odd combination of thuds and unsettling squelching, alongside their bodies, I noted movement from the two catwalks above just at the end of the corridor.

The instinct to warn him was right there, my fingers tapping on the railing in front of me.

But I needn’t have worried, because as I saw forty vampires, descending in staggered bursts, boots and talons scraping metal as they dropped down one by one to block his path, he looked right out at me and winked.

In the next second, as they rushed at him, he snagged the shirts of two, ripped their hearts out, then tossed their bodies up into the catwalks. They shot right through the hefty metal of the one beneath, up into the next one, and landed in heaps at the top.

It had two dozen of the vampires stilling in shock, pausing in their step.

Remnant didn’t miss a beat and in a single burst of speed along the first row of them, he slashed his talons through their throats, decapitating them all in quick succession.

Some of them pulled stakes from their sleeves—as if a simple, regular stake could kill an Ancient Vampire.

He burst forward, tore one from the grip of the closest, then burst behind them with that totally eclipsing speed of his and rapid-fire staked another ten through the back, piercing the hearts of every single one with incredible accuracy.

Battle cries sounded and the remaining eighteen surged forward.

I saw those embroiled in the meeting below finally register the attack.

Remnant flitted in and out of my vision then as they encircled him, trying to box him in, surround him, more stakes drawn, fangs glistening in the muted light of the lone bulbs barely illuminating the corridor.

He spun so fast that he managed to lift off the ground. It wasn’t even a leap, it was… supernatural physiology slamming up against physics, or something.

He smashed into the catwalk above and used his body as a battering ram to tear it apart until pieces came crashing down, heavy metal and rebars.

He snatched up a sheet of metal, then whipped it at four vampires, decapitating them all at once with the metal ripping through flesh and bone alike from the force of his strength.

Two jumped at his back, but he caught them both mid-leap, then tossed them into six others, downing all eight. He staked them with several bursts of motion

The remaining ones lunged at him all at once, but he evaded them, jerking to the side, and they all ran themselves into the wall instead, grunting and hissing.

Remnant snatched up a rebar and ripped through their throats, three at once, then spinning and catching the remaining three, heads rolling all over the place.

“Take him!” somebody called out from down below where more than another one hundred and fifty assholes stood.

Remnant leaped into the fray.

It seemed like a hell of a reckless move.

He was basically jumping down into a kill box.

His leather jacket swept behind him like a cape as he plunged the one-hundred-foot drop to the concrete ground below.

The moment he touched down, I realized it was far from reckless and an absolute strategic move.

Especially as I saw about forty magic-wielders calling their power, all prepared to fire upon him at once.

His boots hit the ground, but not just to land.

No. He put the full force of his strength and power into it, and the entire ground fractured, sending shockwaves through the reinforced foundation.

Holy. Fuck.

A seismic shock!

How the—

The couple of remaining catwalks over on the other side of the space shuddered, one ripping from the wall on one side and creaking painfully as it swung down, back and forth like a broken pendulum.

Concrete walls and even those made of that hefty titanium cracked—in several fucking places, one wall even crumbling entirely under the pressure.

It knocked out the power of the magic-wielders. At least four dozen lost their balance and ended up on their asses.

He’d just broken through the kill box situation, destabilized it, and prevented them from amassing against him, cutting right through an attempt at a coordinated strike.

“It’s fucking Remnant in the flesh,” somebody spoke.

It was the same voice that I’d heard before who’d given the command to take him.

I followed it this time and looked to see a guy who appeared to be in his late thirties by human years with long blond hair pulled back into a ponytail, his tall yet lean form clad in a fancy pastel blue suit, seeming all elegant and stylish. Being a part of Puritas it meant all that was trying to hide the shithead that he really was, masking the sadism behind the glamor. He smirked at my dad as he toyed with an orange shimmering ball he’d conjured, moving it between his upturned palms.

A sorcerer.

“Lucas,” Remnant spoke stoically.

Through all this, I hadn’t seen an ounce of emotion from him—except the wink he’d given me.

No rage.

No bloodlust.

No snide barbs or any remarks whatsoever.

He was so poised.

So controlled.

So… streamlined and focused.

Even with all that power at his disposal.

And most staggering to me… with him drawing on the full force of the vampire within.

It didn’t make him a bloodlusting maniac.

It didn’t have him losing control or being consumed by it.

And, unlike me, he’d didn’t have a wolf side to reel himself in.

“Are you done making your point?” Lucas asked with a sardonic smirk, as though it was all a game to him. As though he was safe.

“And what point might that be?”

“Trying to drive fear into the recruitment meeting you obviously got wind of through your whispers and whatever-the-fuck. Sure, your theatrics here might have a few running for the hills after this gory display of yours. But that’s all. So, come on, get to it. Save your energy. What deal is it you wish to strike?” He levitated his ball of magic, then cocked his hip, slapping his hand to it. “To be clear, though, you don’t need to make any deal. The Shadowed is always safe from us. Your agents are all purebloods. Either vampires or magic-wielders. Even at the top with the big boss, we’re forgiving you taking out some of our cells recently, because we understand you need to assert your dominance in the supernatural world, maintain the balance. There won’t be any retribution.”

“If you are so certain that I intend to make a deal, why have you called in seventy-two reinforcements as you’ve engaged me in this tedious small talk?”

I frowned and concentrated, calling on my vampiric senses, searching the area.

And there they were. I couldn’t see them yet, but I could definitely feel them.

Magical portals opening up and vampires and magic-wielders alike emerging from them—several hundred feet away.

Remnant had clocked it instantly and while immersed in that conversation.

I couldn’t count them all like he’d been able to.

Or, could I?

I pushed harder, drawing on the heat rolling through my veins from the fresh blood I’d ingested just before we’d left—five glasses of it. Yeah, I was starting to like it. A whole lot.

That barrier that I always kept in place, usually held there by using my wolf side to restrain the vampire, crumbled as I allowed myself to fully feel it, to give the vampire free reign.

There.

I could feel all of them, every individual heartbeat, every difference in the rhythm of their pulses too.

Seventy-two it was.

While I was immersed so deep in my sensory perception, I heard my dad’s heart skip a beat. His gaze flicked to mine and he smiled.

He’d felt that?

Me unleashing that aspect of my abilities?

“When the reinforcements arrive, join me.”

His whisper on the wind reached me, his eyes burning into mine briefly, enough for me to return it with a confirming nod, before his gaze flicked back to Lucas.

Although, honestly, I was sure he hadn’t taken his attention off him with his other senses, not even for a moment.

“What?” Lucas asked. “Who are you talking to?” Lucas’ eyes darted around. “You’re bringing The Shadowed in?”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“Well… good. Let’s get to the deal.”

“Chief Recruiter now,” Remnant mused.

“That’s right,” Lucas confirmed, puffing out his chest.

“Also Architect of Puritas Rhetoric.”

“You know my exact job titles. I’m honored.”

“As you should be. To garner the personal attention of one such as me is no small accomplishment.” He raised his hand, seemingly casually, then flexed his talons.

And then his features contorted, his fangs dropping.

All this time and it was the first instance that he’d brought that out.

His eyes narrowed while blazing red. “And it is that pride in your sadism and dogmatist outlook that you will perish by this night.”

Lucas jolted, failing to stifle a gasp.

He shifted his weight in a bid to cover up the fact he’d just exposed his true fear of my dad and his eerie threat—well, promise.

He gestured at his ball of magic still levitating before him. “Do you know what that is?”

“Concentrated sunlight swirling within a sphere of your energy.”

Fuck.

Lucas started when the extreme threat that the awful thing was even to an Ancient didn’t garner a lick of a reaction from my dad.

Then the sorcerer scoffed. “Fucking Ancient. We’re gonna die by our pride and whatever else you spouted off? You’re gonna die by your goddamn arrogance, old man.” He sneered and threw his hands out, gesturing all around him at his members. “Look what you’re up against. These aren’t all baby vamps either. We’ve got near-Ancients amongst them. Learned magic-wielders. Those you already took out were a mishmash—old and young.”

“You’re suggesting that I got off easy? Is that it?”

“Damn fucking straight. So, like I said, arrogance is gonna be your fucking end if you make one more move against any of us.”

“I see.” Remnant licked his fangs, drawing his own blood then drinking it down in front of them, like he was just doing something mild like clucking his tongue. “Then let me be clear. What you experience from me is a far cry from arrogance, youngling. That implies an inflated sense of self and not possessing an accurate understanding of one’s abilities or limitations.” He took a step forward and the army jerked back. “I assure you that is not the case here.” His lips lifted. “As I will duly demonstrate.”

In a burst of speed, he slammed his fist into the ground.

It created another seismic shock, but it became damned clear to me in that moment that the first one had been child’s play to him, because this one decimated the entire area, cracking and splitting the ground down to the bedrock, sending the army collapsing but also blowing backward from the violent pulse it created.

In the chaos, vampires trying to get to their feet, magic-wielders calling their power, others failing to from the shock of it, he didn’t miss a beat, bursting around and swiping his talons through the throats of ten magic-wielders rapid-fire without even breaking his barely-perceptible stride.

With a cumulative effect, it was possible that the magic-wielders could slow him down, so he was taking out the chief threat first—those who had abilities he didn’t.

He didn’t stop with the ten, bursting toward another cluster of them and snapping neck after neck—in front of some, behind others—as he wove in and out with insane accuracy and finesse. It culminated with him grabbing the last remaining two and crushing their skulls in either hand, bones cracking, blood and a whole lot of other fluids spurting out.

“Take him!” Lucas roared, shaking with it.

He threw his ball of sunlight.

My dad jerked to the side and it slammed into a cluster of twenty vampires, exploding over them and covering them all, blinding sunlight burning into them—literally. They shrieked as it destroyed them from the outside in within seconds due to the concentrated nature of it. It couldn’t be escaped, even as some rolled on the ground, trying to snuff it out, to get it off them.

It was already done.

They all burst into flames in moments.

And then they were just ash.

Lucas cursed, but didn’t give his own people a second glance, clearly upset not at the loss of them, but that he’d missed hitting Remnant.

Remnant burst toward him and smashed his hand into his chest, blowing him back against a concrete wall. He hit with a violent thud which knocked him out, then he scraped down the wall onto the ground.

The remaining soldiers—all vampires now—moved in, encircling Remnant.

Before the circle was complete, he burst through the gap, then whipped around the outside, slicing necks, staking others, around and around.

He moved so fast and continuously this time that it created a cyclone effect, and I choked as I watched vampires begin being pulled into it, into the actual fucking air, helpless as they were forced around and around. Dust and debris picked up too, all becoming a part of it.

As more were caught up, Remnant slashed through throats, ripped out hearts, and rapid-fire staked.

Over and over.

When he suddenly burst from the cyclone, I staggered back on the silo as I saw all the bodies drop to the ground—two thirds of the army. Dead.

Blood. Severed limbs. Rolling heads. All around him, littering the ground.

There were about forty left.

They turned and ran.

Remnant shot after them, taking them out in pairs, in threes, some solo, until they also joined the dead.

There was no time for processing as I caught sight of movement through the shadows.

The reinforcements.

Not moments later, they dropped down from the destroyed roof with the assistance of the dozen magic-wielders with them, levitating them. Guess they couldn’t handle that drop like my dad could so well.

The seventy-two of them formed a four-line deep wall opposite Remnant.

I burst from the silo in the next second, using my vamp speed to rip down the side of it without having to worry about a long plunge down that would slow me. Then I tore across the distance to the building, right through the entrance with the ripped off door, then cut across the edge of the battlefield on my dad’s side, until I stood to his right.

I watched as a couple of the vampires helped up Lucas who had woken up.

He shrugged them off, then staggered over to the army, keeping behind the fourth line, his magic glowing as he swept a palm over himself, healing the damage he’d sustained like I’d seen Sylas do before. Actually, as I’d seen many magic-wielders do before. But of course Sylas came to mind the most where that was concerned with all his vigilante battles. Glorious, incredible heartthrob.

I caught myself. In the middle of this? I was thinking that in the middle of this high-pressure, high stakes situation?

Oh, right. I really was just calling on the vampire all the way and it was activating a deep lust in me that I usually checked with the wolf. Not this time. It was intense as fuck.

In fact, it all was. I could feel the positions of every single soldier without even needing to see them. I could sense magic being called, vampires shifting their weight, hear even fangs dropping.

“Lazriel Thaine,” Lucas ground out. “The born hybrid.”

“That’s correct,” Remnant rumbled. “My son.”

Lucas’ eyes shot wide. “Your son? You’re the one… the Ancient rumored to have… that can’t be. Conjecture is that it was Lucian Black.”

“Lucian Black?” I let out a laugh that had my dad eyeing me with intrigue and surprise. I guess with him being so serious on the battlefield, it was a departure for sure. “In deep love with Jaxon Silver, Ryker Morgan, and Mia Snow? Fathering a child with somebody outside their unit? Ha. You purist fuckers really are another level of delusional. You don’t see the truth of much beyond your own bullshit beliefs, huh?”

Lucas sneered back at me. “They want your head on a pike. You know that? There’s a directive and everything. Just about you. Your Crossborn leader is gonna be dismembered and ripped limb from limb and spread out right alongside you. That fucking Immortal husband of his will see he’s not the almighty force of protection he thinks he is. And the entire world will see what happens to a born hybrid. They’ll cower, they’ll kneel in fear, and then they’ll all be wiped from the face of the—”

Remnant roared and shoved into the army, sending a dozen of them flying toward Lucas. Two magic-wielders threw up a shield before they made contact, them bouncing off it. Remnant was there in the next second, ripping their heads off. Every single one of them.

Reacting with emotion.

Because of me.

Because of what that shithead had threatened.

He stood in the middle of the sixty left, right there in a dangerous position.

I burst in there too, snapping four necks of vampires on my way, then blowing back six more, clearing the way for my dad and me.

I caught sight of his smile just before he focused on the fight, then grasped the shoulders of two lunging at him from either side, and crushed their skulls together, before tearing them from their bodies in a very bloody macabre display, the blood actually spraying all over him as he held their heads high in the air.

Two power streams slammed into him and he tossed a head at either magic-wielder, the sharp sounds of necks snapping as they made contact ringing out to my deeply immersed senses.

I leaped up and spun into a kick that blew back another two magic-wielders in front of me just as they tried to fire at me. It knocked them onto their asses unconscious.

Hands grabbed at me—my arms, my tee from the back, trying to pull me down, while another three came at me from the front.

I grunted and hissed, fangs dropping.

I let them take me down to the floor.

But at the point of impact, I jerked sharply to the side and rolled, hooking my leg around one of them and tossing them off me and into two others. As it blew them back, I snagged the ankle of another from my position on the ground and threw him over my head, stunned at my power as he hurtled fifty feet into the distance, his neck snapping against the concrete and even taking a chunk out of it.

As more moved in, I blurred back to my feet much faster than I ever had been capable of before.

I could feel my heart pumping, that fresh blood warming me.

But not just the blood.

It was that barrier being down now.

It was accessing something I hadn’t felt fully before.

Something I’d been too scared to allow proper breath.

But in this moment, it didn’t feel out of control or even scary.

It felt like freedom.

And as a dozen vampires closed in around me and then a magic-wielder fired their power at me, I didn’t feel the burn of the magic like I usually did, something I pushed through, but actually cost me to be able to do.

This time it was just an annoyance.

Three other blasts hit my back and I did feel the weight of it then.

I mean, I wasn’t Remnant.

But I was definitely feeling stronger.

The magic forced me forward and the vampires circling me moved in, some lunging.

I batted two away, watching as they sailed into the concrete wall again. Whoa.

And then I gritted my teeth and pulled on my power, pushing off with a burst of speed and clearing the magical streams.

The ones firing at my back couldn’t react in time to stop before their power blasted into the one who’d been streaming at me from the front, and it took her out, burning a hole right through her chest and killing her in seconds.

I grimaced.

I hadn’t killed anyone in this battle, but that.. I hadn’t meant for that to happen.

It had me hesitating and then six vampires ran me into one of the walls. I scented three of them as being centuries old, and felt the force of it too as I jarred against the concrete, and it even cracked behind me.

Being pinned like this… it… it freaked me out.

In a way I hadn’t been prepared for.

A memory slammed into me before I could stop it or even hope to get a hold on it.

Victor scented me, his eyes hooding. “Seeing you this way is exhilarating. Feeling your agony, your terror, your heart pumping so violently, these tremors as your blood boils with holy water… just intoxicating.”

I jolted as a hand wrapped around my throat, pulling me back to the immediate.

My claws dropped of their own accord, and I slashed across the offending arm and the vampire hissed, then drew back, his arm torn almost all the way through and blood spurting everywhere.

As the others wailed on me, a wolf howl tore from my throat, my fangs retracting before I could stop it.

A blur of movement flitted across my vision, and then they were all ripped from me, screeches sounding as their hearts were torn from their bodies, then tossed into the fray.

And then my dad stood before me. “Being cornered called memories of Victor’s attack to the forefront?”

“Yeah,” I breathed.

He laid his hand on my shoulder. “You are here now. You are well. Do not let him have any part of you. Not even in memory. The fear he wished to incite in you holds no bearing. Look at what you have already accomplished.” He smiled. “I am incredibly proud.”

He tensed then.

But it was too late.

I saw it hurtling toward us. Propelled with incredible speed—magically-produced speed.

I reacted, bursting in front of my dad just as it hit, that orange ball of swirling magic slamming into my chest, the concentrated sunlight detonating all over me.

I grunted at the impact.

But that was it.

It couldn’t ignite me.

It couldn’t even burn me.

Lucas started.

“I’m hybrid, fucker. It has its advantages,” I hissed at him.

That was all I got out, and he didn’t get the chance to utter another word, as Remnant burst toward him and literally ripped his fucking throat out.

As he shook off the mess of blood and fluids while the motherfucker fell in a heap adding to the so many dead, I saw him scan the battlefield. Everybody was down.

He eyed all the ones I’d taken out, then smiled to himself, before then bursting toward all of them and staking and decapitating, because I hadn’t killed a single one of them—except that magic-wielder.

“I couldn’t,” I told him as he finished the macabre work and strode back to me, spitting on Lucas as he went.

He simply nodded.

“You’re okay with that?”

“Of course. It’s your right. Crossing such an irreversible line is no small thing. Do you understand why I had to approach this battle the way I did, though?”

“Arresting them would have been better, way cleaner, and saved you a lot of fucking death.”

“I agree. However, it was not feasible.” He stopped in front of me and explained, “They mean to extinguish lives based on the sole notion that those lives do not meet their idealized interpretations of what a life should be, that said beings are different to them. They believe hybrid blood and makeup is impure, when in fact it is extraordinary. They are zealots, their beliefs twisted also by notions of power and dominion. It is a rot deeply infecting them all. That cannot simply be cut out, nor cured. It must be terminated in its entirety. It is also a message, Lazriel. That hybrid kind is not without allies, and that these allies are of pure blood also, yet do not detest hybridized natures. It reinforces that Puritas are fanatics, that their viewpoints are outliers, not the predominant rhetoric. And that their stance and actions will not be tolerated.”

He laid his hand on my shoulder. “I’ve erased madness to protect innocent lives. Unfortunately, extreme measures are sometimes the only viable options. Especially when it comes to these sorts of bigots. There is no reason prevalent amongst them. And without reason, diplomatic means are impossible. There is only definitive action.”

I stood there staring at him and taking his words in.

“What happened with the wolf at the tail end of the battle is promising. I wish it hadn’t come about from the trauma of the memories associated with that bastard’s despicable attack on you, but let us focus on the fact that it did. You were drawing fully on the vampire. Actually, even on the Ancient blood running through your veins, which was demonstrated through your surge of strength and speed. Yet, you also called the wolf. Now that you are growing comfortable with the side you have denied too much of, we will work on melding the wolf as well without restraining the vampire again.” He regarded me intently. “What do you say?”

“I say that sounds like a tall order, but I’m game.”

“Excellent.” He wrapped his arm around me and I tensed for a moment before actually relaxing into it. “I need to scent-wipe this area after burning the evidence, and then we will feed. Are you game for that?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That sounds really good.”
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The Vermillion Chamber.

That was what they called the feeding area here down in the Shadow Tunnels.

Well, at this particular site.

I’d found out now that there were actually several locations across the supernatural world. My dad had told me that this was his favorite location. Something to do with it being the first one he’d built. Although, I suspected there was more to it than that with the way his eyes had shone when he’d mentioned it. Maybe something to do with my mom? Had he brought her down to this one and spent time with her here?

I took in the space as I waited for him to arrive. He’d been detained giving a briefing to his top agents regarding the Puritas cell takedown and the fact that Lucas Graylyn, who had been a major player in that twisted organization, had been taken out.

The room wasn’t a sterile blood-harvesting facility like I’d imagined. Or worse, a dungeon sort of setup. It was a controlled feeding lounge with a relaxing ambience. A really chill place, especially considering its purpose.

Velvet-lined alcoves were built into the walls, the gold fabric softly illuminated by dimmed recessed lights. There were couches and armchairs within each that were a rich crimson and thickly upholstered to give maximum comfort.

The first time Remnant had shown me the room, there had been humans lounging on the chairs or draped over them, necks and wrists exposed, many wrapped in the arms of the vampires feeding on them, fangs deep in their flesh. Other vampires had moved like shadows between the alcoves, some gentle and others more dominant. But all fed at the agreement with the feeders.

At the center of the room was a long onyx bar covered with decanters and fine crystal glasses for those who preferred to sustain themselves with blood without feeding. As Remnant had put it, that option was mostly for those in a rush—the ones about to deploy, heading out on missions, who had to drink and run.

I smiled as that familiar feeling rolled through me.

Well, what had become familiar over the last couple of weeks. The one I’d first felt at the tail end of Victor Halrow’s attack.

My dad.

Blood calls to blood.

A few moments later, the door creaked open, and I turned as he entered with two humans trailing in his wake.

One was a powerhouse of a guy who looked to be in his thirties, all bulk and muscle. He stood in a white tank that matched his buzz cut and a pair of black lounge pants.

The other had spiky blue hair and seemed about a decade younger. He had the sleeves of an open-collared pink shirt rolled up and revealing a whole lot of ink covering both arms. He wasn’t as big as the other guy, but he was built like a boxer. He slapped his hand to the hip of his black jeans as he regarded me. “Matthew,” he told me simply. “Nice meeting you, Lazriel.”

“You too,” I said, my gaze flicking between him, my dad, and the other guy.

“This is Eric. My feeder,” he told me, as Matthew walked over to one of the armchairs and settled down comfortably.

I started. “You feed from men? I thought—”

“Fresh blood is fresh blood, is it not?”

I smiled. He was doing this for me. But he was also clearly not wanting to make a big thing out of it, wanting to normalize it for me instead. Shit, this was such a far cry from the repressed pack environment I’d grown up in.

“Besides,” he said, as his feeder settled onto one of the chairs a couple over from Matthew, “Eric, here, is one of my favorite feeders. He enjoys my bite and his blood is delectably potent.”

“So I’ve heard,” Eric said, grinning out at me.

He wasn’t just a thing to him, even to an Ancient Vampire of my dad’s caliber. He was a person, one clearly respected. These feeders were protected, rewarded and even revered. This arrangement down here was nothing like I’d worried it would be.

It was actually… really nice.

Comforting, really.

My dad came to me and grasped my shoulder.

“Now, be mindful that Matthew is human. When you feed from Cassius, he can withstand a great deal due to his Immortal durability. That will not be the case for Matthew. You must stop and withdraw your fangs the moment you feel his pulse start to slow.”

“Got it,” I said, swallowing hard as the stakes slammed into me.

But they didn’t outweigh the desire flooding through me to actually do this. It wasn’t sexual at all in nature, it was pure bloodlust and vampiric need. To feed, to be sustained, in a way I’d avoided before. In a fully empowering way, not tampered down by processed blood bags that couldn’t compare as I’d come to realize from drinking fresh blood from glasses lately since I’d been down here.

As my dad headed over to Eric, I settled onto an ornate-looking gold-leaf stool to the side of Matthew, his eyes gleaming at me with anticipation.

At the same time, I looked over at Remnant again, watching as he dropped his fangs and cradled Eric’s head as he sank them deep. Eric jolted at the initial penetration, but then sank further into the comfy chair and let out a groan.

The scent of fresh blood permeated the air.

I breathed it in and dropped my fangs.

I gestured at the right side of Matthew’s neck. I mean, he was tilting it toward me and he’d even eased the collar of his pink shirt aside too, but I wanted to be extra sure. “Here is all right?”

His lip curled. “Wherever you like, honestly. I figured this would be best. Remnant mentioned you’re new to feeding from humans.”

“Sure am.”

“Take your time, whatever you need.”

“And you like this?”

“Fucking love it. It’s thrilling from an adrenaline junkie standpoint. But it’s also thrilling to be able to give somebody something they need so vitally, and to feel that need as they feed. The sensation is out of this world. And being around the supernatural of it all… it’s mythic. A real heady thing.”

Wow.

Shifting my weight on the ornate stall, I leaned in, pressing my hand to his shoulder for both of our stability, then I leaned in and slicked my tongue over his throat.

I caught my dad’s eye as I did and his lips lifted, while he continued feeding.

I knew it was because that was how newbie vamps fed in their early days.

While I wasn’t technically a newbie, I was when it came to feeding from the vein. Especially from humans.

He returned his attention to getting his sustenance from Eric, then I marked Matthew once more with another lick, before then scraping my fangs over the slicked area.

His breath hitched and I could hear his pulse jumping, wanting this really badly. It definitely wasn’t fear, that had a different rhythm. And different other reactions that went along with it, many micro-reactions that only beings with intense intuition like vampires could pick up on.

I bit down, my fangs sinking into the soft flesh of his throat.

A groan reverberated through me from him and it was all-consuming.

Just like his sweet blood was as it hit my tongue.

Fuck. Me.

I could feel every beat of his thundering heart through the draw, pounding and pulsing so powerfully. It was… beyond exhilarating. It was… perfect.

I smiled to myself. Velra’s word.

I drew more of his blood into my mouth, finding myself cradling him closer as I deepened the draw, needing the grounding of the contact.

There was nothing carnal or sexual about it like it had been with Cassius. Or how I’d fantasized a few times about it being with Velra or Sylas.

That wasn’t what this was about.

It was sustenance.

Drawing in power.

Lifeblood.

A deeper facet of my nature that I’d always veered away from.

But now, in this moment, I saw how wrong I’d been.

Groans escaped me as I swallowed the warm coppery liquid down.

Over and over.

Savoring.

Reveling.

Losing myself to it so completely.

Until a warning sparked in my brain.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

His heartbeat was slowing.

It was all I needed to know, all I needed to hear.

I eased my fangs free, licking my lips as I went.

I looked at Matthew and his eyes were glazed but he was smiling.

I must have looked concerned, because he raised a heavy hand and gave me a thumbs up. “All good, blood virgin.”

A chuckle burst from me, which sounded like a cross between a snarl and something else with my fangs still down.

“Pretty sure I’ve just been cured of virgin status there.”

“Too right. Sweet bite you’ve got, by the way.”

“Well, he’s very respectful of all beings,” my dad’s voice sounded, and I turned to see him now standing right beside me.

I was in a bit of a daze from the feed. Not high, but just… still immersed in it.

“I’m getting that, yeah,” Matthew said, before resting his head back against the comfy chair and closing his eyes.

I looked over at Eric to see him doing the same.

As I rose to meet my Dad, my veins buzzing and so warm, he assured me, “This is par for the course. They will rest here for ten minutes. Carers will come in to check on them, provide them with water, iron, and nourishment, then they will either return home, or be escorted to their quarters here. For Matthew and Eric in particular, they are regular feeders, so they wish to remain here. They prefer the Shadow Tunnels to their lives above ground.”

“Wow, that’s a hell of a thing.”

“How do you feel?” he asked, looking me over. “You appear energized. Greatly so.”

“Yeah,” I breathed. “I really am. And it was good… going there… doing that.”

“I would imagine it would be, especially with it being your first feed from a human.” He brushed his fingers over my cheek. “I’m proud of you. And I’m glad it pleased you.”

“Thank you. You made all this possible.”

“Something I should have done much sooner. So don’t thank me.” Emotion flickered in his eyes briefly, and then he stepped back and gestured at the door. “Now you are satiated, there is something I wish to show you.”

Ah, back to the cryptic. Like when I’d first arrived here. Well, he hadn’t steered me wrong once yet, so the least I could do was give him the benefit of the doubt.

I followed him out, taking one last glance back at Matthew and Eric looking so satiated and peaceful.

We made our way through what I’d sometimes come to term in my head as the luxurious vampire bunker. The Shadow Tunnels were really a covert, fortified underground network, a subterranean fortress, labyrinth-style hidden beneath unknown terrain. The tunnels were dug deep into the bones of the earth.

Smooth black stone walls shimmered faintly with protective magical wards. Pipes and power lines ran overheard, some bracketed to reinforced steel beams. In some places, the rock had been carved into archways and alcoves with flickering sconces.

The tunnels branched out, each hallway leading to some pocket of The Shadowed’s operations, like suites for agents in the Residential Wing, or the Combat Area, the Vermillion Chamber, the Medical Bay, Utility Corridors and Escape Routes, and the Command Center which doubled as a war room.

I’d briefly been inside the latter.

But as we delved deeper into the tunnels, dropping in stages with stairs that coiled downward, my boots echoing off stone, a more brightly lit area up ahead caught my eye.

An area I hadn’t been to before when he’d given me a brief tour of the place.

We made a sharp right turn and then, etched into heavy stone, were a set of double arched metal doors, a sign engraved across the surface: Investigative Sanctum.

Remnant walked to the right door and the moment he was within breathing distance, a security console shot out.

Not any ordinary sort of console.

There were no buttons. Just what looked like some sort of needle.

He pressed his palm to it, pricking his skin, enough to draw a few drops of his blood.

And then the console shot back inside, concealing itself, and both doors whirred and clanged, followed by them opening smoothly.

“Nice.”

He smiled, then gestured for me to follow him inside.

The moment we stepped across the threshold, the doors closed behind us, a lock clanging into place again.

Just that slight sound echoed around the still room.

I was expecting there to be people milling about inside, just like everywhere else we went in the Shadow Tunnels.

“I’ve had them clear out so that we are afforded privacy,” my dad said, reading me well, as had come to be the way with him.

“Privacy for what?”

“For what I have to show you, of course.”

“And that might be?”

“You’ll see.”

“Shit, you’re a real fan of cryptic, aren’t you?”

“There is a right time and a place for everything. Patience is—

“A virtue?”

“A necessity. Strategically sound. Highly advisable.”

“Ah, got it,” I teased. “Locking that pearl of wisdom away as we speak.”

A chuckle escaped him. “I have no doubt. In spite of your sarcasm.” He beamed out at me. “You have learned a great deal since being here. You demonstrated that during our battle in several distinct ways, and during your feed just now. Do you feel it? The blood humming through your veins, energizing you, yet also calming you in an inexplicably satiating way?”

“Yeah. That’s the perfect way to put it, actually.” I grinned out at him, barely believing it as the words left me, “I want to do it again, experience it more… just like that.”

“Then I will ensure feeders are brought to you when you take your leave. Until I am able to teach you how to cultivate your own in a safe and secure manner.”

I started. “Take my leave? You’re… you want me to go?”

“On the contrary. I wish for you to remain right here by my side. However, I am sure that you will wish to leave once I show you what I intend to. You will be pulled back to them.” Off my look, he said, “Those whom you love so dearly, my son.”

“I don’t understand.”

He smiled sadly. “You will.”

He led me further into the space, my senses on high alert now after that hefty dose of more cryptic, my entire body tensing.

I took in the room.

Holy shit.

It was some sort of mystical forensics lab, like magic and science meshing in a weird, yet layered and highly-controlled way.

Smooth black stone walls wrapped around the space, the buzz of magic rolling through them. The outer perimeter was full of rows of white-lacquered workbenches covered with microscopes, alchemical burners, numerous vials, and calibrated measuring tools. Magically-created projection screens hovered over each station, showing real-time results for whatever was being researched—some really complicated shit was about all I could tell. I caught sight of vaults with frosted glass front compartments containing relics, shards of weapons, bottled essences of magical beings, preserved tissue even, bones. Above, a narrow mezzanine ran the perimeter, where there were tons of bookshelves stocked to the brim, magical research manuals, grimoires, the whole nine.

“This is where we push the boundaries of what is possible, even in our world dominated by magic and supernatural beings,” Remnant told me.

“Yeah, I’m getting that. Wow.” Kind of along the lines of how I imagined the secret magical research group that Sylas was a part of being.

“Come,” he urged, gesturing to a frosted glass privacy panel over to the far left of the space.

I followed him over and choked at what I saw.

There, hovering in a blinding white field of energy was a heart—a golden, shimmering heart.

Pulsing.

Alive.

Not pumping blood, but… energy.

“Mystic Heart is its rather apt name.”

Just below it were three gems about the size of my thumb, rectangular shaped with rounded corners, each one a different vibrant color—amber, turquoise, and fuchsia. They were levitating just below the heart, its golden streams enveloping them. Powering them.

“What are those?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off the entire stunning display.

“Necromantic cores.”

I jolted and spun to face him. “What?”

“Salvaged by teams of my magic-wielders and vampires working in concert. From three recently deceased necromancers.”

“Recently deceased? And necromancers… they’re so hard to come by as it is.”

“They are being hunted. Cassius has a spell sweeping the supernatural world for necromantic essence in a bid to locate a learned and highly experienced necromancer who could help Sylas with his illness. That spell has now located seven necromancers, all of whom have been found murdered.”

“Shit,” I uttered, shoving my hand through my hair. “So this is targeted, intended to stop Sylas from being able to get better, right?”

“There are other facets to it. But, yes, one reason for this murder spree is to prevent Sylas from being cured. To weaken him and ensure he is no longer a threat.”

Fuck… Sylas. I felt fucking sick with it, hearing about this obstacle to him being able to get better, the cruelty in it, the constant damage to him, how it had to be eating at him in so many ways.

I pulled up short from going further down that path, already feeling that twitch within that warned of an explosion of anger. And that wouldn’t help anything.

But understanding this that my dad was showing me now very well could.

“Why did you salvage their cores? When a necromancer dies, so does that part of them, right? At least on the living plane.”

“Very good. Yes, they do. However, not with this being a factor.” He gestured at the heart.

“Hold up. You’re telling me that this weird heart is powering the cores?”

“Infusing them with life would be more accurate. And it was also able to revitalize them from death state.”

Holy. Shit.

“Do you feel it yet? It could be difficult given the shock you are in the midst of processing as well as the very personal nature of all of this to you, but attempt to focus. Do you sense the familiarity?”

I shifted my weight and stared at the heart, honing my senses for several moments, until something did break through.

“It’s Celestial.”

“Yes, essentially. It was created, shall we say, from Celestial power, which my researchers were able to fashion into this magical living form of a heart.” He ran his hand reverently just a couple of inches from the field itself. “During the Severance when many True Celestials landed on the mortal plane in a bid to prevent Ariana, Cassius, Ketheron, and their team from carrying out the spell, The Shadowed was already prepared and waiting. While they were engaged in battle, we extracted portions of the magical essence—a formidable spell to pull from so many as well, which was fortunately masked by that of the Severance.”

And the shocks just kept on coming.

“True Celestial magic and energy is so potent, that drawing a fraction from each one of those who ventured down to this plane went unnoticed by them and was more than enough for our purposes. Cassius, before he was Fallen, was able to tether Velra Nox and pull her from death state without any consequences to the Valley of the Dead itself. Ariana Martel, a True Celestial and arguably the most infamous one at that was able to forever sever the Celestial Plane’s connection to our mortal world. It is so very potent and also multifaceted in what it is able to do, and what can be fashioned from it, as well as what it can be fashioned into.”

“Taking advantage of the Severance spell like that—disturbing and darkly impressive at the same time.”

“We do what we must.”

“When I first came down here, you said you’d help me, you said The Shadowed was looking into Sylas’ condition and researching viable solutions. You also mentioned that you needed him well for some sort of bigger picture reason.”

“All true. Yesterday we were able to stabilize the cores and revitalize them fully. It’s time. That’s why I brought you here today. We are missing only one more piece of the puzzle.”

“What’s that?”

“The blood of Sylas Morgrave.”

Before I could get a word out at that, he explained, “Sylas is no ordinary necromancer. His power eclipses most others. As such, he will require three necromantic cores to stabilize him and enable him to call on the full force of his magic, and—”

“Wait. You’re saying The Shadowed intends to do a necromantic core transplant on Sylas?”

All this time Sylas and Kai had been working together to find a cure for Sylas’ sickness and here The Shadowed had created an artificial solution.

“Yes. That is one of the purposes. Another is that, given what the Mystic Heart can do to necromantic cores that were decidedly expired, it is also very plausible that the damage done to the Valley of the Dead can be undone—healed. I am sure Sylas has determined just what damage was done now that he’s had some quiet time on his hands.”

I stilled. “Quiet time? What does that mean?” It certainly didn’t sound like the man I’d come to know so well and love even more.

Since I’d been here, Remnant had been keeping me updated in a limited way, just making sure I knew Sylas, Velra, and Cassius were all safe. And Ketheron, that sweetheart. I knew he had eyes on them through his whisper network of The Shadowed. But he hadn’t offered me any specific details because he knew that my focus needed to be on what he’d been teaching me. And, honestly, as hard as it had been for me to cut it off like that, even slightly, with my loves, I’d known he’d been right about it. I wouldn’t have been able to do any of this otherwise. I’d been holding onto the fact that with what we were up against, I needed to be the best version of myself.

But now, hearing this about Sylas… I couldn’t let it go. I had to jump on it.

And it threatened to open up everything.

“That’s right, you infuriating, stubborn, reckless, know-it-all motherfucker… I love you. I fucking love you and I can’t lose you either. Do you understand me?”

He’d cleared his throat, then grasped my nape and held me to him. “I love you, too,” he’d breathed into my hair. “Truly, deeply, and maddeningly.”

I blinked back to the immediate before I sank into it too deeply.

“Dad?” I pressed.

It jolted the both of us.

It was the first time I’d used that word with him—at least outwardly, and not just interchangeably in my own head along with Remnant.

He stared at me with a mixture of surprise and unveiled emotion.

And it was the worst time for it—when he needed to give me this information about Sylas. There was an urgency there that transcended what should have been a defining moment for us both.

His lips lifted and then he reached out and laid his hand on my shoulder.

I felt it then. Him silently acknowledging the moment between us, without adding so much weight to it when it was marred by what else was going on, what else was at stake.

I could see it from him—it wasn’t lost. There would be others like it. Especially now that line had been crossed from me.

Maybe it had been better this way, not having the first time I’d called him Dad being steeped in heaviness. It made it easier to go there again without pressure attached to it.

I smiled to myself. It was kind of like what I’d been trying to convey and teach Velra for a while, something she’d actually embraced.

“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.”

Good to know that, through all the pain and bullshit lately, I could still uphold that.

Even in small ways, it made a difference.

It sustained us.

Especially in the dark.

His hand tightened a little on my shoulder, not painfully, but definitely demonstrating an urgency he was trying hard to check, meaning it was something really bad he needed to tell me.

“No one can know of the Mystic Heart. Do you understand me? He—and your other two loves—can be made aware that we have the means to revitalize necromantic cores. But that must be the extent of it. I am putting my trust in you.”

“Not just your trust. This is a test. And if I fail, you won’t reveal the answers to what else I came here for, right?”

“Correct. Secrets and information carefully guarded and disseminated only strategically and tactically is the lifeblood of The Shadowed.”

“I get it. I honestly do. After spending all this time down here with you and them, how could I not? And I respect it. Especially the fact that you’re giving this to me now. A way to help Sylas. A major way.”

“A way in which he needs. There are limitations to this sort of transplant, and we will discuss them, something you will need to pass onto him.”

“Pass onto him?”

“Yes. Very soon. You will wish to take your leave of me to go to him.” He sighed and then revealed, “Sylas has been bound.”

I staggered back from his hold, an awful shudder rolling through me. “No. Sylas without his magic isn’t… no. He can’t… he can’t be without it.”

“He would have perished, so Cornelius Martel performed the spell that bound his magic. Time had run out, Lazriel. I am sorry.”

“But this…” I gestured at the display before us. “This can fix that, right?”

“On a temporary basis, yes. Long enough for Sylas to do what needs to be done.”

“What are you talking about? What exactly is going on? Why go to these lengths, put all this research into this Mystic Heart, the cores? I know you care about me, but you also admitted there’s an overarching goal here. What is it?”

“A threat is rising. We need him strong. Restored to his Almighty Necromancer status.”

“That threat is already here.”

“Not Puritas. One such threat that is distinctly dangerous to vampires. Even to the likes of me, the network that I command, all of us throughout the supernatural world.”

“Something worse than Puritas?”

“Something different.”

“What is it?”

“They call it Scion.”
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“This is so pretty.”

I startled, so caught up in what I’d been doing that I hadn’t even felt the approach.

“Hey, Ketheron,” I greeted as he joined me on the opposite side of the bench, which there were many of on the warded grounds of Haven Initiative.

His attention immediately went to the little sculpture I’d created with my frost.

It was a castle with magnificent turrets and all, even a drawbridge. I mean, it was barely a foot tall, but I’d managed to get in the intricate details, even the stonework.

“Cassius told me you’ve been working on this sort of thing. Sylas mentioned you made upsetting forms with your shadows, because you were sad and pained. But now, look at this. It seems happy and hopeful.”

I chuckled, his bluntness actually so endearing.

“Is this your special place?” he asked.

“I guess it’s kind of my ideal home. A castle seems so extravagant, right? Kind of silly. Like fairytales.”

“No. They exist in real life. I’ve seen them in my books. And Cassius says we’ll visit those places someday, along with all the rest we planned.” He ran his fingers very carefully over the drawbridge. “Will you move here with Cassius, Lazriel, and Sylas soon? Can I visit? I’m not sure where I’ll live without Cassius, or if I’ll even be allowed to—”

“You won’t be left behind, Ketheron.”

He arched an eyebrow. “But… won’t you marry them and want your… own space? Isn’t that how it works?”

“How it works is different for every unit. It doesn’t need to be this way or that. It can be whatever we like. And you’re Cassius’ family. Loving him, that makes you my family too. Lazriel and Sylas will see it the same way as well.”

His eyes brightened. “Wow. I would very much like that—to live in a castle like this one.”

I smiled. “Then we’d best make it happen, right?”

He beamed out at me, then focused his attention on the sculpture. “I can build this.”

“What? You can?”

“It’s Applied Cognition. An amalgamation of eidetic learning and praxis integration. I don’t just memorize blueprints, architectural and engineering details, theory, practicalities, and schematics; I ingest them. I don’t just retain the knowledge, I can apply it and execute it perfectly. So, with that being the case, along with a dash of magic and, yes, brute strength, I could most definitely bring this to life for us.”

“Once this is all over, I’ll take you up on that. Thank you, Ketheron. That’s so sweet of you.”

“I can’t wait.” He tapped his fingers on the bench. “I wish I could help. With Puritas. But they want me kept out of it.”

“They?”

“Cassius tells me it’s for my own safety. And for him, I know that’s true. He cares about me. But he thinks I don’t know the other part to it, the part he doesn’t want to tell me for fear that it will upset me. The Guardian Movement and the Unity Council—the entire supernatural world, really—fear me and displays of my power. Because of what I was made to do before. Decimating the Unity Council building, causing chaos and destruction and pain. They’re afraid that if I was brought into this battle now, it would happen again. And even with those who believe I could do that in a controlled way, the rest of the supernatural world would just see the indomitable displays of power, and it would unsettle them.”

“Those are optics and political pressures. Not the reality that you live, that we see, or that in any way denote who you actually are.” I clasped his hand gently. “If you like, I can keep you informed about what’s going on. Would that help? Or would it make it worse, knowing you can’t actively participate? At least, right now, anyway.”

“Being informed cannot hurt. Misinformation or lack of it is where the danger always lies. Much like those who hunt us. Their thinking is warped and misinformed. And that breeds radicalization, especially when power is added to the dangerous mix.”

Beyond his abilities and his incredible knowledge base, he was a survivor of deep-rooted trauma, somebody now persevering through a journey to become more than what was done to him, to actually live a life of hope, joy, love, and fun.

And, with that, I could relate so much.

Honestly, the boys could too. In their own distinct ways, because of what had been done to each of them.

I let go of his hand and shifted on the bench, lowering my voice and telling him, “So, here’s the deal so far. Those two sets of enemies that were threats to Lazriel because of their loyalty to the deceased Jason Strickland, have been taken care of by Cassius and me. And the Guardian Movement. We incapacitated them with authorization, and then the Guardian Movement arrested them. They’re being processed as we speak. But there was a member of one of the gangs who wasn’t there when we arrived. His name is Jesse Harmon. He had a personal connection to Lazriel, as we discovered through our research—a member of Lazriel’s pack and his first male crush. He was enamored with a recruitment gathering that came to the town he’d been living in with his gang and he’s since formed a smaller Puritas cell. So we’re trying to track him down. It won’t just rid us of all of those enemies connected to Strickland finally, but also give us an in to lower-level Puritas cells and, hopefully, even these recruitment gatherings.”

“Hmm… this personal connection is dangerous.” He grimaced. “Lazriel is such a kind and pure soul. How anyone could hold hatred for him is beyond me. You also, with your maniacal brother.”

“It’s a good thing you and me can’t understand it. We don’t want to be on that wavelength.”

“You will find Harmon and this despicable cell of his.” He stared forlornly at my castle sculpture. “And what of the Guardian Movement’s mission to root out Puritas as a whole? Where does that currently stand?” He winced and gestured around as Blackline Protocol hummed in the background, a constant reminder of the stakes of it all.

I went to speak, but a burst of white light pulled me up short, and then a hand landed on my shoulder with a familiar touch.

Ketheron raised his gaze, and I turned my head to see Cassius standing there behind me.

“I see you are having a rather informative discussion,” he spoke with clear weight, as he eyed me, then looked between me and Ketheron.

I flashed my eyes at him. “A discussion that is helping Ketheron to feel better about being benched.”

Cassius flinched. “Benched? I wouldn’t refer to it that way. He is not… I mean… the intent is not to….” He blew out a breath. “I suppose it is coming across in that manner.”

“So, we can discuss it more?” Ketheron asked.

“Yes. Not right now, however. The children are getting out of their morning classes. I’ve just finished mine. Ariana will be done with hers within moments also. They will be all over these grounds for recess, playing. I don’t want them frightened.”

“We’ll talk about it at dinner tonight, then. Back at your place,” I suggested.

“Very good.”

Ketheron nodded, then he brightened and said, “After recess and lunch we have Magical Art Therapy.” He looked at me and explained. “It’s where Ariana teaches the children shadow weaving—it’s her magic making expression in the air with her silver power. But you would be a great addition with your frost sculptures and your actual shadow magic. You should be a part of it.” He eyed Cassius. “Yes?”

“I agree that would be beneficial. To both the children and you, Velra. It is your choice, of course.” He gestured at my messenger bag on the grass to the left of the bench. “So long as you have completed your studies and assignments that I had your Wraeven Academy professors send your way via magical mail.” He settled onto the bench right beside me and wrapped his arm around me. “And, my darling, Ariana informed me today that the Guardian Movement has just completed erecting an Underveil Shield on Maven Academy and Wraeven is next in line. So it won’t be long now before the Academy is protected at a much higher level, meaning all hybrids can return without fear of being targeted by Puritas while on the grounds.”

An Underveil Shield was a concept developed and implemented by Kai Hunter and my friend, Nyx Laryn. It could sense power type and repel that which it sensed, no matter what it was, even if it was almighty Celestial power. And it could be erected from beneath the earth too, inside other wards.

With the way things were now, Puritas being out there, me and Sylas dying, Lazriel in the wind, Sylas’ magic now bound… it seemed like such a faraway thing. And it hadn’t even been that long since we’d been away from Wraeven Academy. But it certainly felt like it.

“You are not happy about that?” Cassius asked. He was likely trying to ascertain my feelings on the matter through our Soul Brand too. But he wouldn’t have been able to pick up on anything, because I wasn’t really sure myself.

“I don’t know,” I answered, honestly. “I mean, being kept away because of those bastards obviously makes me sick to my stomach, but returning now… it’s a strange thought, I guess.”

“With all that is happening?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“You cannot stop your life due to an overarching threat,” Ketheron spoke. “Do not let them steal your joy, your purpose, or any such things. Taking gives them power. They do not deserve that. And you don’t deserve to fall victim to them either—in any way.”

As I smiled out at Ketheron and tried to take his words in, my phone buzzed in the pocket of my hoodie—well, Lazriel’s forest-green hoodie. I pulled it out and opened a text.

Sylas: All is well still. Made progress with the Dark Fae mind-meddling antidote. Sent along to Kai, being worked on by him and the group now. Miss you. Yeah, even Cassius.

I looked up at Cassius. “It’s Sylas. He says he’s well and that he misses us.”

Ketheron frowned and I saw his gaze go to the clock over on one of the building towers in the distance. “The same times each day. Just as I thought. I didn’t have all the data, as I am not with you at all times when one of his messages comes in. But with this last one just now, there is enough data to form a strong conclusion.”

“What do you mean?” Cassius asked him.

“Sylas is scheduling his text messages. He sends them four times a day, yes? Spaced out with four hours exactly in between each?”

I rapidly scrolled through the messages he’d sent over the last few days. “Oh my God,” I breathed, as I saw that Ketheron was right on.

I guess I’d just been so relieved that Sylas had stuck to our agreement to keep in constant contact while he was at his log cabin waiting on Charles to make contact, that I hadn’t even questioned it any deeper. I’d just been happy that he hadn’t retreated into himself, or any sort of depression in his current magically-powerless state.

“Hades,” Cassius uttered, his hold tightening around me. “I will go there. See to him.”

“That will interfere with him being able to meet with his contact. The whole reason he went there in the first place.”

“If that was even the reason he went there.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You think he was lying?”

“With Sylas, I would say he was likely embellishing the truth.”

My phone buzzed, jolting me, especially with the topic of conversation at hand.

I started, a gasp even escaping me.

Because there, as I looked down at my phone, I saw Lazriel’s name.

He’d sent a text.

I heard Cassius’ chime a moment later.

He frowned and pulled his out as well. “Lazriel is making contact,” he breathed in surprise and awe.

“Yes,” Ketheron said. “The wolf hybrid is returning, I hope. It has already been too long.”

From Lazriel’s brief stay with him and Cassius while I’d been unconscious in Aetheric Wing at the Guardian Compound, Ketheron had taken a liking to Lazriel. He’d enjoyed him being there.

I took a breath, then opened the message.

Lazriel: Long time, cuties. Missing you like crazy. Keep this on the DL, yeah? I’m coming up for air from the underground for a little while. Headed to Sylas at his cabin—yeah, The Shadowed knows a lot of shit, even where he is and all that. My dad might be a little pissed, but I’m not going back underground without seeing you, Wraithqueen, and you, Immortal Hunk. Gonna be a surprise for Sylas first. Don’t tell him I’m coming… want to make sure he’s really doing all right, no chance of him covering anything up before I go knocking down his door, Also, Cas? Mind adding a way for me to get through your ward. Dad says you’ve erected a killer one and blood magic might be the only way for me to get through it? I’ll be there in a few hours. Oh… this message will self-destruct in ten seconds. Haha, just fucking with you. And, damn, do I want to be doing that literally. Fuck me… hardcore. XOXO. See you soon.

I stilled for a few moments, stunned into inaction.

And then I was typing back rapidly.

Velra: We’ve missed you SO much, sweets! I can’t believe it!

Lazriel: Right back at you. I’m so sorry.

Velra: I know why you had to leave. We all do. It’s okay. Did you get what you needed?

He’d certainly gotten something as his use of dad had made clear already. That was huge for him.

Lazriel: Not as much as I wanted, but it’s still in progress. Fill you in when I see you soon. Promise, love.

Cassius: It’s good to see your messages and that you are the same as ever.

Lazriel: Close enough, Cas.

Cassius frowned over at me, then typed back.

Cassius: What has happened, wild one?

Lazriel: A whole lot of mind fucks. But I’m ace at rolling with those so it’s all good.

Velra: You swear it?

Lazriel: Yeah, I’m good. I heard you are doing well, staying with Cas and Keth. Tell him I said hi. Hopefully, he’ll be there when I come over later.

I smiled out at Ketheron. “Lazriel misses you too.”

He grinned.

Lazriel: Anyway, gotta go now. Dad says I have to crush this phone for security now I made contact. See you soon. XOXO.

I sucked in a breath and looked out at Cassius, squeezing his arm. “Lazriel is coming back.”

“Yes. And at the perfect time, given this concerning Sylas development we have just discovered.”

Even that was an understatement.

But with Lazriel’s messages, it all now felt a lot lighter.

That ache that had permeated my whole being since he’d been gone abated finally.

I sank into Cassius.

Lazriel was coming home.

And this time he’d remain.

Right where he belonged.

With us.
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Scion. Scion. Scion.

That fucking name… it had been haunting me for days on end.

Ever since it had come out of Velra’s mouth and shocked the fuck out of me.

Because it shouldn’t have come.

It shouldn’t have been spoken.

It should be dead and buried.

Quite literally.

It swirled around me, the urgency in it willing me to take heed, to pay attention, to figure it all out. Namely, how the fuck it was being spoken again.

But I… couldn’t.

I couldn’t maintain my focus.

It wouldn’t let me… my own fucking mind wouldn’t let me.

Without my magic, my compartmentalization was collapsing all over the place.

The first day I’d gotten here, I’d managed to hold it at bay. It was actually when I’d been able to crack that antidote and send it off to Kai. Not earlier today—days later from when I’d arrived back here—like I’d told Velra and Cassius.

And then I’d started working on the Valley of the Dead issue, trying to determine precisely what damage had been done when I’d not only invoked Auctoritas Mortis but also then killed myself, entered the metaphysical plane, and Kai had subsequently melded his power with mine to pull both me and Velra out. Violations upon violations that had surely impaired the fabric of the death realm—in several ways that would take study from one so incredibly learned in specific death magic and how the place operated, like me, to determine the precise details of.

That was when I’d discovered that Velra’s theory had been correct. That being working with Scion had used my power. They had pulled me in there intentionally in order for that exchange to take place.

The Valley of the Dead had experienced several tears—breaches—during that fuckfest of epic proportions. It was currently holding due to a mix of the black magic from Scion, and the fact that when Kai had reached in, his magic had been protected and enveloped by Cornelius Martel’s Celestial-based power.

But those were just patches.

Temporary ones.

I shoved my hand through my hair as I sat on the floor of my bedroom against the wall, the thing cracked behind me from smashing the back of my head into it in a bid to pull myself from the fucking flashes that had been inundating me.

The reason I’d stretched the truth with Velra and Cassius was because why I’d really come here and needed space was to research Scion.

It had been my immediate goal.

My number one fucking priority.

But of course, as with so much with me, the way I’d had to live my life, I’d had to throw up smokescreens just to do what I needed to—finishing the antidote work first, determining the situation with the Valley. Although the Valley aspect pertained to the overarching Scion nightmare, so there was that.

I was just… so fucking sick of it.

The pretense.

Having to go around, instead of through.

My hands started to shake, a lightheadedness surging.

Not again.

It was a mark of another brutal flash coming.

“Stop,” I ground out.

But of course it didn’t.

It slammed into me.

Lightning sparked, becoming flash lightning in moments, tearing into the sky and shooting all around the area.

And then I slammed my palms together with all that power, creating a mammoth shockwave that was akin to a necromantic nuke, blasting into the Animated Fleshwork.

I waited the brief moments it would take to drop them cold where they stood, indicating they’d been returned to the Valley of the Dead. Then I’d return their bodies via magic to their correct gravesites.

That didn’t happen.

I blinked back to the immediate and pushed to my feet, staggering over to my bed, my limbs shaking.

I snagged the edge of the blanket, just a moment before another flash hit me like a real bitch from hell.

It had all been an illusion.

But what was left as the film dematerialized had me choking and stumbling back.

Twelve piles of ashes.

“No. No. No. No.”

“Oh, it’s very much a reality,” a voice whispered with sadistic glee on the wind. “You murdered them, necromancer.”

I choked, the blanket tearing off the bed with me as I collapsed to my knees.

“You… did this.”

Corvin flashed his fangs as he held his magic steady, continuing to drive the drill deeper, tearing through my flesh, while he held me immobile with the chains—and the devastation of what he’d set me up to do.

“Yes. The great Sylas Morgrave has been outmaneuvered.”

“Stop!” I roared through the room, through the whole house, filling it with my furor that this was happening, that I couldn’t stop it from happening.

I slapped my hands to my head as another memory from that night of Glasswake Massacre bled into me.

Making me bleed with it.

“Your father would be so proud.”

I gritted my teeth. “Leave him… out of it.”

“How can I?” he gestured at the dead. “This is just like his handiwork, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Go… to hell.”

He chuckled nastily. “Looks like it’s you who’s going to be headed there now. I’m sure this will torture you very nicely.”

I snapped back to the immediate, gasping for breath, unable to draw in a steady or deep one, my nails digging into my scalp as I trembled all over.

A hand landed on my shoulder, sending a shot of adrenaline through me.

I swung my head.

I couldn’t believe it.

He was here.

“Lazriel,” I rasped.
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“I’m fine.”

He eyed me as he fixed my bed covers into place, after he’d already gathered all my papers and journals that had been all over the floor. He’d even picked up my art supplies for my charcoal paintings which I’d knocked over when the flashes had first started happening a few days ago. “Thought you hated it when I gave you that bullshit line?”

“Yeah, well,” I said, taking another sip from my blackcurrant tea. I’d had a pot on earlier and he’d warmed it for me.

So, yeah, it had basically been non-stop for the last fifteen minutes since he’d walked in and found me there on the floor like a sniveling weakling unable to handle their own shit.

And that wasn’t me.

I couldn’t let it be either.

I was a trauma survivor. Not a trauma victim.

When Lazriel was upset or disturbed, he liked to act. Usually sexually, but also violently, hence his whole Graverun hobby.

The fact he hadn’t stopped moving and doing since he’d seen me in that state told me just how much it had rattled him.

He finished the bed, then turned to face me fully, folding his arms across his chest. “You should sit down. Your pulse is racing.”

I smirked. “As it should with you standing here in the flesh after so long. And in my bedroom, no less.”

He glared at me. “If you think you can dirty talk your way out of this—”

“I’m certain that I can. You’ve eye-fucked me three times in the last ten minutes.”

“Sounds like your own sexual appetite is skewing things. That was concern. Concerned looks I was sending your way.”

I put my tea down on my art desk and walked to him, closing the distance between us, and glad as fuck that there was no longer any shakiness, that I was no longer physically compromised.

Well, apart from the fact that I didn’t have my fucking magic.

“My sexual appetite is skewing things, hmm?”

“That’s right.”

“That doesn’t sound like you talking. Seems you’ve learned a few things while you were away. Remnant’s speech patterns, I presume?”

“Maybe. Who fucking knows right now after the mind-fuck that has been everything lately. But what I do know is that you are definitely not fine. But there is a way to—”

I pressed my fingers to his lips. “Shh. Let me just finally revel in you actually being here. It’s been too fucking long, babe.”

I took him in, those vibrant green streaks in his thick dark hair that made his steel-gray eyes pop. His biceps were bulging even as he just stood there in a black tank that pulled taut across his delectable abs, basically molded to all that pristine hardness and carved muscle.

Speaking of said hardness, as my gaze swept lower and I took in his black jeans, it was brazenly clear just how turned on he was by this turn of events, the intensity flaring between us, being in the same space, up so fucking close, after far too long.

He had more scruff around his jaw than normal, giving him a bit of a harder edge.

He looked a little different, seemed a little different, actually.

More controlled.

But also relaxed.

So that control was no longer coming from intense repression of his vampire side.

Being with his father had helped him, then.

I dropped my fingers from his lips and ran them back and forth through his scruff, and his eyes fluttered closed briefly. Mmm. “Missed you.”

“Missed you too.” His lips lifted with amusement.

“What?”

“Nothing. You just… had a hard time without me, huh? Your shirt’s rumpled and only done up with one button, which isn’t even through the right hole. There’s a rip in your pants, and you’re even barefoot.” He reached out and ruffled my hair. “And your usually perfectly spiked hair is wild as fuck.” He stepped closer, our chests pushing together, making my breath hitch and a little groan escape him. “Really giving off the whole mad magical scientist vibe.” His eyes flamed. “Sexy as fuck.”

“And here we thought you were the messy one. Guess without my magic, you’re seeing the cracks.”

“I know about the binding, Sylas.”

I started. I actually had to clear my throat. “Well, then you see.”

He shook his head. “No. This isn’t about the magic. It’s about the damage you’ve never dealt with. It’s about—”

I slammed my lips to his.

He stilled for a moment, before he linked his arms around my neck and kissed me back with a whole lot of fervor, even thrusting his tongue into my mouth.

As I grasped his face, needing to hold him to me, his hands were all over me.

Frantic.

Desperate.

In my hair one minute, brushing over my shoulders the next, down my arms.

His fingers dug into my chest then and he ripped at my shirt, then shoved it off me and tossed it violently across the room.

I tugged at his tank and he broke our kiss so I could rip it over his head.

His eyes blazed back at me, wolf and vampire breaking through in equal measure.

He was in his sexy, primal state.

I snagged the waistband of his jeans, then shoved him onto the bed.

As his back hit it, I could see that he’d fallen into it, that without my magic, I’d had barely a physical impact on him.

But there was a whole other way I could impact him physically. And that didn’t matter whether I had my magic or not.

At my brief hesitation because of the magic thing that’d hit me, I saw him register it and nod at me reassuringly, as he held his hand out toward me, beckoning me to him with such a glorious needy expression.

I took it, and then he jerked me to him with a single burst of strength.

In the very next beat, he had me shoved up into a sitting position against the headboard, and then he was climbing on me, straddling my lap, then grinding all over me, the rough fabric of his jeans abrading my pants, his wolf claw pendant gliding over my chest.

He linked his arms around my neck and kissed my jaw, my cheeks, before slicking his tongue over my lips. “Fucking missed you so much.” He breathed me in, scenting me like an animal. “Mmm… touch me. Kiss me. Set my fucking blood on fire as you fuck up into me. Need you there… need that incredible cock. Above fucking all, I need you, us. Do you hear me?”

“Oh, I hear you loud and clear.” I reached around and squeezed his ass. “Now get these jeans off, then tear mine the hell apart.”

In a burst of speed that I could barely register, he had his jeans off without even seeming to lift off my lap.

And then he startled me as he called his talons, instead of his claws, then swept them over my pants, not even nicking me slightly as he tore them to shreds.

“No boxers? Thought that was my thing as well?” he teased, retracting his talons.

“Guess I’m taking leaves out of your book all over the place.”

“Works out really fucking well right now,” he uttered on a moan as he wrapped his hand around my very hard cock. His wild eyes were fixed on mine as he jerked me slow and easy in a heady erotic way that had me throwing my head back against the headboard.

“Motherfucker,” I groaned. “Lazriel.”

“Yeah, there’s my name dripping off your tongue in that sexy way.”

“There’s gonna be a hell of a lot more dripping off it soon.”

I ran my fingers over his crown, gathering the dribbling precum, and teasing him a little while I was at it, making him tremble for me.

Then I brought them to my mouth and licked them nice and slow, as he watched with rapt attention, his strokes of my shaft turning harder and rougher, making pleasure spark all fucking over. It wasn’t just pleasure either, or mind-spinning bliss.

It never had been with him.

Lazriel, Velra, and Cassius… they had this effect on me that took me out of whatever nightmare was swirling around me and threatening to drag me into the undertow, and they held me in the moment, held me with them, immersed in them.

It had made it all the more difficult and mentally taxing in my current state to push away from them so I could deal with this… fucked-up issue.

“Sylas?”

I jolted as Lazriel’s stroking stopped, his hand leaving my cock altogether.

He brushed his knuckles over my cheek. “Where did you go? Do you… are you not up to this? Not physically, obviously, I mean—”

“I’m all good,” I said, clasping his hand on my face. “I could never not want you, or this with you.”

“So it’s not… it’s not because I… you know… told you I loved you before I left, before that spell you performed?”

I smiled and leaned in, holding his gaze. “I told you I loved you too, if you recall.”

“I do, but, under the circumstances, I thought maybe…”

“Maybe that I’d just blurted it out?” I shook my head vehemently. “Not my style. Especially not when it comes to that. Or how I feel about you and what you’ve come to mean to me. I love you. It’s an indisputable fact, as well as my vow to you.” I took his face in my hands. “Do you understand me?”

“Yes,” he rasped, getting choked up.

“Good,” I breathed at his ear. “Now gather all that delicious precum and get your lovely hole nice and slippery for me.”

He sucked in an unsteady breath, getting caught up in it all.

I reached out and took his hand, guiding it to his cock. His fingers started moving as he held my gaze, slicking them in all that warm stickiness. And then he grinned at me and reached around to his ass.

My cock jerked as a hot little moan escaped him when he started stroking, then dipping inside, probing with one finger first, before adding a second, being a good boy for me and doing as I’d commanded.

He rocked back and forth on my lap, moans melding with grunts and gasps as he worked himself open.

I trailed my fingers over his pecs, down to his abs, feeling every inch of his skin that was near feverish in his worked up state.

He melted into it, into me, digging his fingers into my right shoulder. A bite of pain shot through me and I looked to see that he’d dropped his talons again, scraping my skin, hard enough to draw blood.

His nostrils flared.

His fangs dropped.

“Your blood… it’s not… it’s different. Your scent was too, I just… I didn’t think beyond that. I guess I was too caught up.”

Of course. With my magic bound, the toxicity wouldn’t be present. That came from my sickness and from the death magic infused in my blood. Neither of which was a factor currently.

He eased his fingers free, then I grabbed his hips and hauled him closer, right up against me. “Sink down deep, babe. Then bury those sexy fangs in my throat.”

“Shit, Sylas,” he choked.

He snatched the headboard above me, clamping his hands down, and I heard the wood crack under the force of his strength, just as he started lowering himself onto me.

I held the base of my cock steady, grunting as I breached him.

He barely slowed down, going deeper and deeper, swallowing me whole in mere moments, before he was taking me right to the root, and settling on me buried deep in his beautiful ass. The pressure was out of this world, and the way he kept clenching… fuck me… it sent shocks of bliss through me that had my mind awhirl in seconds.

“Ah, fuck, too long,” I uttered. “Too fucking long.”

A low, rumbling chuckle came from him. “I know, right? Jeez. Never again.”

I rolled my hips, nice and easy, and I heard more cracking of the headboard.

“Yeah…. more. More.”

I smiled. He wanted me to set the rhythm.

I grasped his ass and thrust up into him, earning a delicious hiss from him that sounded all the more feral with his fangs dropped.

As I moved him up and down my cock, he fell into it really well, riding me.

Rougher.

Harder.

Becoming more frantic.

“Ungh… yeah,” he breathed.

I shifted my weight, angling my cock, hitting his sweet spot, and he cried out in rapture.

When I grasped his shaft, he nearly shot off my lap.

But I didn’t stop.

Watching his reactions, hearing his cries of pleasure, feeling his beautiful ass squeezing the fuck out of my dick… it was all-encompassing.

I fisted him wildly.

“Sylas… you keep doing that and I… I need a second… or I’m gonna—”

His words ended with a wolf howl and a vampiric snarl at the same time as he shot all over my fingers, lurching but never ceasing his bouncing on my cock, riding it all the way through, and then continuing on through to the other side.

“Mmm,” I groaned, gathering up his cum all over my abs and licking it off my hand.

His eyes rolled back in his head, and then he leaned into me, slicking his tongue over the right side of my neck, back and forth, marking me.

“Do it,” I told him. “Taste me.”

I jolted, sharp pain shooting through me as he sank them deep.

“Fuck… ungh,” I cried, fucking up into him like a madman as he began the draw, his tongue swiping over my neck in the process somehow, licking and sucking, tasting my blood, all fucking feral.

He employed his vampire speed, albeit not as much as usual, because of me being bound.

And it sent me over the edge, then I was spurting deep inside him, over and over and over, until I didn’t think it would end, ecstasy tearing through me.

It had to be the bite, him feeding… it was prolonging my orgasm in a way I wasn’t used to, in a way I couldn’t currently deal with.

I felt him spurt in my hand, coming again, but being wolf and vampire, he could just keep going.

My pleasure climbed higher and higher until I was roaring out into the room.

It was overwhelming, but because it was, I also didn’t want to stop it.

It was too immersive… too fucking incredible.

Even as lightheadedness set in.

Even as I could no longer thrust up into him.

Even as I could no longer… keep my eyes open.

My surroundings slipped away.

His face faded.

And then it was all gone.
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The world came rushing back.

I shot up in bed.

What the—

“It’s all okay. You’re okay,” a familiar voice spoke.

I turned to my left to see Lazriel sprawled out on the other side of my bed, his head propped up with his elbow as he watched me intently and with a whole lot of adoration.

He was fully clothed again.

I looked down at myself and saw that I was as well. In a fresh pair of pants and a black long-sleeve tee. I even had socks on my feet. And I wasn’t sticky in the least, so he’d clearly even cleaned me.

“I passed out?”

“You did, yeah.”

I slapped my hand to my throat, feeling abrasions there and a sting.

“I wanted to ask before I healed you, wanted your permission. You’ve had enough done to you lately.”

“I don’t need it healed.”

He arched an eyebrow. “You want to keep my bite marks on you?”

“Yeah. I do.”

His whole face lit up.

I smiled, then looked around, frowning in thought. “How long was I out for?”

“About an hour or so. You’re fine. I checked your vitals. It was the pleasure and the intensity. In your current state, you aren’t—”

“I get it. No need to spell it out.”

He flinched.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be harsh. Just… talking about it doesn’t help.”

“I get that, but—”

“I need to get back to it,” I said, pushing off the bed, stumbling a little as my feet hit the ground.

I had to grab the edge of the bed and take a moment, before I then made my way over to my papers and journals on the other side of the bedroom.

“Back to your research. Yeah, I saw. All of it. It’s about Scion.”

I turned around. “What?”

“My dad told me about another threat out there, one he says is specifically dangerous to vampires. He wouldn’t give me the details, or define exactly what or who it is, but he did give me that name.” He frowned. “Maybe because he knew I’d tell you and it would be recognizable to you?”

That was… a lot to absorb.

“He sent you here to me?”

“He didn’t send me exactly. I wanted to come. Especially after he told me what had happened to you… the thing you don’t want me bringing up.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “The huge fucking elephant in the room that we’re just ignoring.”

“It’s not ignoring. It’s transcending.”

“Sure. However you want to paint it.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “The Shadowed is aware not only of what Scion is, but that said threat is rising and is undeniably dangerous to vampires specifically?”

“Yeah. Remnant considers it a big enough threat to have put tons of resources and time into doing something major, risking a shitload in the process. All to ensure you are in a position to ‘do what needs to be done’. His words—that last part, at least.”

I started. “What do you mean? Are you telling me that The Shadowed has found a cure? For my specific sickness?”

“I’m saying there’s a strong possibility. The fact that Remnant, himself, believes it’s viable means a hell of a lot too. He’s not exactly one to make unsubstantiated statements.” He rolled out of bed and strode to me. “This has gotta stay between you, me, then Velra and Cassius. No Guardian Movement involvement.”

“Always fine by me where the Guardian Movement is concerned. Let’s face it, the only reason I haven’t been arrested after performing that spell is because I’m currently powerless.”

“It’s gotta stay off Kai’s radar as well.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Sylas. I’ve been entrusted with this intel. Volatile intel and something that could incriminate The Shadowed in major ways due to the nature of the research that went into this.”

“I hear you. And from the way you’re now referring on-and-off to Remnant as Dad, it’s clear you’re building a relationship with him. It’s important to you. I get that. And I want that for you. All three of us do. But Kai has been helping me for months to determine a cure. I can’t just cut him out now.”

He’d also been there at my bedside delivering the news about me needing to be bound. But I wouldn’t mention that to Lazriel. It would make him feel bad and guilty, because he hadn’t been there. He hadn’t known, though. He’d been underground. And he’d needed to be. Not just to gather information, to help with our enemies, but to finally lay eyes on his father.

“Would Kai keep this a secret from his loves?”

“He has an agreement with them, due to how he used to be. This won’t violate that. It doesn’t directly impact him, Ariana, Nyx, or Vorzyr. Also, the research we do at Arcanum Order isn’t shared with them either. Again, unless it directly impacts him or them. He’ll do this for me. I have no doubt.”

He took my words in, then grasped my hands, a huge smile spreading over his face. “According to Remnant and The Shadowed’s research, it’s possible to do a necromantic core transplant. We just need to test it with your blood first, so their magical scientists can prepare for any complications in advance. They’re all about that… preparing for anything and everything. Talk about covering all bases. It’s another level, seriously.”

I stared for several moments, trying to wrap my head around what he was telling me.

“A necromantic core… transplant? That’s not… to get a hold of the cores in the first place… and in this way, which would require the entire thing—”

“Not just one entire thing. For you with your power set, we’re talking a full three that would be needed for the transplant. Apparently you’re even more of a Master of Death Magic than I even realized. Beyond even a prodigy.”

“I was the strongest necromancer in the world.”

“You are the strongest. And you will be again. With this transplant.”

“It would be temporary, yes?”

“A couple of months before the cores start disintegrating.”

“Then I’d have to be bound again before the rot resumed, my sickness no longer having a barrier that these cores would provide.”

“That’s the downside. But Remnant doesn’t believe that will be a factor once whatever Scion is has been dealt with. He says it’s the key to a permanent cure for you. And this… the transplant… would be in the interim so that Scion can be defeated. Something you’re uniquely qualified to do apparently.”

Uniquely qualified. Yes, that certainly summed it up where Scion was concerned.

“To obtain these cores… The Shadowed is responsible for those murders? All to cure me so I could stand against this threat?” Something didn’t add up there.

“No. They merely… saw opportunity in it. They harvested the cores of three necromancers who were found murdered.”

“Harvested them? The cores would have been in death state.”

“They were able to revitalize them.”

I choked. “Excuse me?”

“I can’t get into that. It was the deal I struck. I’m sorry.”

I shoved my hand through my hair. “This is… heavy. A lot to digest. Even for me. The Shadowed has found a way to bring something back from death state—with no necromancers in the mix, on their payroll? This is… it’s no small feat, Lazriel. This is revolutionary.”

“Yeah, I get that this is giving you a major magical-research hard-on.”

“Something, given the extent of his knowledge on me that this conversation alone has demonstrated, Remnant would have already anticipated. Meaning he won’t allow me to be brought into The Shadowed underground for this procedure, yes?”

He nodded with a grimace.

“Just my blood then. So be it.”

“Really? You’re on board? Already? I figured you’d ask way more questions, want answers galore, and then want time to think on it beyond that as well.”

“There are no other solutions. This is it.”

“You realize this is the first procedure ever of its kind?”

“Of course. Isn’t that what I just said? It’s revolutionary.”

“I know… I mean… your quick acceptance… it’s not about the magic, is it? Not just about the magic, anyway? Something else is driving it.” He gestured at my research into Scion all over the floor. “And it’s that. You know what this threat is, don’t you? I couldn’t make out any of the writing. It’s not in a language I understand. Not even Latin, which is taught in bits and pieces even to non-magical beings at Wraeven Academy.”

“It’s my own language.”

“You… what? You developed your own language?”

I nodded. “A safety precaution when I’m undertaking volatile research.”

“I see that safety precaution stance extends to those objects I saw all over your kitchen table when I first arrived, the place where your serum production spell used to be.”

“Yes. Those are Specus Relics.”

He thought for a moment. “Stand-ins for magical power?”

“I knew you took your studies more seriously than you let on. Wraeven wasn’t all about Graverun for you after all, hmm?”

His lips quirked. But that brief flicker of mirth dissipated all too soon. “Cave. That’s what it translates as?”

“Yes. It’s an arcane metaphor for a hidden store of power.”

“You’ve got a shit-ton of them.”

“Well, you can never be too careful in our world.”

“You mean in your former line of work—your vigilantism.”

I lifted a shoulder. “Either way.”

“Or, could it be that it’s about more than that side of things? That it’s about this other threat now rising alongside Puritas?”

“Not rising alongside. They’re entwined.”

He jolted. “What?”

“It was all orchestrated. Sorin’s escape from The Void being facilitated. The way it happened, it had to be a necromancer. They were watching us. They knew the four of us had drawn close, knew about the exact state of my sickness and what would push me over the edge. Knew I’d perform Auctoritas Mortis when Sorin killed Velra. They also knew with how sick I was that I wouldn’t be able to hold it, which led to me killing myself and entering the Valley of the Dead that way. Combined then with Kai backpacking off my power to pull Velra and I out… it destabilized the Valley. It was exactly what they wanted. They knew you’d pull something reckless and that was you leaving the protection of Cassius and Ketheron’s place, where Halrow was then able to attack you. They knew I’d need to have my magic bound—or die.”

“Shit.”

“These necromancers being murdered… it’s all part of it. To prevent me from being cured, but also to take out any rivals, anyone who had the specialized magical knowledge and ability to stop Scion. The only things that they couldn’t predict correctly were Remnant’s reactions, this transplant situation, and the fact that Velra didn’t spiral after what was done to her, that she’s actually grown a great deal stronger with her power.”

“You’re saying this Scion isn’t an organization? It’s a person? Not only that… they’re a necromancer?”

“Yes.”

“And you know who it is, don’t you?”

“Absolutely,” I ground out.

“Who, Sylas? Who’s pulling all these fucking strings alongside Puritas?”

I sucked in a breath and steeled myself. “Morien Morgrave.” I shifted my weight. “My father.”

A gasp left him and he looked shocked to his core.

Join the party.

“I thought he was dead.”

I walked to a hook on my wall and snatched up my hooded leather coat, then shrugged it on with a heavy sigh.

“That was the consensus. Across the entire supernatural world, actually. Especially given the fact that Ryker killed him over a decade ago.”

“Ryker Morgan? The Head of the Guardian Movement?”

“The very one.”

“So, that’s why he let five arrests slide? Why he—”

“Took it easy on me and even gave me a way out by sending me to Wraeven Academy, instead of shoving me into The Void? I’d say that has a lot to do with it. It was misplaced guilt toward me, though. My father needed putting down. He didn’t leave Ryker a choice with how it played out either. It’s just… with my mother and sister already dead… it left me an orphan, so it hit harder for him.”

“Fuck,” he muttered, shoving a hand through his hair. “What do you think your father wants? Why is he allying with Puritas? Is he all about pure bloodlines too?”

“No. He isn’t. He wants what every megalomaniac wants: unlimited and unchallenged power. I’ve been trying to figure out what that means precisely for him more than just that abstract concept. And how he’s… back. How he survived. Both I need to know and understand in order to send him screaming back to hell.”

“This transplant… my dad saying you’re needed back at top form… it’s absolutely true, fucking vital now knowing this. But are you… I mean… are you even in the right frame of mind to be put through an ordeal like that, that sort of procedure? What I walked in on earlier was really concerning.”

“I was using my magic to hold it at bay, to reinforce my compartmentalization of certain… tragedies and… trauma. Discovering the dead bodies of my mom and little sister when I was a teenager, and some things I’ve done—one in particular.”

“Glasswake?”

I started.

Off my reaction, he told me, “Victor Halrow mentioned it when he attacked us. I put some of the pieces together. People died, right? It was an accident.”

“It was a setup.” I sank against the wall. “Masterminded by Corvin Morvain. He arranged the whole nightmare, had me murder all the residents of the Glasswake Settlement. I thought they were Animated Fleshwork, but… they weren’t. And in my shock and… grief… he extracted a portion of my necromantic core, injected me with his specially made poison that caused this sickness that’s been plaguing me ever since. And what you saw, it was me trying to fight off the flashes of that… the guilt… the pain.”

He stared at me for several moments, obviously fighting to process.

I didn’t blame him.

I could still barely process it and I’d lived it.

I swallowed hard, realizing how much his reaction to it was weighing on me.

How much I needed it to be… not disgust or horror toward me.

And then he threw his arms around me. “I’m so sorry. So fucking sorry, Sylas.” He breathed me in. “I’m really glad you told me. You’ve been carrying this for so long all on your own.”

“Without my magic, it’s heavier than ever. I guess… letting you in… it could help.”

He eased back and smiled at me. “That’s one of the most emotionally healthy things you’ve ever said.”

“Well, I’m sure it’s a fluke.”

“I doubt it,” he said, kissing my cheek. “You maddening bastard.”

“How well you know me.”

He chuckled.

But then the seriousness returned, as it had a knack for doing of late.

Constantly.

“So long as I’m careful and discreet while I’m back above ground, I’ve got some time. It’ll give you time to think about the transplant, make sure you’re ready. I told Velra and Cassius to expect me, so come with me and we’ll have it out together, figure it out together as a unit.”

I was about to respond when he suddenly swung his head toward my bedroom door.

Not a split-second later, a thunderous crash sounded, wood cracking, glass smashing.

Lazriel burst toward the bedroom door and threw it open, a curse escaping him.

I came up beside him and looked to see a familiar hulking bastard standing at the threshold of the front door to my house. The front door that was now in pieces over the living room.

Victor fucking Halrow.

“No one is going anywhere,” he hissed, his fangs dropping, features twisting as he vamped out, his talons digging into either side of the door frame as he leaned in all creepy casual. “You’re mine to play with,” he told Lazriel. Then his gaze flicked to mine. “And you won’t make it through the night, necromancer.”

Well, then.
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Screeching.

Too much screeching.

I couldn’t suppress a grimace as Victor scraped his talons down the cracked door frame—both fucking sides.

I had no doubt he was specifically doing it to hurt me.

It was bad enough my pulse was racing like fucking mad, which he’d be able to both hear and feel with his highly-attuned senses, but now he’d made me show a reaction in my expression too.

A dark chuckle sounded from Sylas, thankfully redirecting some of my sensory focus.

“You think you can kill someone like me, vampire?”

“You mean a necromancer without a single flicker of power at his disposal?”

Shit. He knew. He knew Sylas’ magic was bound.

Sylas moved to step in front of me, but I threw my arm out holding him back.

It was instinct, I figured, for him to take the brunt of things, the heat of any battle or dangerous and dire situation, because of his power set.

A power set he didn’t currently have access to.

Halrow’s lips lifted at the interaction, my protective move basically reinforcing what he’d just said.

Better that than Sylas putting himself in a position he couldn’t handle right now.

“Careful with holding to such a simplistic thought process. Power doesn’t just come from supernatural might. That mentality is how many believing themselves almighty actually fall,” Sylas spoke. He tapped his chin. “Come to think of it, isn’t that what happened to you? Say, three centuries ago, when your sire put you down?”

Victor hissed and ripped off a chunk of the door frame.

Wow.

That had gotten under his skin majorly. Sylas and his pointed retorts for the win.

Last time I’d faced Victor, he’d done a similar thing to me, seemingly seen into me, and had a biting answer for everything, talked down to me, and unnerved me in so many ways with it. Talk about getting a taste of his own medicine. His reaction showed that he most definitely wasn’t used to that.

It was also clear that Sylas had been investigating Halrow.

What he’d just thrown at him wasn’t public knowledge or anything close to that.

I wasn’t surprised he’d been looking into the behemoth bastard. Sylas had marked him as a threat. Delving into his background would only have been the start of it. Something we’d need to get into once this immediate fuckfest was over with.

“I lied earlier,” Halrow spat at Sylas. “For dramatic effect, of course. You’ll survive the night. Just not painlessly. My only instruction was to ensure you remain breathing. That leaves the way open to a great deal of fun to be had. In fact, I’ll start by having you watch me defile your hybrid love. I do enjoy breaking the mind before the body. It’s a much sweeter victory.” His gaze flicked to me, and I fought to suppress a shudder as he looked me up and down. “Precious, our time together was cut far too short last time. I will enjoy remedying that. If you’re good for me, I’ll allow you some enjoyment too, before I employ the full force of my sadism that I’ve been fantasizing about unleashing all over that pretty body of yours.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Sylas growled. “You aren’t touching him. You aren’t carrying out your instructions on behalf of your master.”

“I serve no master.”

“If you’re being instructed, yes, you very much do. Let me hazard a guess… Morien Morgrave? My formerly deceased-since-resurrected egomaniacal father?”

“Hmm, impressive. You are steps ahead to where we anticipated you would be.”

“Stop posturing. Get gone. And tell the motherfucker I know. His time is limited. Very limited.”

Victor sneered. “Posturing? Is that what you believe I’m doing?”

“You enjoy playing psychological games. You’ve made that clear. You mistakenly believed you’d found a victim in Lazriel. But you misread him through your arrogance, as well as your twisted relationship with his father.”

I jolted. Sylas knew about that as well?

A perverse grin spread over Victor’s face. “Did you know that Morien has been obsessed since Ryker Morgan put him down? So much so that he’s studied every little detail of his history, especially his gift for magical workarounds?”

“Obsessive describes him to a T. It’s no surprise to me,” Sylas rebutted.

I didn’t know how the fuck he was managing not to react to his father being brought up. But he was. He was that disciplined and controlled, especially in situations like this, where that mattered a hell of a lot. He was smart instead of reactive.

And, honestly, it really turned me on.

Not something I should be thinking about right now, but given that we’d been apart for so long, that I’d been apart from all three of my loves, I was kind of on overdrive when it came to all of that.

Or maybe I was also veering into that sexual territory because of Victor. Because of what he’d done to me. Latching onto something that was positive in a sexual way and my choice, rather than what he’d… subjected me to. Like some kind of mental barrier I was just automatically erecting.

“Several times Ryker Morgan has breached Celestial-level wards and protections with his defensive magic. But he’s the only one on earth who possesses that type of magic. However, being able to breach such a thing can be done in other ways, something Morien discovered Ryker had passed down to Lucian. Something I actually witnessed him employing once.” His eyes flamed. “Using the foundational aspect of blood magic to transcend perceived indomitable magical might.”

Sylas tensed against me.

Victor’s grin widened as he tapped the exterior wall of the house. “This ward that the Immortal, Cassius, erected gave you the ability to allow somebody through with an uttered invitation, much like a vampire being allowed into a private dwelling when such words are spoken. However, it was also fashioned to allow passage to a specific few. You. Velra Nox.” His gaze landed on me again. “And you.”

“What are you getting at?” I demanded, done with this shit, done with having to steel myself with him being here far too close.

“Your blood. That is what allowed you passage without Sylas inviting you with a magically-programmed command.”

“And?” I bit back.

“And, impetuous one, you bled a great deal during our last interaction. I had a friend of mine gather up every little drop. And the thing with magic and blood, especially when you have access to a highly-accomplished magic-wielder, is that they fuse very nicely. In exhilarating ways.” He pushed off the door frame and swept his hand down the length of himself with a dramatic flourish. “As such, my scent currently reads as yours. I’m fused with your blood.”

He pushed against the shimmering white ward and his fingers went through it, sending a jolt of adrenaline tearing through me, and Sylas uttering a curse. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that the key to this lovely little lock here?”

My fangs dropped, my senses going into overdrive, my blood heating as I drew on the heart of the vampire, like my dad had been teaching me to do lately.

I felt his pulse thumping—steady but definitely… excited.

Prepping to react, to do something fucked, to come for us.

I heard him suck in a breath, the crack of his knuckles, the very slight shift of his stance.

I tried to scent him, but there was nothing there.

Victor made his move.

Unlike last time, I was able to register his movements, his speed no longer eclipsing my sensory abilities.

This time, I saw it fucking coming.

And as he burst toward Sylas, I spun into him, bodychecking him, and sending him flying across the room back toward the open front door.

He snarled at me in fury—and embarrassment, no doubt.

My lips quirked.

That had been oddly satisfying.

“Go,” I hissed to Sylas. “Call Cassius and Velra. Your phone’s in the kitchen.” I rolled my eyes. “For some reason.” Bedroom would be way easier seeing as though we were right fucking there. But it was what it was. If I had to guess, it was him trying to avoid contact and sink deeper into solitude through his pain of being without his magic, and so he could conduct his obsessive research without.

“You’ve learned a thing or two, I see,” Victor commented.

Like a never-ending infuriating soundtrack.

Infuriating? I was having an emotional reaction.

That was dangerous with him.

And what he likely wanted, what he was counting on.

To trip me up, to undercut me majorly, just like he’d done before in so many ways.

He was a sadistic bastard in every way, because he knew he’d already messed with me when he’d assaulted me—again, in so many ways—during our last encounter. Going this extra route now was just him proving what an irredeemable, merciless piece of shit he was.

But I couldn’t process that now, couldn’t let it fully sink in.

Deal with the trauma later.

I had to focus through all that. I had to ensure I didn’t lock down in response to it. I needed to access the vampire within properly—fully.

Not just that, though.

No, this time, I needed both.

Something my dad had wanted to work on with me.

But I’d left to see Sylas and deliver this news to him. And I’d needed to see him, Velra, and Cassius. Badly.

Well, I was a self-taught combatant. He’d already helped me with the vampire and drawing on my Ancient blood. I had to believe I could handle this. And I was nothing if not a quick study. Besides, responding to, and figuring a lot of things out on the fly was kind of my thing.

“Remnant has clearly been teaching you. But it won’t be enough.” He gestured out through the open front door. “Also, in case you were counting on it and factoring it into any sort of strategy against me, Daddy won’t be coming to save you this time.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I know well how your father operates. He is trying to empower you at this stage of your development and training. As such he will be keeping his distance. However, he has demonstrated how much he cares for you and how you impact him emotionally—stepping out of the shadows to attack me is proof enough of that, especially given the current circumstances across the supernatural world.”

In my peripheral vision, even as I kept my attention focused on the maniac just a few feet from me, I saw that Sylas was just about to dip into the kitchen, when Victor’s words had him jolting, and briefly stilling.

I snapped my fingers and he pushed on, making me wince as he staggered a bit.

Fuck. I should have healed him. But he’d wanted to keep my marks on him. And, yeah, I’d obviously fucking liked that too. My vampire side was definitely a lot freer now.

Although, marking somebody with your bite was also a wolf thing, so maybe it was bit of both.

Victor’s grating voice with that know-it-all tone continued on, “That means he wouldn’t have been able to allow you to take your leave entirely, not without him watching over you in some manner. With his intention to empower you and give you space, that won’t be The Shadowed. It will be him scent-tracking you from afar. Right now, my blood is masked by yours. He won’t know I’m here. Even with his incredible intuition, I will currently read as a mixture of you and Sylas Morgrave—given the one who assisted me with this little masquerade.”

“Morien Morgrave’s blood is also in your system?”

“That and his magic—with the black magic properties filtered out, as that would be a giveaway to Dear Daddy.”

My jaw ticked. The thought of him ingesting my blood was so fucking demented. It was… it was a violation. A really fucking sick one.

“Your pulse is jumping, precious. You are deeply unnerved.”

Unnerved? Piece of shit. I was deeply immersed. Highly attuned to every little thing about him—except for his stupid scent.

And because I was, because I didn’t let him fuck with my concentration in that manner, I felt it when his talons twitched.

It was the giveaway I needed.

Sure enough, as he burst toward the kitchen, intending to go for Sylas, I was already moving, smashing my boot into the back of the couch with such force that it sent the entire thing careening into Victor.

He snarled as he was blown back, the impact sending him crashing through the front window, taking a chunk out of the wall in the process.

I heard him smack into a tree trunk outside about fifty feet away.

Sylas’ voice reached me from the kitchen.

“Cassius, the ward has been breached.”

“That cannot be. There are no Celestial enemies to us. As such—”

“Victor Halrow is using a blood mask. He ingested Lazriel’s blood and he’s had it fused to—”

“If I cast him out from afar right this instant, it will force Lazriel outside with him also.”

“I’m aware. We… we fucking need you and Velra. Now. ASAP.”

A rush of movement drew me back to the front door, just a second before Victor hurtled through and ran at me.

I managed to dodge out of his reach by a mere two inches, and he slammed into the wall, cracking it really severely. Like, structural damage severity.

“You’re not being good for me!” he roared, incensed that it wasn’t so easy this time to fuck with me. “You’re making this much worse for yourself.”

I felt a faint reverberation through the floor a moment before he swung his fist.

I dodged it again, ducking low.

But this time he anticipated and swept his leg at me, his designer shoe slamming into my face. Blood sprayed and bones crunched under the brutality of it, and it had my head snapping back. With another blur, he was there, ripping me off my feet with a sweep. I grunted, spitting up blood as I hit the floor with jarring force.

He snarled and pounced on me, fucking straddling me, his knees pinning my legs down, his hands confining my arms at my sides.

He leaned in close and scented me. “It would serve you much better if you would only kneel to me, acquiesce to my will, and become my plaything. Your current approach endangers not only you, but also your father.”

“What?” I rasped, choking up a mouthful of blood, my ribs trying to heal, one clearly fucking with my lungs. Just like last time he’d attacked me.

I knew my pulse was racing like mad.

I was sweating, but not from the physicality of the fight itself.

It was because I was doing every fucking thing I could to stop those flashes of what he’d done to me last time, to prevent the trauma of it from infecting me right here and now.

I couldn’t let it in.

He’d definitely win out then.

He’d destroy me, he’d take Sylas and hurt him.

“Your approach to my fixation with you positions me as a threat in Remnant’s eyes. So he’ll hunt me, he’ll attempt to take my life. And that is so very bad for him and for you, now that you’ve developed sentiment toward him.” He smirked maliciously. “We are tethered, Lazriel.”

“Lies,” I choked out.

“Why do you think he hasn’t attempted to kill me? Even with me aligning with Puritas, abandoning his teachings? Because, pretty thing, should I fall, he falls alongside me.”

“No.”

My dad had told me that we’d kill Victor together. Knowing he was tethered to the bastard… it would be suicide. No. He wouldn’t.

“Oh, it’s the indisputable truth. Back when he still loved and treasured me, he spared my life. With the circumstances at play, this tether—Nexus Letale—was the only way. I was his first creation. He made me in his image.” He eased back, his creepy eyes burning into mine. “Yet, now there is you. Blood and flesh. Not a sireling, but his biological son.” He roared, lifting one hand off my right arm and wrapping it around my throat. “Your existence ruined everything!”

In his fury, he’d made a mistake.

I took full fucking advantage of it with his arm off one of mine, and jerked sharply to the side with all my strength.

It destabilized him just enough for me to rear back and throw him off. I launched into a blur of backward momentum, channeling my wolf side to twist it into a full backflip off the floor, landing on my feet the second he hit the far wall and dropped on his ass.

He sprung back to his feet immediately, licking his fangs at me.

Instead of earning a shudder from me like he’d obviously intended, it sparked an idea.

But I needed a distraction first.

Fortunately, Sylas had my back—as per usual.

A carving knife whipped through the room, spinning toward Victor.

He reacted, swinging his head and moved to snatch it out of the air.

But he failed.

The knife defied all notions of physics and bent around his attempted interception.

Magic.

It tore into Victor’s throat.

Damn, it had overridden his insane durability and titanium-like skin.

He spluttered and staggered back into the wall, fighting to pull out the blade.

But it didn’t move an inch.

I clocked Sylas in my peripheral vision at the threshold of the kitchen.

While Victor was reeling, he held up two fingers in reference to the blade.

Two minutes it could hold buried in Victor’s flesh.

Part of Sylas’ Specus Relics collection clearly.

Weirdly, it didn’t have the feel of magic to it, which was why I’d just clocked it as a regular knife. Although, that had to be intentional. If Victor had sensed it, he would have altered his reaction, realizing it wasn’t just a normal blade.

Time to implement my idea.

Although blood was oozing down his throat, it wouldn’t be enough.

It wouldn’t bleed him out. Not with his Ancient abilities being a factor.

“Remnant… has the… stake,” he spluttered out, bracing himself against the wall with his free hand, while he still struggled with the magical knife. “The one that… can kill… Ancients.”

“Lies. Everyone knows that’s with Lucian Black.”

“Not… anymore. He has an… ally.” He glanced between me and Sylas, somehow managing to look so fucking smug with a knife in his throat. “Cornelius… Martel.”

“The silver magic,” I heard Sylas mutter under his breath. “It was him.”

What?

Fuck this.

I made my move.

I leapt forward, black fur sprouting on the backs of my hands, then spreading all over, bones snapping, then realigning, limbs elongating, shifting my entire form in split-seconds.

Painlessly, as an added bonus, because I was hybrid.

I dropped my fangs and Victor’s eyes shot wide. Yeah, a wolf with vampire fangs… not exactly an everyday thing. I hadn’t even been sure I could do it.

I was channeling the vampire fiercely, Sylas’ blood and that of the fresh human feeds I still had in my system, heating me, intensifying everything, as I dropped that barrier between the two sides of myself, and melded them.

Victor grunted as I hit, pouncing on him, ripping him off the wall in the process, then pinning him beneath my twenty-foot mammoth black wolf form.

I twisted the knife in his throat and he roared.

And then I sank my fangs into the wound.

He thrashed beneath me as I buried them deep and drew like a fucking beast—quick, brutal, and determined.

Couldn’t have him with my blood and that also similar to Sylas’ blood in his system.

It was way too dangerous.

And draining this much, this fast, would also obviously weaken him.

A fuck of a lot.

I was drinking so fast that blood was pouring from the corners of my mouth, and his wound was widening, flesh tearing.

From his gargled screams and clawing at the floor beneath me, it was clear he only liked pain on his terms.

Good to know.

“Lazriel!” Sylas yelled.

I felt a tug from Victor a moment later.

He’d ripped out the knife.

My senses screamed at me and he brought the blade down, intending to stab me in the back. The thickness of my wolf fur combined with my increased durability in this form would prevent it from driving too deep, especially with his limited power in his weakened state. But depending how he angled it, it could still compromise me.

Only three quarters done, I ripped my fangs from his throat, then swung my head and slammed it into him, snapping his wrist and bones in his fingers, making him drop the knife.

I pushed off him and spun, kicking out my hindlegs and sending him careening back into the wall. He slammed against it hard and staggered unsteadily.

“You fed from me,” he growled with disgust.

“A youngling. Damn, that’s a massive insult, huh?” Sylas spoke, leaning against the kitchen doorway, something held behind his back that I couldn’t make out from the angle.

“I’ll break every bone in your body, necromancer. I’ll make you hurt for days on end until you’re begging for death.”

Sylas snorted. “I’m fucking shaking.”

“You will kneel! You will suffer!” His eyes darkened and he pulled something from his inner blazer pocket.

I tensed, remembering the last time he’d done that and brought out holy water and fucking tortured me with it.

When it came into view, it wasn’t what I’d thought at all.

It was a simple panic button, blazing red.

I reached out with my senses as a maniacal laugh escaped him.

Incoming.

I didn’t get the chance to figure out the details before a rush of power rolled over me.

Gray lightning tore through the room.

I leapt toward Sylas to cover him.

But it struck me full force, making me howl, singing my fur, and I smacked into the floor mid-leap on my side.

“Supreme entrance,” I heard Victor say.

Footsteps sounded and I managed to turn as somebody strode into my eyeline.

A preppy shithead with deep red layered hair down to his shoulders, a sports jacket and designer jeans covering him.

I’d never seen him in person, but I knew who he was from his file photos.

Sorin Tenebris.

Velra’s older brother.

The fucker who’d disowned her.

Hunted her.

Tormented her.

And killed her.

Twice.

A growl escaped me.

He grinned and fired his gray lightning into me, making me shudder and convulse, unable to even roll to try to escape it.

“Keep him alive, sadistic one,” Victor said, staggering over. “Weaken him only. I want his true pain.”

“You’re taking the fun out of it, boss.”

“Don’t fret. There is much more to come.” Victor knelt down beside me and Sorin briefly broke his magical assault for him. Victor roared and swiped his talons across my face, tearing open my snout, making me hiss. He leaned in and stroked the fur on my head. “I don’t believe a wolf can hold their form long when they are in agony. You are using strength you don’t currently possess to maintain it. Interesting. Could it possibly be because I am deeper in your head than you’ve let on? That you are so terrified to allow me to see you stripped naked, to lay eyes all over that pretty body of yours, that you are causing yourself undue damage as a result?”

A shudder rolled through me before I could stop it.

He laughed, then had me whimpering as he licked the wound in my snout. “Delicious. Just like your fear and the fact that I most definitely do affect you.” He pushed back to his feet. “Soon.” He stilled, then frowned deeply. “Unfortunately, we are about to be interrupted far sooner than I intended.” He winked at me. “No worries. I will return.” He took another step back, then gestured at Sorin to continue, telling him, “We are out of time. Knock him out. I’ll do the same to the necromancer.”

But before Sorin could even manage to call a flicker of his power again, Sylas’ voice thundered from the kitchen, storming into the room at the same time.

“Accende!” he was bellowing, his eyes fucking black as hell, as two spinning silver orbs levitated in front of him.

Ignite? That was the Latin translation.

I felt the magic this time.

Some hefty fucking magic as the silver orbs flamed with red power.

Sorin jolted and took an uneasy step back, calling his power and sweeping a shielding wall in front of him and Victor.

Sylas’ eyes narrowed fiercely.

And then he ground out, “Ad maximum robur.”

To maximum strength.

In the next second, he thrust his hands forward, the movement, even though he couldn’t technically wield magic from within, making the orbs shoot toward Victor and Sorin in unison.

In the chaos, Sylas skidded to me, smashed what looked like a gold deformed ancient coin into the ground, which then had a crimson shield shooting up around us, sealing us both within.

Just in time, because in the next split second, the orbs exploded.

Exploded was an understatement.

Red energy ripped into our enemies and the entire living room, blowing out the ceiling, the walls and windows, and sending them hurtling away into the forest out front. It knocked both of them out upon impact.

I shifted back and choked at the sight of the blown out house. Only the bedroom had survived the blast, along with the kitchen, because the shield Sylas had erected was right in front of it.

Sylas hurriedly shrugged off his hooded leather coat and draped it over my naked body as I sat up wincing.

“Are you all right?” he asked, looking me over.

“I’ll heal.” I swallowed hard, trying to focus past what had just happened with Victor… touching me. “Was that your magic? Stored magic in those devices?”

“Yes. For a rainy day.”

“Tonight definitely qualified as a downpour.” I looked between him and the shield. “You can’t bring it down, can you?”

“No. I’m not in command. There’s no magic currently accessible within me. It’s the device’s will and it’s set to hold for a couple of hours.”

“Shit. How about against Immortal might?”

“Cassius will be able to breach it. With some effort.”

Purple and white magic lit up the area.

Moments later, Velra and Cassius materialized.

The first thing they noticed was us huddled under the shield in the torn away house.

And then a tremble went through Velra when she laid eyes on her unconscious brother, just a few feet from Victor.

“Hades,” Cassius uttered.

“Holy shit,” Velra followed, before hesitating over Sorin, then rushing over to us. “Oh my God, are you okay?” she asked frantically, her hands just inches from touching the shield and hurting herself.

“Careful,” I warned.

“We’re fine,” Sylas assured her.

Cassius frowned as he strode over, before his gaze snapped to Sylas. “Your power is all over the immediate area. Extremely potent.”

“Specus Relics,” Sylas explained.

Cassius looked majorly impressed. His lips lifted, then he pressed his hand to the shielding dome, his white power emanating.

His eyes flicked to Sylas again as he grunted.

“Sylas,” he uttered in a tone that was both reprimanding and full of concern.

“What is it?” Velra asked, before I could summon the words to ask the same.

“I am just not in favor of Sylas having stored such potent magic in these devices when he was struggling so severely prior to the binding. It could have eased that for him,” Cassius responded.

He grunted again, then proceeded to try to breach through the shield.

It was taking far too much effort. There had to be more to it than his answer.

But there was no time to think more on it, as now she’d made sure we were okay, Velra spun around, then stormed through the ruins of the house toward Sorin in the distance.

Cassius cursed, watching her over his shoulder, while he also tried to free us.

Victor was still down, but I jolted as I saw his fingers twitch.

Then there was also something else.

A rush of power.

Coming our way.

Specifically, Velra’s way out in the forest.

“Cassius!” I cried. “Something’s coming.”

The shield flickered wildly. “I know. I feel it.” He called out to Velra over his shoulder. “Stay your hand, Velra! Reinforcements are coming!”

I saw her tense, obviously hearing him, but she didn’t break her stride.

Oh no.

“Velra!”

The shield rippled, then shattered all around us, tiny little red fragments raining down all over.

Cassius touched my hand, his white power flaming briefly, and then I found myself back in my black tank and jeans from earlier, and Sylas with his hooded coat that had been covering me back on as well.

“Get him clear,” he told me, briefly breathing me in, then brushing his lips over my cheek in such a tender way that it sent a comforting warmth through me. He gave me a knowing look, and I realized I was trembling from what Victor had done and Cassius had read me. He’d really come a long way with once being emotionally stunted. Now he was… he was incredible. Sylas winked at me, obviously seeing the awe in my eyes.

Then Cassius turned, calling his magic to either palm, heading toward Velra, even as I felt the rush of power drawing closer and closer.

I started as I sensed Victor again, his pulse picking up.

The fucker was awake, but not opening his eyes or showing it.

He was waiting.

“I can’t go,” I told Sylas. “Victor’s awake. Despite Cassius’ Immortal power, Victor’s speed could compromise him.”

Before he could get a word out, Victor’s eyes snapped open, and the psychotic fuck looked right at me, his lip curling.

With a blur of speed, he reached into his inside blazer pocket—I hated that fucking thing—and tossed something at Sorin that exploded with gray power. I heard him release a heavy breath, indicating he was still so weakened that those movements had cost him energy he currently didn’t have.

The thing he’d tossed was some kind of power boost, and in the next second, Sorin jolted awake and shot to his feet—

Just as Velra reached him.

She gasped and came to a jarring stop.

“Sister,” he spoke in a creepy way. His gaze dropped to her palms flaming with her purple Dark Fae power. “So eager to be killed by me again. Third time lucky, you think? Seeing as though your necromancer is powerless and the Immortal can’t tether you again, I’d say yeah. Fucking yeah, it’ll stick this time.”

Cassius went to intervene, but Velra reacted first, her shadows sweeping around Sorin.

She’d conjured them so quickly. Usually, they had more of a seeping-out effect.

But this time they swirled wildly like a tornado of black and gray, trapping him within.

“It’s your turn now,” Velra rumbled.

She was threatening to kill him.

She wouldn’t.

No, she wouldn’t.

Velra didn’t have it in her to take a life.

But I’d been away. I hadn’t been with her in the aftermath of her… of her dying… again.

What if—no. No. Velra wasn’t capable of that.

But as I started toward Victor, intending to knock the bastard out, Sorin screamed as frost traveled up his legs, moving rapidly, all the way to his waist, then up his torso too.

His power snuffed out, and then he was there from the pecs down encased in shimmering frost, Velra holding him there at her mercy as he screamed from the freezing temperature, his skin even turning blue.

Her left hand remained steady, somehow controlling both her shadows and frost at once.

And then she raised her right and purple lightning shot forth, tearing into him, striking all over his face, his upper body, his shoulders, making him writhe and scream out into the night.

“Stop! Stop!” He panted wildly. “Please! Please, sister!”

“Sister?” she spat, standing right in front of him now, as her lightning continued to ravage him. “Now you say it like a prayer. When you need something from me. When you’re afraid. Trying to make me see reason. Similar to me trying to do the same, to break through your fanatism and hatred. But you paid it no mind. In fact, you murdered me. Without hesitation. Without blinking.” Her lightning ceased and she grasped his jaw. “So, should I grant you mercy now? In light of that? To my former family who’s made it a mission to torment me, to hurt me, all because of what I am? Not even who I am? Who you are, not what you are is why I’m doing this to you.”

The rush of power I’d felt, which I now realized had been me sensing it miles out, finally descended.

A lightshow of magic came through the trees, twenty magic wielders hidden in the darkness appearing in a semi-circle, fanning out.

Cassius reacted, thrusting out streams of his white power that shocked the shit out of me as it tore into them all like a tidal wave, snuffing out their power as he ripped them all off their feet in one go.

They scrambled, trying to get back up.

And then blurs of movement shot through the area.

Vampires.

Not young ones either.

Shit.

“Our friends,” Victor croaked.

Puritas.

This was one of their contingents.

As more movement caught my eye, bursts of teleportation to my left over near Victor, I felt Light Fae magic.

Growls and howls sounded in the distance.

Wolves.

I strained to make out the identities of any of them, but unlike that recruitment meeting that my dad had decimated, all the faces were blurred with magic, making every single one of them unrecognizable.

These weren’t new recruits then. They were long-time, established members.

And they’d come for two of their most valued.

“Leave the wolf hybrid,” Victor uttered.

“Your obsession is done,” somebody rumbled. “He dies along with the Wraith. We’ll take the Immortal for our own purposes. Only the necromancer need be left unharmed.”

“You don’t—”

“Fail to fall in line and you are done,” that same rumbling voice uttered. I tracked it to one of the Light Fae. A lean, toned guy wearing a silver cape and carrying one of those magician-like staffs with a glowing peach orb at the head of it.

“There is more to him than you know,” Victor persisted, trying to roll onto his side, and barely even managing it.

Hold up.

He hadn’t told them.

During that battle with the Puritas shithead, Lucas, he hadn’t known which Ancient had fathered me, a born hybrid with Ancient vampire blood running through his veins. Victor was a high-ranking member like Lucas. So… he’d kept it a secret? He’d kept my dad out of it?

Why?

Our gazes clashed and he winked at me. Urgh.

Then he finally pushed to his feet and seethed at that Light Fae boss man voice, “Then I’m done with you. Mark this as your biggest mistake. Losing an ally like me is one thing, but to make an enemy out of me is quite another.”

“You are one. We are many.”

Victor sneered. And then he staggered into a position that blocked the Light Fae contingent from me. “The born hybrid is mine. You try to eliminate him and I will rain down hell.”

What the—

“Retreat. Now, my son.”

I jolted at that voice in my head.

How was he doing this?

How did I respond?

“Lazriel. This battle before you is worthless. There will be no positive outcome. Their Dark Fae contingent is near. They will aim to take control of Cassius. You will all fall. Live to fight another day. Trust in me, my son.”

The voice faded away and I scanned the area with my senses as well as my sight.

He was nowhere near.

How was he—

In the next second, half the vampire contingent blurred behind the magic-wielders who’d arrived first and snapped their necks, rapid-fire, murdering them all in moments.

Holy fuck. Had my dad… planted them within Puritas ranks?

Fuck, of course he had.

The wolves arrived.

The Light Fae reacted.

And then I felt the Dark Fae that my dad had just mind-linked me to warn me about just moments from bursting onto the scene too.

“Cassius! Now!” I called out.

He swung his head to me, getting the message.

He thrust his hands at what was left of Sylas’ house, protecting it with an insane ward even mightier than the one before. So mighty that I choked at the power and a few of the Light Fae staggered back.

With the stunned distraction it had functioned as, Cassius shot a stream of his white magic at me, tethering Sylas too.

In the next moment, he snagged Velra and Sorin, then teleported us from the fucked-up scene, his magic swirling violently all around us.
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My brother was in custody.

Not Guardian Movement custody.

Ours.

I’d found out something about Cassius and Ketheron tonight as a result.

The two of them had a contingency plan that nobody knew about.

If the supernatural world ever became afraid of Ketheron again, or turned on him, they had a plan to hide him away from everyone and everything.

They had three locations, which they’d determined the viability of during their adventure trips, which I now knew hadn’t just been about the exploratory, tourist-like nature of it all for them. The locations were heavily warded and within pocket dimensions, something that the people who’d hurt and experimented on both me and Ketheron had used to keep themselves off the radar before they’d been destroyed—Chimera Circle. And now Cassius and Ketheron had used that idea to their advantage.

Within the tiny pocket dimensions was also a large structure that resembled a sprawling luxurious estate that was protected with Ariana Martel’s magic. Something that Cassius had secretly borrowed from the cell that they’d kept Ketheron in beforehand when everyone had believed him to be a threat because Corvin Morvain had been controlling him. Ariana had erected her own ward around it which no one could penetrate. It had kept Ketheron safe from everyone. And it would do the same again if it ever came to it.

And right now an estate within one of their pocket dimensions was being used to hold Sorin—off the radar of everybody. He’d already escaped once and from The Void, no less, a supernatural prison that was supposed to be impenetrable.

Although, with Sylas cracking the key to the antidote for the new version of Dark Fae mind-meddling out there and sending the details on to Arcanum Order, hopefully, that would never be possible again.

This Dark Fae situation had become severe and abnormal, even for that realm. So many joining the ranks of Puritas? Something was happening, something I needed to—

“Wraithqueen?”

I spun from staring out of the window into the dark forest surrounding Cassius and Ketheron’s apartment to see Lazriel standing there freshly showered and dressed, holding his forest green hoodie up expectantly. “This smells so much more like you than me now.” He frowned curiously and with humor sparking. “Have you been wearing this the entire time I’ve been gone?”

Obviously he already knew the answer. His scenting of it had given it away. “You really need to hear me say it, huh?” I teased, going to him and pressing my hands to his chest and gazing up at him. “Yes. I’ve been wearing it since you’ve been away.” I arched an eyebrow. “Problem, sweets?”

“Shit, yeah, there’s a major problem.” His palms covered my hands on his chest, holding them to his sexy black tank that was really working for him and all that glorious muscle of his, those bulging biceps and… everything. Absolutely everything. “It’s a problem that I was gone so long that you had to do that.”

I pushed into him and he smiled down at me adoringly. “I know why you had to. It was important, so important. Not just for the gathering of information, but actually for you, Lazriel.”

“I met my dad!” he burst out with, excitedly. “Not just met him either! I spent some actual quality time with him, bonded with him, trained with him, fought alongside him! All of that, Velra!”

I grinned. “I know, sweets. It’s incredible.”

“We even… fed together. Not just from blood bags, or even glasses. From… feeders.”

My fingers flexed on his chest, feeling his pendant beneath, stroking over it. “Really?”

“Yeah,” he responded nervously. “I know I told you before that I didn’t like that. And I thought I didn’t, but—”

“That is amazing!”

“Really?”

“Yes, of course! All these years and you’re doing it! Being a vampire as well as a wolf. Embracing both! Sylas even told me that you wolfed out with fangs.”

“Sure did. Sure fucking did.” He released my hands, then shifted them to my hips, holding me tighter to him. “You did the same thing, you know? I saw your shadows and frost working together even with your Dark Fae power. It was wild, fucking extraordinary.” He winced. “I mean, if you paper over the actual circumstances.” He shook his head to himself and pulled away. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m gushing about spending time with my dad when your brother… your family even back in the Dark Fae Realm—”

“Shh,” I said, reaching up and cupping his face. “I’m so happy for you. I don’t care about my parents, not having a blood family. It’s different for me. You were always denied a father. I had that and it didn’t exactly work out. But it doesn’t matter. I have you, the three of you. You’re my family. For me, that’s all I need. For you, with you denying your vampire nature so much and the reason behind that, you need this connection with your father.” I smiled. “You see? It’s different for each of us where all that’s concerned.” I stroked his bristly cheeks, noting the thicker stubble along his jawline that gave him even more of a rugged edge. “I want to hear about everything with your dad, all your adventures with the big, bad boss of the vampiric underworld.”

He wrapped me up in his arms. “Fuck, I’ve missed you. I’ve missed you so much.”

He dipped his head and heat rolled through me, knowing that motion combined with that look so well. I stretched onto my tiptoes to meet him, to feel his lips on mine, to sink into one another in a way that—

He eased from me all of a sudden.

Off my look, he warned, “He’s coming.”

I frowned in question, but got the answer in the next second as Ketheron burst into the apartment and made a beeline for us in the living room, then threw his arms around Lazriel from behind, his power meaning Lazriel had to steel himself. Even then, he staggered a couple of steps to absorb the impact. It was why he’d pulled from me, to take the hit of the excited Ketheron.

“You have been dearly missed, friend,” Ketheron told him, as he wrapped Lazriel in the sweetest bear hug I’d ever seen.

Lazriel grasped his arm on him softly. “Missed you right back, big guy.”

Ketheron squeezed him tighter and I saw Lazriel wince. I thought I heard something crack too.

Ketheron loosened his hold, his eyes wide. “Did I break you? I’m so sorry, I—”

“Minor upper left arm fracture. All good. It’s already healing.”

“Already?” I asked. He could heal fast, but I wasn’t aware it was that fast, mere seconds.

He winked at me. “Got a lot of fresh blood in my system.” He tilted his head back to look at Ketheron dwarfing him. “You guys didn’t visit any of those places we talked about without me, right?”

I smiled. He was changing the subject so Ketheron didn’t focus on his accidental bone fracturing. Lazriel knew no visits anywhere aside from Haven Initiative had been possible with the threats out there and Blackline Protocol still in effect. But he was going with it anyway to help Ketheron—just like the sweetheart that he was at his core.

Hell, all of my men were.

Cassius most definitely was and he was wearing that gentle heart on his sleeve with me now. And Sylas, while he kept that part of him down a lot deeper, I still saw it, and I absolutely felt it. And Ketheron, although not one of our loves, he was a cutie pie in a whole other way. Part of the family, but in a sort of younger sibling dynamic.

“Where are Sylas and Cassius?” I asked Ketheron, before the two of them got into it. It was clear Ketheron had formed a special bond with Lazriel.

Sylas, Cassius, and Ketheron had gone to secure Sorin in that pocket dimension estate. Well, for Sorin, they’d adjusted it to make it more akin to an actual cell.

Lazriel had been here with me, him spending a lot of the time cleaning himself up.

And I’d seen that he’d also needed some space to get a handle on what had happened earlier. Before he’d left, Sylas had filled me in on what Victor Halrow had done.

“Outside,” Ketheron spoke, pulling me from my thoughts. “Talking in the foyer. Don’t worry, Velra, that has been warded now as well, the perimeter no longer only encompassing the door to the apartment itself. We saw to it before I came back in.”

Talking in the foyer?

I eyed Lazriel.

He shook his head. “Can’t hear a thing.”

“You won’t,” Ketheron said. “Cassius has used an auditory reduction spell.”

That didn’t bode well.

“I’ll see what’s going on.” When Lazriel moved to go with me, I assured him, “I’ve got it. Catch up with Ketheron. Oh, Cassius bought more marshmallows earlier—go for it.”

As I moved past them and headed for the apartment door, I looked over my shoulder to see Ketheron releasing Lazriel, then tugging him along with a hand to his tank top. I chuckled to myself, then headed through the door, approaching the foyer.

I caught sight of Cassius and Sylas talking.

Cassius was running his hand over his jaw looking like he was at the end of his rope.

Sylas was pacing back and forth in front of him, his hooded coat sweeping about.

As I drew closer, quietly and cautiously, not sure exactly what I was about to walk into, I felt a wave of Cassius’ magic roll over me, and realized I’d accidentally breached the spell.

Their voices filtered toward me.

“You siphoned Celestial magic! The magic of Cornelius Martel. To say that’s a violation of your probationary status would be an absolute understatement, Sylas.”

Sylas had done what? Oh, hell.

“Seems you’re mostly sore about it being such a struggle for you to breach and overpower it earlier.”

“This is not about my ego.”

“So the fact that Cornelius Martel may be stronger than you when you were recently miles beyond him as a True Celestial doesn’t hit a nerve?”

“You are projecting your upset with your currently powerless state onto me.”

“It’s not projecting when you share a similar pain. You’re not powerless, but you are most definitely powered down. And you never talk about it.”

I frowned. Sylas wasn’t just coming at him. The two of them had been good with each other lately, growing closer.

But it was reading as very harsh on Sylas’ end—at least on the surface.

Because it was really him being vulnerable.

He wanted that, he wanted Cassius to talk about it with him. He needed it.

“You are actually lecturing me on not talking through something profound and painful? You will not even discuss your bound state.”

“Ah, so you admit that it is profound and painful for you?”

I grimaced as I felt a pang through the Soul Brand as Sylas’ heavy question—or accusation—hit Cassius deeply.

I watched as he took a moment and shoved a hand through his beautiful white-blond hair, then released a heavy sigh, the weight of which I could feel in my bones.

“Yes. Does that satisfy you? It… hurts me sometimes… to be this way… a lesser version of myself.”

There was a weighty pause in their conversation.

I went to step in, to ensure that Cassius knew that no one saw him that way, that he was stronger in other ways, ways that mattered.

But then I watched as Sylas reached out and rubbed his arm. “You’re not lesser. It’s actually the opposite.”

I smiled to myself.

“How so?” Cassius queried, his brow furrowing. “I do not think—”

“You were so disconnected before. You had the knowledge, but because of that disconnection from the world, from people, you couldn’t apply it in necessary ways. Now you’ve built this family with us, strong relationships and unbreakable connections. And, honestly, would that have happened if you still had your True Celestial abilities which put you too far above everyone—in power and snobby mentality?”

A chuckle actually burst from Cassius. “Snobby mentality?”

“Calling it like it is, babe.”

“Babe. I must indeed have made an impression upon you if you are awarding me that affectionate nickname like you do to Lazriel. It is no Dark Beauty as you reserve for Velra, but I will certainly take it.”

“Well, Lazriel also gets referred to as my hot little wolf, so he’s good. To be clear, though, I won’t ever be referring to you as Immortal Hunk like Lazriel has taken to doing.”

Another chuckle from Cassius.

It sent a deep warmth through me, and I could feel his elation at the sense of adoration and comradery Sylas was demonstrating toward him.

He gave Cassius’ shoulder a squeeze. “And let’s not kid ourselves, you still do remain stronger than Cornelius Martel. Me saying that, I was just needling you. Your power as an Immortal eclipses most others across the supernatural world. There is no need for True Celestial power and might. Besides, that’s not what will see to these threats we now face. It’s knowledge, us standing together, tactical know-how.”

“You are employing a version of my words to you regarding your bound state.”

“Could be,” Sylas said with a lift of his lips. “Could also be that it resonated with me.”

Cassius grasped Sylas’ hand on his shoulder. “I do very much prefer my life now to what it was when I was… disconnected from things and the world.”

“Glad to hear it, Immortal bastard.”

“You are not calling me that.” His lips quirked. “Monarch of the Macabre.”

“Wow,” Sylas uttered. “Not bad.”

“Velra informed me that you did not care for her attempt to call you Dark Prince. It was beneath you, apparently. Only King or above was good enough for you, yes?”

“Well, my ego is a true behemoth, as you well know.”

“Something we share in equal measure.”

Sylas shook his head. “How do they put up with us, hmm?”

“I truly do not know,” Cassius said, grinning.

He pulled away then and the tone became a little more serious as he told Sylas, “I will replace Cornelius’ magic infused in some of your Specus Relics with my own.”

“You will?”

“It provides you with peace of mind, yes? To have that as a fallback should the worst befall us? Especially if I am not around or within immediate reach?”

“Yes,” Sylas actually admitted.

“Then it will be done. Although, I do believe you should inform Velra. She is close with Cornelius and Warlow. They opened up their home to her and care for her much like a family member.”

“I know, yeah.” He grimaced. “Shit.”

I stepped forward, revealing my presence. “Shit is right, naughty necromancer.”

Cassius smiled and turned to me, while Sylas spun, caught off guard.

“Velra… Dark Beauty… did you…” Sylas started.

“Oh, I heard the entire thing. It was really illuminating.”

“Listen—”

“I get why you did it.” I walked to him and grasped the sides of his jacket. “And knowing Cornelius as well as I do, he would be well aware that his magic is being used by you. After Ryker stole some of his magic decades back as retaliation for a brutal dust up they had, he put measures in place to track even traces of it being siphoned from his wards and protections, or whatever else, all over the supernatural world. He knows, Sylas. And the fact he hasn’t come to you means he’s fine with it. He is a big-picture strategist, so I’m sure he knew somebody like you being in possession of Specus Relics powered by Immortal magic could come in handy.”

“They’re not all powered by his magic. Many just contain mine.” He eyed Cassius. “That shield was an emergency. I couldn’t take any chances after Victor regained the upper hand with Lazriel.” He gritted his teeth. “I couldn’t let him touch him again. It was already bad enough that it had to occur at all, that I couldn’t stop it instantly like I would normally have been able to if I wasn’t bound. But with only the Relics, I had to be strategic, be careful how and when I made a move.”

“I know. I understand.” I tugged on his jacket, jerking him against me. “But stop now. No more. Do you hear me? We work as one. You’re not alone. I need you to get that.”

“Yeah, aren’t you supposed to be a quick study, Sylas?”

We looked to see Lazriel striding out.

He settled in between me and Cassius and smirked at Sylas, folding his arms across his chest. “Well?”

Sylas took my hands in his and looked out at each of us in turn. “You all know I’ve been trying. Not just that, but I’ve made great strides.”

“We do know that,” I assured him. “And don’t forget that I also know how it is. I was a closed-off loner for a long time because of all my baggage with my family, Chimera Circle… changing me, being hunted. But you can also see from how far I’ve come, that there is a way through.”

“And despite your trying, there have still been notable incidents of unilateral action on your part,” Cassius pointed out.

“Well, Cas, it wasn’t all unilateral, was it? I recall some bilateral actions involving the two of us,” Sylas retorted with a bit of an edge, indicating that he was getting agitated, feeling cornered.

That really wasn’t what we were trying to do.

We were trying to bring him in closer, to even bolster him.

Lazriel frowned. “What?”

I already knew. Cassius had told me about him and Sylas murdering an entire Puritas cell weeks ago. Actually, the murdering aspect had been Cassius. He’d acted to spare Sylas the burden, one he’d been willing to take on. Cassius had told me during our training at Mordrek Mountains, his goal to warn me of what my vengeance-fueled state at the time toward Sorin and Puritas could lead to—things that couldn’t be undone.

“They wiped out a Puritas cell,” I told Lazriel.

“Huh,” he said, looking between them. “Wish you’d called me in, but I’m glad you dealt with some of those fuckers.”

“They didn’t call you in—or me—because they terminated them.”

“Oh.” He thought for a moment. “Sometimes there’s no choice, I guess. Especially under these sorts of circumstances.”

“What?” I questioned. That didn’t sound like him.

“While I was with Remnant, he took out a massive recruitment gathering of Puritas fuckers, along with a high-ranking member.” He held up his hand. “That stays only between us.”

“That was a powerful display,” Cassius commented. “A definite blow to their operations. Hmm… a sound tactical move.”

I shoved my hand through my hair and asked Lazriel, “By took out, you mean he murdered them all?” At his nod, I pressed, “And you?”

“I didn’t kill anyone, Velra. You know that doesn’t sit well with me.” His gaze flicked to Sylas and Cassius. “I mean, for me. It’s just not—”

“You can’t stomach it,” Sylas said. “We know.”

No. He couldn’t. But the fact he’d been around all of that, and that he wasn’t actually condemning it either… it was concerning. Would his stance change, would he be pulled into that sort of thing deeper when he spent more time with his father?

Sylas didn’t kill as his opening move, but he could take it to that place if he had to. It was a line he would cross if push came to shove.

And Cassius wasn’t from the mortal plane. He’d been a warrior to the Celestial Plane for centuries on end, so his thinking was different on the matter of taking lives like that. He’d take anybody out to protect me, to protect us.

But somebody had to draw that line.

Of course it had crossed my mind to go that route with Sorin. But when I’d assaulted him and incapacitated him with my magic earlier, my intent hadn’t been to actually kill him. I’d wanted to show him how insane his actions had been, how far gone he was. And, yeah, maybe there had been a little bit of vengeance thrown in. But I’d drawn a line and I wouldn’t go over it.

It was why I had to be the one in our foursome to check Cassius and Sylas as well.

I just really hoped that didn’t come to include Lazriel.

He shifted the subject rather smoothly, returning back to the Sylas issue of it all, telling him, “So, yeah, there’s still been some major unilateral moves on your part. Shoving Cassius and me aside to perform that Authority of Death spell. Not telling us about Puritas’ rise—although you at least shared that with Cassius. Just not me and Velra. Then there’s you retreating to your cabin where I didn’t even scent another presence at all, so you weren’t actually meeting with that Charles guy after all, even though you claimed that to Velra and Cassius. And then, on top of all that, you knew about Morien Morgrave. Your fucking father is back, alive and kicking, and you didn’t tell us, Sylas. I mean… really?”

“I needed to research his return properly before I filled you all in.”

Lazriel and I exchanged a look.

“I think that means they don’t consider your response good enough,” Cassius said.

Sylas pinched the bridge of his nose. “All right. Points made. Not just made, but driven home. I’ll… let’s just… what if I fill you in on everything I know about this nightmare return of his?”

“And that comment you made about Cornelius when Victor was shooting his mouth off earlier?” Lazriel cut in.

“Fine,” Sylas grunted. “Fine. I will. Tomorrow. Things have been… a lot. Especially tonight. Let’s just take a beat.”

“Good point,” I said, getting nods all around. “Tonight we enjoy being reunited, the four of us finally in the same fucking room together after way too long apart.”

“Perfect,” Lazriel said, winking at me as he used my word. Then he walked to Cassius and said, “Listen, while we’re clearing the air and before we all take this reprieve, I just… about me taking off like that, the way I left your bed after we… I mean, I hope you know that it was real… what happened between us… that it meant—”

“It meant a great deal to me also,” Cassius said, laying his hand on Lazriel’s shoulder. “I did not doubt what it meant to you. Although, I was greatly concerned for your safety.”

“I know, and I’m sorry. I just had to… I had to go… I had to do something.”

“I understand.”

Sylas wrapped his arm around Lazriel and tucked him into his side. “And you achieved what you set out to do. You just gave us information about Puritas. You found a viable temporary cure for me and, believe me, that’s no small thing.”

“What are your intentions with that?” Cassius asked.

Sylas had told us about it just before they’d left to secure Sorin.

A necromantic core transplant.

“Make the arrangements,” Sylas told Lazriel. “I’ll provide my blood for the test run. We’ll take it from there.”

Relief sung through me.

Cassius smiled.

And Lazriel kissed his cheek. “Good. Really fucking good.”

Lazriel jolted all of a sudden.

“What is it?” Sylas asked, feeling it against him.

Lazriel winced at Cassius. “I left Ketheron with two entire bags of marshmallows. I’d figured I’d just come out here to get you guys back inside, but then we really got into it. And now I heard him wolfing down the second bag, the first already gone.”

“You’re hearing that while Cassius has an auditory reduction spell up?” I questioned.

He lifted a shoulder. “Apparently.”

“Hmm, it seems you have learned a great deal from the Commander of The Shadowed. It is rumored that he can repel magic to a significant extent through drawing on the full weight of his Ancient blood. Said blood that also runs through your veins,” Cassius told him.

“Huh,” Lazriel uttered. “Cool perk.”

We all chuckled.

It was a lot more than that.

But Lazriel taking things in his stride really took the edge off.

And I’d missed it.

I’d missed this.

Missed us.

[image: ]


“Hey,” Lazriel said as he emerged from Ketheron’s room and saw me approaching.

I peered inside where Ketheron was tucked up in bed and sound asleep.

“Sorry. It took longer than I thought. You came to get me?”

“Yeah.” I frowned as his words settled. “What happened? Is he okay?”

He shut the door and we walked into the main living area together headed for Cassius’ room.

“Kind of. He wanted to map out an entire plan about our visit to Sanctum Sands Beach once all this is over and open it up to include you and Sylas. I think, though, it’s his way of sublimating and trying to deal with being kept out of all of this when the stakes are so high. And when his massive power could really fucking help. He even told me that the reason the Guardian Movement didn’t show up tonight during the attack at Sylas’ place was because he protected the entire area at Cassius’ request. He protected us, Velra. If they’d shown too early, Sorin would be with them now, we wouldn’t have gotten a load of intel from Victor’s ramblings, or seen that Light Fae shithead who seemed to be leading Puritas.”

“I agree that it’s hard for him, but it’s also shielding him to keep him from the actual thick of it. He’s been used for his power in the past. He was created as the ultimate weapon, remember? To wield him like that again after everything—”

“No one would be wielding him, love. He’d been a part of our team. It would be his choice, his will.”

“His power being unleashed, especially in a combat situation… it’s also dangerous because of perception.”

“Anyone, even the dumbest fucking shithead can see that Ketheron is so far from a damned destroyer. He has a heart of gold. He wants to help, not hurt.”

“We can see it because we know him. But as the very existence of Puritas proves, assumptions and stereotypes are created. And a lot of those exist about him as well. Fearful perceptions. And when people are afraid, they often lash out. That’s the last thing we want for him.”

“I know, but I really think a better balance needs to be struck. Really fucking soon.” He shoved a hand through his hair. “You know what? Like Sylas said earlier, let’s take a beat. Enjoy the four of us being back together after too long apart. We’ll get into it later tomorrow.” He wrapped his arm around me as we walked, then lowered his voice. “By the way, Sylas isn’t gonna be able to handle any fucking tonight. I took it out of him earlier, before that battle even started, and I even fed off him, and he didn’t want me to heal him.” His eyes lit briefly as he said, “He wanted to keep my bite marks on him.” It faded as he added, “Although they healed involuntarily anyway when he erected that shield over us earlier. I guess his magic called to him, helped him, without the use of an actual command.”

“It would have likely been the radiating energy of it,” I explained.

He nodded, getting it. “You know how he is. He’ll try to put on a steadfast front, but he really needs to rest, Velra. In the morning we can ravage each other, but he needs to sleep several hours first.”

“Of course. No problem.”

“No problem? I thought you would have been all over us, especially after all that heaviness earlier. You clocked his exhaustion then, already shut yourself down?”

“I clocked it, yeah. Honestly, I’m just glad we’ll all be together tonight. Sex can wait, you know? I kind of just want to fall asleep with the three of you all over me.”

He smiled and kissed my hair. “You’re too cute. You know that?”

“Come on, we all know you’re the cute one.”

He slapped his free hand to his heart. “Graverun King here, love. You wound me.”

I burst out laughing, then I turned in his arms as we reached Cassius’ bedroom door. “Holy crap, I’ve really missed you. So much.”

I went to lean in to kiss him, but I only managed a brief brush across his lips, before his deeply erotic groan had me needing to pull away to ensure I was able to stick to the no-sex-tonight agreement.

I called my magic briefly. “Sleeping naked isn’t going to be conducive to keeping things chill tonight.” In the next moment, I changed into my pajamas with a spark of my magic. I knew Sylas had said that he was fine with Cassius and I using magic in front of him, but I still didn’t like doing it while he was bound.

“Shit. Yeah. So fucking cute,” Lazriel said, taking in my off-shoulder black tee emblazoned with a crescent moon and the matching purple shorts that were dotted with silver specks like starlight.

“Shut up,” I said, slapping his shoulder, before I turned and opened the door, and we stepped inside.

As I heard Lazriel close it behind us, I took in the sight of Cassius positioning more pillows on the bed to make it comfortable for all four of us to sleep there tonight. I swallowed hard at the sight of all that broad Celestial muscle of his on display with him shirtless and just wearing a pair of white silk pajama pants.

Sylas emerged from the bathroom in a pair of crimson sweats that hung low on his hips, his cut chest bared as well.

Okay, this was gonna be harder than I thought.

Fingers snapped in my face and I adverted my eyes to see Lazriel had blurred in front of me. “All right there?” he asked in a teasing tone.

“Fine,” I breathed. “Just going to… I mean… I’m going to lie down, get some sleep.”

His lips quirked. “Sounds good.”

“Here, my darling,” Cassius said, gesturing to the center of the bed where three overstuffed pillows were propped up. “I made this for you. I’ve come to learn recently that you enjoy many pillows.” His eyes sparkled. “Extra coziness, as you refer to it.”

Aww. “Thank you.”

As I climbed onto the bed, I caught sight of Lazriel whispering something to Cassius.

In the next moment, Cassius was nodding, then darting behind him, using his massively broad body to shield him as he stripped down to his boxers. He was trying not to tempt me or worsen the strain of it. He fingered his wolf claw pendant as he emerged from behind Cassius, he winked at me.

“Thanks, big boy,” Lazriel told him, planting a kiss on his cheek that had Cassius beaming at him.

“Long night,” Sylas groaned as he sat down heavily on the bed and smiled out at me.

Lazriel was right, he looked absolutely exhausted.

“Yeah, I’m wiped too.”

“Yeah?” he asked, sounding surprised and relieved, struggling not to show how much he actually needed to rest.

At least this was just him processing, not keeping major secrets and taking dangerous unilateral action. And I really believed he could get better with that, and that he’d give us the whole deal tomorrow like he’d promised and loop us in.

Not because it was easy for him, but because it was clear to me that he wanted this with us. He was deeply invested in our relationship and it meant everything to him. He’d try for us, I knew it.

“Definitely,” I said, resting my head down on the super comfy pillow display that Cassius had made, just as Sylas eased in and settled onto his back.

Cassius climbed in beside me.

And then Lazriel did a half somersault over him and settled between me and Sylas, then threw his leg over the covers so he could touch Cassius’ thighs through the covers with his feet.

I laughed and tickled his ribs, which given how ticklish he was, had him thrashing.

“If you continue, it’ll really work him up,” Sylas warned. As I ceased my tickling, he reached out and stroked Lazriel’s hair, gliding his fingers through the block of green strands amongst the rest of his dark hair. “Shh. Settle, babe.”

“You also, Velra,” Cassius said, curling around me and stroking my hair softly.

I couldn’t believe I needed to be settled, but being together, all four of us, after so long was clearly getting to me. I was so excited for it.

So relieved.

So happy.

Lazriel and I exchanged an amused look.

And then I nuzzled against his cheek and he breathed me in, resting his hand over my stomach possessively. Sylas closed in, essentially spooning him on the other side, while also hooking my leg in the process, wanting me close. And then Cassius covered me from behind, continuing to softly stroke my hair as he also reached out and grasped Lazriel’s hand, holding it firmly.

I absorbed it all, every moment of them wrapped all over me.

Being immersed in them again.

It was so lovely and perfect that it relaxed me in moments, soothed me so deeply.

And it wasn’t long before sleep took me.

OceanofPDF.com


21
[image: ]
~Cassius~



I awoke slowly to the freeing sensation of my wings unfurled.

Even more wonderful was that Velra was wrapped tightly in my right wing, her warmth and softness infusing me.

I had startled awake last night when I’d felt a pang of pain and torment from her through the Soul Brand to find her shuddering in her sleep. She’d been suffering from nightmares, as had been the case on and off since she’d been staying here. Last night had been more intense than any of those occurrences, and I was certain it was due to her confrontation with Sorin.

Lazriel had woken in response to it as well.

I’d shifted her in her sleep and then wrapped her in my wing and it had settled her, comforted her.

Lazriel had of course been distressed by her pain, so I’d also stroked him with my left wing until he’d fallen back asleep.

Sylas had been immersed in a deep sleep, utterly exhausted. Without his magic, he was akin to human state currently so things were hitting him harder, especially the physicality of battle. This had actually been the first night he hadn’t bolted awake in a sweat then left the bed for a while, believing I hadn’t noticed. I knew it was because his compartmentalization regarding his trauma, specifically Glasswake Massacre, along with his mother and sister’s murders, had fallen now that he could no longer invoke his magic in order to hold it at bay.

The delectable sensation of fingers stroking the length of my chest, over my pectorals and down to my abdominals, had my eyes snapping open.

Back and forth it went.

As soothing as it was arousing.

I turned to my left to see Lazriel’s hooded gaze fixed on me.

“Morning, wild one.”

He smirked, continuing to tease me. “Cas.” His gaze flicked to Velra. “How is she? Can you feel?”

I nodded and reached out through the Soul Brand carefully. “She is well. Awash in tranquility and contentment.”

“Good,” Lazriel breathed with sweet relief. “Really good.”

I brushed my wings along his cheek. “She will see her way through this. She will be well.”

“Yeah. I know she will. She’s strong. Really strong. But she just shouldn’t have to, you know?”

“Yes. I wholeheartedly agree,” I told him, stroking his wolf claw pendant. “We will end this. Soon. It won’t drag on. I swear it to you.”

“If wishes were horses, beggars would ride,” Sylas’ rough, sleep-infused voice sounded, just as he turned on his side to face us.

“Sylas—” I started.

“Stop,” Lazriel cut in. “It’s the start of a brand-new day. The four of us are together for the first time in too long. Let’s enjoy it and toss all this bullshit off to the side. Just for a little fucking while.” He looked between Sylas and me. “All right?”

“As you wish,” I told him, hearing the need in his voice.

I also didn’t want Velra waking up to hear us talking about it all either. She needed a reprieve, even if it could only currently be a brief one.

Not to mention, Sylas very clearly required the same reprieve.

“Sylas?” Lazriel questioned.

I watched him eyeing Lazriel, his hand slipping beneath the covers.

Then Lazriel jerked and let out a startled sound.

“Why are you naked under here? You went to sleep with your boxers on.”

“I haven’t had your special herbs with me, so my temperature has been all over the place again. Burning hot and freezing cold. With me also trying to meld the vampire and wolf better, it’s kind of made it worse. So, yeah, the naked thing has been happening again.”

“I see.”

“The herbs are in the kitchen,” I informed Lazriel.

“Thanks. Good to know.” He smiled. “Always looking out for me, huh, Cas?”

“They’ll take a couple of days to settle back in your system, though,” Sylas warned.

“Do you need to feed?” I asked Lazriel. “Would that assist?”

“Actually, yeah. How did you—”

“I simply put two and two together.”

“Huh. Well, I think I feel the freezing cold stage coming on, so I’d better get deep under the covers.

As he went to pull the covers up to his chin, Sylas slapped them down.

“You’re not flipping to the cold stage, hot little wolf.”

“Yeah?” Lazriel challenged. “How do you know that?”

Sylas jerked the sheets down and I started as Lazriel’s extremely erect cock came into view. “Hmm, perhaps because you’re hard as granite and turned the fuck on. Do you really think I can’t tell when you’re ready and raring to go? I don’t need the ability of scenting to determine that. Not when it comes to you. Actually, not with any of you.”

Interesting. That was something I couldn’t always read well.

Definitely worth noting.

“Well… I’m getting chilly now with you ripping the covers off me like that.”

“Yeah? Are you?”

“Kind of and—”

In the next second, Sylas dove down onto him, swallowing his cock to the root.

With a blur of speed, Lazriel shoved his fist into his mouth to muffle his own screams so it didn’t startle Velra awake.

A rush of heat rolled through me and it was all I could do not to tighten my wing’s hold around Velra and jolt her from the sudden movement.

Sylas didn’t make it easy when he voraciously licked, sucked, slurped, and even grazed Lazriel’s length like a fiend.

Lazriel collapsed back onto his pillows, writhing and bucking his hips, his fingers tunneling in Sylas’ hair and trembling, like he wasn’t sure whether he wanted more, or for Sylas to ease up.

Sylas certainly had him.

I jolted as Lazriel turned his head and started licking and sucking at my left wing.

I groaned as pleasure rolled through me.

Sylas caught my eye, a devilish glint in his, as he registered my reaction, his erotic torment working its will on both Lazriel and I so very intensely.

Lazriel’s groans became growls within moments, the bed rocking as he thrust his hips, making Sylas take him deeper and faster. “Ungh… you fucking cocksucker… driving me crazy,” he started rasping. “Don’t fucking stop… don’t fucking stop, Sylas.”

He started rubbing his face on my wing, then sucking on the feathers… a sensation I had never experienced before in all my years.

I had to release my hold on Velra with my right—I was far too close to losing control.

“Need her,” he gasped, before furthering his sweet torment of my wing, then scratching his nails down my torso, the dual sensations making me writhe on the bed.

I reached out with a trembling hand, my magic somehow managing to spark, a white film covering the room that would keep the noise from Ketheron and also protect Lazriel from the effects of my blood if he chose to feed from me in the throes of it all.

“Need her, Cas,” Lazriel uttered again, his talons dropping. Vampire talons, not his wolf claws. Hmm.

I lowered my defenses, allowing his talons to penetrate, for him to bleed me.

“I know,” I breathed, snatching his hand, wiping it in the blood that was now trickling down my chest, then guiding his own fingers to his lovely mouth.

His eyes flamed as I dragged them over his lips, and he opened then licked and sucked at his own fingers as I held them there.

“Well, this is a hell of a thing to wake up to.”

I smiled at the sound of Velra’s voice—and the heat in it. Heat that I could also feel now raging through our Soul Brand.

I looked over my shoulder to see her sitting up and brushing her long, ombre hair out of her face, her attention sliding to each of us in turn, before a sly smile spread over her lips.

Her gaze zeroed in on Sylas. “Tormenting our wild wolf… naughty necromancer.”

Barely able to focus in any stable or useful fashion with Lazriel licking and sucking my wing and opening for me so beautifully as he tasted me on his own fingers, all I could do was watch as Velra rolled over me, then crawled across mine and Lazriel’s legs to Sylas.

She went to his side, his gaze flicking to hers with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion while he continued fiercely tending to Lazriel’s cock on his knees.

With a spark of her magic, Velra had Sylas’ pants off, stripping him bare.

“Here’s a little torment for you,” she spoke, a moment before I watched her call her shadows. They swirled around Sylas’ hardness, then brushed his shaft with sudden flicks that had him jerking. “Sweet torment, hmm?” Velra teased, stroking his back, while she wove her shadows around his cock.

“Fuck, that shit is the best,” Lazriel said.

Sylas trembled and ripped his mouth from Lazriel’s length, a long, deep curse escaping him, before he fisted Velra’s hair and crushed his mouth to hers.

I watched her shadows swirl faster, and then she snapped her fingers, and her purple Dark Fae magic sparked against his crown, making him tear from their kiss and clutch her shoulders as he shuddered.

“Fuck… ungh,” he choked, looking down between them as her purple sparks traveled along his shaft, melding perfectly with her shadow magic.

I felt her elation through our Brand, but it was all over her face as well, clear as the brightest day. She was using her magic and even blending her hybrid natures as one, in her complete and utter control, on her terms, at her will.

At her pleasure.

Well, and that of Sylas.

“You like?” she teased. “Lazriel enjoyed my shadows playing with him before.”

“Lazriel really fucking did,” Lazriel said, breathing heavily and trying to focus through the torrent of sexual intensity that Sylas had levied upon him. So much so that precum was literally dripping all over the sheets from him.

One more push, the slightest touch, and he would taste release.

Yes, he certainly would.

With a sharp shrug, I put my wings away, sealing them within with magic, and then I pounced on him, rolling him onto his front.

“Yes!” he cried so beautifully needy.

I fisted his hair so he was looking at Sylas and Velra, so close to them, and then I tore off my white pajama pants, spread his muscular ass cheeks open, then dragged my shaft between them, back and forth over his little hole.

He howled out into the room as he came with violent shudders.

Being what—and who—he was, it wasn’t enough, however, and in moments he was trying to push back against me.

He writhed beneath me, clutching at the sheets, and even clawing at them and shredding pieces of fabric, utterly beside himself.

“Do it… Cas… please,” he begged, biting at the sheets.

“Careful,” Velra told me.

I smiled at her reassuringly. I would always be, no matter if Lazriel did not share that concern, even though he should. I would not take him raw and unprepared.

A cry from Sylas drew my attention, just as Velra took him over the edge and he came all over himself, holding her to him with his hands under her shirt and kneading her breasts.

She grinned and ripped her shirt over her head, clearly intending to tease him more.

But then that dark, erotic look sparked in his eyes and he lunged at her, shoved down her pajama shorts, then gathered his own sticky cum and wiped it between her legs. She gasped and grabbed at his nape for purchase as he sank two fingers into her, feeding it into her. “Spread,” he ordered, slapping the insides of her thighs with his free hand.

She did, burying her face in his shoulder while she held him to her as he thrust, twisted, and pumped into her, while his thumb brushed over her clit, faster and faster, until she was trembling all over.

“Mmm… feel all my sticky cum coating your sweet little cunt? You’re taking it so well, my Dark Beauty. Look at you riding my hand and fucking loving it.”

Through all the filth, an idea came to mind as I looked from them to Lazriel still writhing beneath me and getting more worked up as he took in what Sylas was doing. Lazriel had been away so long. He’d just been able to taste me, my blood. But he hadn’t had a taste of Velra yet—nor of the two of them together.

I caught Sylas’ eye, then wrenched Lazriel onto his hands and knees and dragged him over to Velra. Sylas yanked his fingers free, making her lurch and scream out, her nails digging into his pecs as he took her over the edge from the sudden rough movement and she came all over the sheets.

Lazriel finished my job for me, so worked up that he lunged, grasped Velra’s hips, then shoved his head between her thighs from behind and thrust his tongue deep inside her, tasting her and Sylas within her all at once. He snarled and moaned, his ass swaying and bucking, so deliciously needy.

Sylas smirked and slapped Lazriel’s ass cheeks.

He then dipped low and spat into his hole, all while stroking Velra’s hair that had fallen in curtains about her face as she hung her head in her overwhelmed state, while she screamed as Lazriel tormented her.

Lazriel slashed his tongue all over Velra’s sweetness, before thrusting back inside and making her lurch forward with a gasping curse.

A sharp jolt of filth-induced pleasure shot through me as Sylas finished spitting into Lazriel’s asshole, then dipped two fingers inside, swirling the mixture around and groaning at the sight and Lazriel’s trembles in response, him becoming absolutely feral over Velra.

What was he doing to me?

I hadn’t gravitated toward the filth of it all before… but this… now… it had shifted.

“Take him,” Sylas said, obviously seeing how very on-the-edge I was. “He’s ready. But he needs her too.”

Yes, I knew he did. He had been apart from Velra for far too long, and it had clearly been straining on him. The same had occurred on her end as well.

Velra screamed and then sprayed all over Lazriel’s cheeks, mouth, and chin.

He lapped up her taste ravenously, then she reached back, wanting more of him, clearly for him to take her from behind.

“I need to see you,” he told her.

And then he flipped her onto her back and descended on her, his hands slapping down either side of her head.

Her eyes flamed purple with her Dark Fae power, and then she grasped his shoulders, and Sylas and I watched her frost travelling along his skin. He groaned as she cooled his heated, feverish state, while pleasuring him at the same time.

He threw his head back as he dragged his cock over her sweetness, to her stomach, back and forth. “Say it. Please,” he choked, emotion taking him.

He didn’t need to spell it out.

Not with her.

Not with any of us.

She grasped the sides of his face, stroking his cheeks with the pads of her thumbs. “I need you. Sink inside me, sweets.” Her eyes flamed. “Fuck me. Now.”

Sylas smirked. Yes, I’d come to see how much he enjoyed her taking her pleasure and even demanding it often now as well.

Lazriel shifted his grip to her hips, then thrust inside her, filling her so deep in one long, forceful stroke.

“Ah! Yes!” she cried, looping her arms around his neck and dragging him down to her.

Sylas reached out and toyed with her breasts, tweaking her already hard nipples and making her squirm.

Lazriel’s long and deep thrusts picked up pace, and he started to move toward his feral state, becoming rougher, harsher, her breasts bouncing, her nails scraping his skin.

I slicked my cock with my magic, then snagged Lazriel’s right hip as I pushed my crown against his asshole that was now dripping with Sylas’ saliva from his earlier preparation.

A loud groan escaped me as bliss surged when I breached him and he welcomed me so quickly, so readily, so wantonly.

“Beautiful,” I uttered as I sank deeper and deeper and he pushed back against me.

Within moments, it evolved to him slamming back and forth—inside Velra, then back onto me.

I lost myself to it, matching his rhythm and delivering punishing thrusts as I destroyed him with my cock, hitting that glorious bundle of nerves deep within. Velra met my gaze and then she pushed back on Lazriel too, rolling her hips.

“Yes! Oh… fuck! You all drive me crazy!” she cried.

Sylas grinned and dragged his length over her cheek, back and forth, teasing her and moving back every time her tongue darted out and tried to lick him.

He rolled his cock over her breasts and slapped his crown against her highly-sensitized nipples.

It was… something else.

Through it, Lazriel was squeezing my cock so fiercely, I could barely see straight as I slammed into him over and over and watched as he took Velra, her pleasure which I could feel through our Brand as though it was intertwining with mine physically.

I was truly beside myself.

Right on the edge.

And then Lazriel dipped his head when Sylas moved back to dragging his cock degradingly, yet in a highly arousing way, over her cheeks and lips, letting her lick him this time.

I heard Lazriel with my heightened hearing as an Immortal as he whispered at her ear so reverently, his heart clearly filled with it, “I love you.”

I could see that Sylas hadn’t been able to pick up on it. Without his magic, he couldn’t enhance himself in ways akin to that.

A rush of emotion from Velra hit me through the Soul Brand as her eyes widened.

But something else was melded with it that caught my attention—fear.

Lazriel looked to her, needing her response.

It was only mere seconds, but it seemed to drag due to the intensity of the moment.

And then Lazriel inadvertently shifted, and it sent her over the edge, and she was shrieking as her orgasm leveled her.

“Ungh… that grip, love… fuck me,” Lazriel grunted, trying to hold his own release off, wanting to clearly prolong the pleasure. Even though he could continue on immediately after orgasm, it seemed he wanted to remain with her and not have to break the moment even in the slightest way.

But if this continued on much longer, if she couldn’t say those three special words back to him in this moment when he needed it… no, I couldn’t allow that to land so painfully on either of them.

So, as Sylas grasped Velra’s jaw, then thrust his cock into her open, screaming mouth, obviously to feel the intense reverberation around his shaft, I reached around and scraped my nails over Lazriel’s balls.

He cursed and faltered in his brutal rhythm within Velra.

“Cas… fuck… I’m not gonna hold if you… oh my… shit…”

I tugged on his hair and ripped his head back. “I don’t wish you to hold onto your control. I want to see you break apart, wild one. Inside her and for me.”

His eyes rolled back in his head at my words.

It certainly assisted when Sylas began force-feeding Velra his entire length, and she rose to it, lashing him with her tongue and then kneading his balls as they smashed against her from his violent movements.

“Dammit… shit!” Lazriel roared, before it morphed to a howl.

He slammed deep inside Velra and held, then came inside her, essentially convulsing in the process, his ass clenching me so fiercely, it shattered me as well.

His howl melded with mine as ecstasy tore through me and I filled him.

I saw Sylas react to it all, his control shattering as he grasped Velra’s hair and held her tight to his cock deep down her throat. “Yeah… motherfucker… ah!” he yelled out, before ripping from her mouth, then spraying over her breasts.

He fisted his cock and just as I pulled from Lazriel, and he eased from Velra and collapsed beside her, Sylas sprayed the last of his release along the length of Lazriel’s shaft, making him release a sweet purring sound.

“Oh God,” Velra breathed.

Sylas chuckled and collapsed onto his back, stroking her hair and hooking his leg over Lazriel’s waist, gazing possessively at his cum marking them.

Although Lazriel was the most primal due to his nature, Sylas certainly possessed a similar mentality, albeit just not physiologically.

And as I dropped down amongst the three of them, I couldn’t deny that I was above it either.

Nor did I want to be.

This was where I wanted to remain.

With them.

Always.
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It was my day off.

I did not work at Haven Initiative this day.

Time away was rare because I enjoyed my work very much with the Celestial children.

However, Cassius had claimed that I needed to take a rejuvenating break every now and then.

And so here it was.

Under normal circumstances, as had become part of our routine, Cassius and I would take one of our exploratory adventure trips to see a new place in the supernatural world.

Alas, Blackline Protocol was still in effect so that was not feasible this day.

Cassius wasn’t at work either—at least not at Haven Initiative.

He was immersed in another sort of work.

Work that worried me immensely.

Work that was essentially this war with Puritas.

Velra had very kindly kept her promise to me, and she continued to inform me of all developments relating to this unfortunate burden upon the supernatural world—and this new family of mine personally.

It was how I knew that Lazriel had gone to meet with a unit of The Shadowed to make a drop, as he’d put it. Said drop was a vial of Sylas Morgrave’s blood for them to test for the necromantic core transplant. Cassius had accompanied him, much like a sentinel to ensure his safety.

Velra had traveled to the home of Cornelius Martel and Warlow Boyd to discuss the involvement of Cornelius in all of this, specifically that he seemed to have a secret alliance with Remnant. That information had come largely from an unreliable and biased source in Victor Halrow, so it needed to be confirmed. Velra was the most optimal person to see to that, considering her positive relationship with both Cornelius and his husband. Sylas had wanted to go, but Velra had refused, claiming he would “go in hot”, and Cornelius did not respond well to aggression or accusations.

I looked up from the pages of the book that I was studying on my bed at the sound of more grunting and cursing coming from the living room.

Sylas.

He was upset.

Stressed, I believed was a more accurate assessment.

According to the teachings of this book I was reading called Emotional Intelligence in the Modern Age, which Lazriel had sent Cassius weeks ago, it was likely frustration rooted in feeling powerless both without his magic and with his father being revealed as living.

I’d gotten this book from Cassius because with Lazriel, Velra, and Sylas now around so much and deeply entangled with him, it had seemed pertinent for me to expand my knowledge when it came to emotions and relationships of the mortal realm. My kindred, Ariana, claimed that I had already come a long way in that regard, but I wanted to be certain, to know more.

I slotted my bookmark between the pages. I didn’t really need one, I had exceptional recall. But Velra had given it to me. Actually, she’d made it for me when she’d come to Haven Initiative recently. It had beads dangling off it that were arranged in the colors of the rainbow. She’d learned that rainbow was my favorite color. I loved all the colors that formed such a beautiful phenomenon, so I had decided not to choose. Besides, with even a single color missing, the rainbow was not the same. It had to be all of them. The other aspect of the lovely bookmark was a special wire threaded with rainbow heart gems that she’d fashioned with her jewelry-making skills.

I smiled to myself as I rested my book on my pillow, then pushed off the bed and strode out of the room to see if I could assist Sylas and lessen some of his upset.

Not only could I feel the tension radiating through the space as I drew closer, but I also registered that his pulse was worryingly erratic.

I turned the corner and a journal came flying through the air.

I snatched it with a burst of speed before it sailed by.

“Sorry,” Sylas spoke, looking up from the couch where he sat with more journals and many papers spread all over the surface of our coffee table. I also noted that he had four coffee mugs interspersed amongst it all.

It didn’t quite serve to explain the full extent of his erratic pulse, however, even with him ingesting that much caffeine while he was in a near human state with his power currently bound.

As I approached, I studied him in greater depth.

Sweat beaded on his forehead, even trickling down his temples.

His hands were trembling.

And his gaze was wild as he repeatedly drove his fingers through his now messy hair.

“You are experiencing an anxiety attack,” I told him as I reached the coffee table and stood opposite him.

He looked up at me again from the couch. “I’m fine,” was all he said, before returning his attention to a brown, leather bound journal in front of him, a pen held in his shuddering grip as he scrawled magical symbols across it that were barely legible given his state.

Symbols that I was well-versed with.

“Allow me to ground you.”

He did not look up again this time. “No need, K. Appreciated, though.” He continued scrawling, grunting as he could not form the symbols properly.

I saw limited options with his responses, so I snatched the pen from his hand, along with the journal.

“What are you doing?” he demanded.

I didn’t respond, focusing on the task at hand instead—what he actually needed.

Employing my vampiric speed combined with my extensive magical knowledge base, I rapidly reformed them—pages upon pages of them, then handed it back to him.

He took it and his gaze flicked from me to the pages. He appeared stunned. “Well… thanks. This is… thank you.”

“You are attempting to determine how Morien Morgrave has been resurrected.”

“You read all that, absorbed it already? That’s not the entirety of the research.”

I lifted a shoulder. “There was a pattern to be found. I was able to bridge the proverbial gap and determine the bigger picture at play, what you are actually attempting here. I thought Cassius told you to wait until he returned before you delved into this once more?”

“He was just concerned I’d leave to seek out answers.” He rolled his eyes, but it seemed performative, more than true. “I have no magic. How would I even do that? His worry is unfounded.”

“Who do you mean to reach out to, if the way was clear?”

“Ambrose Wisteryn.”

Startlement betook me. “The black magic virtuoso.”

I failed to suppress a shudder due to what that name evoked for me.

More specifically, the connection that particular being had to one who had hurt me grievously.

Sylas observed it all too easily. “Given your reaction, I suggest you return to what you were doing, and leave me to my research.” His expression softened. “I know of his association with a certain someone who abused you. Stay away from this, all right? You don’t need this mess touching you. I’ve got it, K.” He smiled. “It’s all right.”

I drew in a steadying breath. “You believe that your father was resurrected using extremely potent black magic in order to transcend the issue of him being brought back as mere Animated Fleshwork and being bound to a master—his raiser—as a result?”

“It’s the only way around it. It has to be.”

“It is the only magical way around it.”

“What do you mean?”

“You are searching for magical explanations and solutions only. It makes due sense as this would normally only be designated as a purely magical problem. However, you neglect to factor in Chimera Circle’s former existence.”

He sat forward, unfolding his arms, intensity sparking. “You believe there is science at work also.”

“Magical science for actual accuracy, but yes. It could very well be. Especially with how your father died, as I just saw laid out in detail from your research. He was killed by Ryker Morgan and left in pieces. So we are not only dealing with resurrection more than a decade after a death, a necromancer who should not be able to return once they pass into the Valley of the Dead in permanent death state. We are also dealing with him needing to be pieced back together.”

“He couldn’t be resurrected into pieces of a body.”

“Indeed. So it was done immediately following his death, before he had been pulled into permanent death state in the Valley of the Dead.”

“You mean somebody was waiting?”

“There are many reasons to protect a necromancer of Morien Morgrave’s caliber. As you well know.”

“So, somebody dug him up right after the Guardian Movement buried him, brought him to a Chimera Circle lab and put him back together in preparation for a planned resurrection over a decade later?”

It did sound absurd.

But that just meant there were still missing facets involved in this left to determine.

“Or, it was an illusion in the first place.”

“No. His death was felt. I felt it. Ryker was also certain that Morien’s magic and lifeforce were extinguished that day he put him down.”

“The illusion being that he was left in pieces,” I clarified. “A powerful enough, devious enough individual could have achieved that, even under the noses of Ryker Morgan and his Guardian Movement.”

Sylas jolted.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Illusion… deviousness… the black magic connection… necromancers…” He choked. “This was him. He was involved in this. He’s not just a former associate of Ambrose. There was another… him… that bastard. He did this. This fucker and Morien were working together all those years ago. It was alluded to that day at Glasswake…” He rose and started pacing. “He said there was an endgame, a bigger picture. This must’ve been a major part of it.” He swung his head toward me, his expression grave. “Corvin Morvain.”

I swallowed hard and took a staggering step back.

“That motherfucker healed him, preserved his body so that it didn’t rot, that he didn’t come back as Animated Fleshwork. As for the actual resurrection… Ambrose would know. He is deeply tapped into mammoth surges of black magic, which is exactly what it would take to resurrect my father. Those surges can go undetected by pure magic users, which explains how the Guardian Movement wouldn’t have registered it.” He stilled, eyes widening. “It was him in the Veil.”

“You are referring to when Velra was trapped there?” I asked, my voice coming out unsteady.

“Yes. Something was passed from somebody inside the Veil to somebody on the outside. The outside being, given what we know now, matches Morien. And as for something being passed and the comment said person made about Morien owing him, then even threatening him… combined with the blue magic… it all points to that being Corvin.”

“And what do you believe he passed?”

“The one thing Morien would care about—power.”

I frowned, my mind now awhirl because of the awful Corvin mentions.

“Mine,” Sylas told me. “The item that was passed through to Morien was my necromantic core—the portion that Corvin stole from me.”

“And this bargain they made… Corvin could be returned to life also.”

I heard Sylas say something, but I could not register it.

I staggered back into a wall, covering my face with my hands as a memory I had managed to bury from my conscious thought clawed its way to the surface.

I could not stop it.

Even with all my might.

It took me.

Blue light encompassed me as I was forcibly teleported.

I saw a dome of the same magic—Corvin’s magic—trapping me within. Or keeping somebody out, perhaps.

Because I was already restrained.

Brutally so.

The surroundings of another lab came into view.

So many labs.

I’d seen the inside of too many.

Chimera Circle and their deplorable hybrid experiments.

“Ketheron.”

It was her.

My kindred.

Ariana Martel.

I strained to look up from the position I found myself in on my stomach, bound by white glowing chains, my arms and legs stretched out either side of me.

I roared, struggling against the restrictiveness.

Struggling to reach her.

“Be still and look upon the one who is causing you so much grief!” that awful voice, far too familiar, commanded me.

Corvin.

My eyes settled on the golden-haired kind one. “Kindred,” I rasped. Something was wrong with her. She was ailing. I smelled it then. No. No! “My blood… I scent it… it’s hurting you? Before… I fed it to you… you were damaged? Because of me?”

“You didn’t know what would happen. You reacted to save and help. That’s what matters.”

I fought to crane my neck to look up at Corvin. “You’re hurting her… stop. My blood… it’s toxic to her… I see it. She can’t heal. She’s in pain.”

“Something you should not care about. Something you should actually relish.”

“Never!” I roared.

Corvin snickered and crouched outside the dome. “You do realize she’s the reason you’re suffering, don’t you?” He tilted his head. “You imprinted on her and now it’s weakening the leash I have on you.” He jerked up his right sleeve, revealing a shimmering black and gold circle—the leash he’d afflicted me with. “This is compromised because of her. Because she made you feel. Made you question your mission—what you were fucking created for in the first place. And those manacles? They’ll keep tearing into you… for as long as you keep defying me.”

“Stop!” Ariana cried, struggling to her feet. “This is madness! He doesn’t deserve this!”

“He was made for this! And you complicated it! You elicited humanity and a depth of sentience in him that was never supposed to be! Years of work and now I’ve had to go to great lengths to find workarounds to the damage that you’ve done.” He stormed toward her, making me snarl at the aggression in it directed at her. “I’ll end his pain immediately if you reject his imprint on you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You tell him you don’t care about him, that he’s nothing but a thing to you, a monster, that he’s a broken god only worthy of being enslaved by me—somebody who knows well how to wield power, how to rewrite the supernatural world using said power.”

She looked at me, grimacing, hating my pain.

She cared.

She really wanted to help me.

Emotion swam in my eyes, threatening to take me over.

“No,” she told Corvin, resolutely. “I won’t forsake him. He deserves better than that.”

I smiled and managed to eke out, “Thank you… Ariana.”

But then Corvin laughed in that cold, sadistic way of his, telling her, “Did you really think I’d put that decision in your hands? The abomination? The weak little cunt who ran from her own power? The fool who refused to act unilaterally and squandered her abilities and greatness instead?”

I snarled at his awful words to her.

Corvin held the sword up—Valkrith—and spoke, “This is now imbued with your blood and your power, mixed with Dark Fae magic that violates free will in the way that the spellcaster can determine very specifically. Seeing as though Ketheron is being held back by the bond he’s formed with you, this will work to sever that forcibly.”

“No. Do not fucking touch him with that thing!”

I roared and fought against the manacles.

But Corvin breached the dome and approached me with the sword.

I saw Ariana struggling against her predicament, trying to overcome the Hellfire confining her as well as the weakness he’d levied upon her.

I started as I saw her manage it, her manacles shattering.

She looked out at me and winked.

I returned it.

She thrust her hands out and breached the Hellfire itself. Her power swirled and she actually managed to not just push it back, but to destroy it.

Corvin felt the high-level magic she was invoking. “No! Not possible!”

He lunged at me and drove Valkrith into my gut.

“Stop!” was the last thing I heard, Ariana’s scream echoing off the walls.

And then all that existed was pain.

“Ketheron?”

I blinked back to the immediate moment to see Sylas standing before me, his hands on my shoulders, as he gazed at me with great concern.

My lip trembled.

His care bled into me.

It clashed against what I’d experienced all over again from that memory.

And then I buried my head in his shoulder.

His arms wrapped around me, holding me tightly as he stroked my back. “Shh. You’re okay. You’re here with us. He won’t hurt you ever again. If I have to decimate the entire fucking Veil to see to it, I will. Corvin will never lay a hand on you again.”

“Okay,” I murmured, sinking into him.

He wouldn’t.

Corvin Morvain was dead. And he would remain that way.

He had to.
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“It’s nice having you back here with us,” Warlow said, smiling at me in that welcoming and warm way of his, as he led me through the foyer and deeper into the house.

“It’s nice being here again too,” I told him. The familiarity of it. The first place I’d felt safe ever since I’d been turned by Chimera Circle into something… more. “How are you doing with Blackline Protocol still being in effect?”

I knew he hated it, that it had come to that.

For all his efforts—our efforts—through Crossborn to bring hybrids in out of the shadows, to help them join the world all over again instead of being forced into hiding for their own protection, instead of being outcasts… now Puritas had caused this.

He eyed me over the shoulder of his red flannel shirt as he led me toward one of the salons. “Cor says I’m handling it graciously. Ry says my impatience is showing. And Jaxon says the territorial nature of my wolf side is raging on behalf of all hybrid beings like you and I.”

“Wow. That’s… intense.” I smiled sadly. “Right there with you, for the record.”

“I know you are.” He brightened a little as he told me, “I just got word a couple of hours ago that Wraeven Academy will re-open tomorrow to hybrids. Wards have been reinforced and an Underveil Shield is in place. You will be free to return.”

“Huh. More intensity.”

“I understand,” he said, as we reached the salon.

It was the modern one, as opposed to the other two that were full of ornate furniture and antiques. This consisted of black marble flooring and a wraparound black and white striped couch with a matching armchair, abstract paintings on the walls, an edgy crystal chandelier in the center of the ceiling, along with curtains over the floor-to-ceiling windows at the far end that were silver with black tree branch patterns covering them.

He took a seat in the middle of the wraparound couch and patted a cushion beside him.

As I sat down, he told me, “But stopping your life in a crisis like this is never a good idea. It will wear you down. And it will keep you from experiencing, growing, and being who you are, enjoying yourself, and taking pleasure in things.” He sighed. “I spent decades in hiding because of the hatred and fear of hybrids—and those like Chimera Circle who wanted to get their hands on me. Ryker hid me away, protected me, long before he was even Head of the Guardian Movement. Those years spent like that… they took so much of my life from me.”

“And prevented us from meeting far earlier,” Cornelius’ voice boomed, and I turned to see him gliding into the room, even in just his gray dress pants and charcoal muscle tee, looking so elegant and… almighty, honestly.

“You’re back earlier than we figured,” Warlow said.

Cornelius smiled at me, then walked to him and planted a sweet kiss on Warlow’s cheek, before then settling into the armchair across from us. “Yes, well, I was able to conclude my business efficiently and without as much pushback as I’d prepared for.”

“Business with Remnant, perhaps?” I asked.

The two of them stilled.

“So that’s why you’re here,” Cornelius said. “Given the dire circumstances, we didn’t think it was merely to catch up.” He smiled at Warlow sadly. “Although Warlow had hoped for as much.”

“So had I,” I admitted. “And when this is all over, we’ll do that. But with the way things are—”

“You have discovered my connection to Remnant and you wish to know how deep it runs in order to protect Lazriel Thaine—and Sylas Morgrave.”

I sighed. “I know you wouldn’t hurt me, but I also know that you do what you believe must be done in order to manipulate things to your liking.”

“Oof,” Warlow uttered.

Cornelius’ lips quirked. “Compliment accepted.”

“Cor,” Warlow chastised him.

Cornelius sat forward, clasping his hands in his lap. “I am an ally to The Shadowed, yes.”

“And the Guardian Movement’s awareness of this?”

“Is extremely limited. Ryker knows that I operate under the radar and he also knows that it is necessary given the way our world works. However, to lead he must have plausible deniability, so he is not privy to everything. And it needs to remain that way. The Shadowed can do certain things, can reach into certain places, reach certain individuals, that the Guardian Movement cannot. Me maintaining some semblance of control over that influence and power is imperative in order to protect us all. Remnant accepts that and we have a mutually beneficial agreement.”

“Like you shielding him and The Shadowed with your magic?”

“Ah, Sylas felt my magic when he performed that Blood Trace on Lazriel.”

“He did. Victor Halrow also outed you as an ally to Remnant. He even stated that you handed the stake that can kill an Ancient to Remnant.”

“All true.”

“Lucian just gave up that weapon, knowing it can kill him? How did Ryker, Jaxon, and Mia accept that?”

“Because Ryker has found a way to nullify it against Lucian.”

“He… what?”

“You did not come here to discuss that. You came here to find out why Remnant has the stake in his possession now, as given what you’ve already revealed, Halrow obviously claimed that he and Remnant are tethered. Lazriel is afraid that his father who he has only very recently been reunited with will perish should you eliminate Halrow.”

“Not exactly a jump, is it?”

“Remnant is steps ahead. Lazriel does not need to worry.”

“What does that mean?”

“The information I am able to convey is limited, Velra. As per my agreement with Remnant.”

I frowned in thought. “Is this why the both of you really had that talk with Lazriel months ago, before I was ready to acknowledge his interest in me?”

Warlow pinched the bridge of his nose and admitted, “We hoped we could keep you from all of this. Falling for Lazriel Thaine, the son of Remnant… it forever connects you to the underground. We wanted better for you. We wanted peace for you.”

I shook my head to myself. “And trying to stop Sylas from performing the Blood Trace?”

“He sensed my magic because it protects Remnant, not because it was trying to prevent the Blood Trace,” Cornelius clarified.

“Protects him? More than shielding him? Like, bolsters his abilities or something?”

“No. Those are all his. It merely assists with keeping The Shadowed hidden. And it provides a warning should the Guardian Movement come too near, so they can remain off their radar and continue to operate underground as is needed.”

“And his interest in Sylas?”

“You mean, his temporary cure?”

“Oh my God, yes. You know about that too?”

“He has plans for Sylas. Plans that will serve Sylas well also, so do not fret. However, while he is sick and I’ve had to even bind him because it became so severe, none of that can come to pass, hence The Shadowed working on a cure.”

“Hold on… he thinks he can use Sylas to break the tether between him and Victor Halrow, doesn’t he?”

“Yes.”

The look on his face, his easy answer… that was just the tip of the iceberg, though, it seemed.

“Is there anything else you can tell me, anything at all that could help with all of this, help those I love?” I beseeched him.

“Cor,” Warlow pushed, reaching out and stroking his fingers. “Please. If you can.”

Always looking out for me.

God, it had emotion welling, and it took me some noticeable effort to check it.

Cornelius shook his head at Warlow, but a smile lit his eyes as he grasped Warlow’s hand. “You were right from the very beginning. She is so much like you. Especially when you first emerged from hiding and ventured back into the world. Despite all that pain, being hunted and hated by fanatics, she connected so deeply with her men, formed her own new family, and now fights to do anything to protect them and what she’s fought so hard to build.” He looked out at me. “It is admirable and truly shows your strength in a way far beyond magical prowess.”

“He’s trying to say that we’re proud of you,” Warlow said.

“Oh God, stop,” I said, having to wipe tears from my eyes.

Warlow chuckled and Cornelius beamed out at me.

Then he shifted his weight and told me, “Morien Morgrave is a significant threat to The Shadowed. He is currently also aligned with Puritas. Given his power set and his megalomania, if provided the means, he could wipe out The Shadowed and raise the threat that Puritas is already to a level that would be apocalyptic to hybrid kind.” He gestured to Warlow who was shuddering, and Warlow came to him, then Cornelius settled him onto the chair with him, wrapping him in his arms. “Morien Morgrave was once referred to as the Supreme Architect of Necromancy. His power reached such a point where it had the ability to wipe out thousands in a single act through his blending of black magic with his natural necromantic abilities—a warped version of Risen Reckoning. Remnant and I believe that Puritas has aligned with Morien in order to use him to determine a specific signature for hybrid kind that he could latch onto in order to perform a mass Risen Reckoning that would murder every single hybrid alive en masse. Ryker is aware of this specific aspect being researched and he is working on developing a solution using his defensive magic to nullify this so that if a spell like this was ever enacted it would pass over hybrids instead, they would be rendered immune in effect and not marked with his unifying signature for Morien to latch onto.”

“Holy hell,” I choked.

“However, Ryker does not know that Morien Morgrave has risen. If he or the Guardian Movement, or even the Unity Council, were made aware of this, Sylas would be confined either to a Guardian Movement black site or sent to The Void. Morien doesn’t possess enough power. He was always just shy of being able to do something of this magnitude. But Sylas does possess those means. He is the only necromancer who has ever lived who can reach such power. With them being blood linked as father and son, Morien can take that power from Sylas. To do so, he’d have to kill him and essentially take his place in a way. While the Guardian Movement has to favor caution and protection first, Remnant and I disagree. And because we are not directly tied to that, we have that luxury. Sylas cannot be contained. He cannot be powerless. He is needed to vanquish Morien. That is why this has been kept secret, as regrettable and complicated as it is to achieve that. And it will not be possible much longer.”

“Things are already in motion.”

“I’m aware. The drop happened earlier.”

“Were you… is that where you were before you arrived home?”

“I was there as extra insurance. Sylas’ blood couldn’t end up in enemy hands.”

“Do you know how the hell The Shadowed is able to perform a necromantic core transplant?”

“All I can say is that I am monitoring that situation. Very carefully. So if you should come to know, if Remnant allows it down the road, rest assured, all will be well.”

That was several levels of cryptic.

“And you should also know that Sorin has been marked for death by The Shadowed. It’s a personal assassination order. That heathen harmed the love of his son’s life. He will not survive it.” He gave me a look that was kind of like dark amusement. “So, should he be released from wherever he’s being held right now, the moment he is, they will descend on him.” He lifted a shoulder. “Just in case you find yourself in a moral quandary of not wanting to resort to taking a life, while also knowing that he is too dangerous and too far gone to be left alive without forever being a threat to you.”

Holy. Hell.

“Furthermore, in case you worried that him being released—again from wherever he happens to be, or whoever happens to be holding him captive—would be akin to signing his death sentence, The Shadowed has his scent. So there is a ticking clock, anyway. And it would be best that once that clock runs down to the last second, they are not led to a location that, perhaps, could be akin to a supremely powerful magical black site, which could inadvertently reveal the last-resort protection plan of those who deserve to have that safeguarded—against everyone.”

I scrubbed my hand over my face, trying to absorb the weight of his words, and exactly what he was doing for me.

Freeing me from that monster.

Freeing me, while ensuring I was also absolved.

Protecting me so amazingly.

“Thank you,” I choked out.

He and Warlow smiled.

“Of course,” Cornelius said, winking at me.

“No more poison,” Warlow seethed.

This entire Puritas rise was impacting him greatly. Of course it was. Just like for me, it was bringing up tons of trauma.

But we wouldn’t let it win.

We were stronger than that.

Hell, we were stronger than them.
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Well, then.

I was in deep motherfucking shit.

Of all the things I’d done, all the lone-wolf, unilateral, dangerous—and possibly reckless—actions I’d taken over the years, this would very likely take the cake.

Especially where Velra, Lazriel, and Cassius were concerned.

I was currently powerless.

My lunatic, power-addicted father was alive.

Puritas wanted to take me.

I was vital to The Shadowed in a larger, bigger picture sense that wasn’t yet fully known to me, vital enough that they’d worked tirelessly and risked a great deal to find a cure for me that shouldn’t even be possible, meaning violations had been made, dangerous lines crossed.

And yet here I was now out in the open, beyond the wards protecting Cassius and Ketheron’s apartment.

I grimaced.

The fact this was coming right after I’d promised them I wouldn’t pull this fucking madness anymore was going to hit like a sledgehammer—a sledgehammer imbued with a fuckload of magic.

And the worst part?

It hadn’t been my intention.

For once, it hadn’t been my intention to take action like this.

But Ketheron… fuck… he hadn’t been able to calm down.

After he’d had that brutal trauma flash, which he’d told me about in great detail, he’d lost control. His fear and rage had been leading the way. He’d destroyed a lot of the furniture in their apartment. And then he’d demanded I take him to Ambrose Wisteryn.

He wanted answers about Corvin Morvain.

He needed them, actually.

“Are you certain this is his residence?” he asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

I turned to him as we walked across the dark sands beach.

In the pitch black.

He had a ball of his gold magic on his palm, giving off just muted light so I could see where I was walking, especially when I didn’t have access to my magic and had no animal instincts to fall back on to guide the way either.

He didn’t want to use any more light for fear that we would be spotted. And, unfortunately, this location wasn’t one he could simply teleport us straight to. There was massive black magic resistance that would skew any teleportation attempt.

That paranoid fucker, Ambrose.

Well, as if I could talk where that was concerned.

“I’m certain,” I told him. “You just can’t sense him because he always appears at the last moment and shielded by very heavy black magic, and only when we reach the precise spot.”

“All right,” he grunted.

I looked at him in his sweatpants and hoodie, this particular hood overhanging so it covered most of his face. He’d also cast a glamor so that the golden fissures that formed jagged patterns all over his skin and radiated a whole lot of light, especially in the darkness, weren’t visible at all. He was the only one of his kind and the fissures were a distinctive aspect to that and therefore a dead giveaway as to who and what he was to anybody who laid eyes on him.

It bothered me that he had to do this—at all.

Those cracks and fissures were him and he should be able to not just show that, but revel in it. Not just around the apartment or within the confines of Haven Initiative, as he did now, but out in the wider world also.

But with these dark times, he saw it as him making himself into a target.

Not for long.

We would change all of that.

“I will safeguard you.”

I swung my head. “What?”

“Your pulse is racing. You are worried. I don’t believe you can experience true fear. From what I have researched and gathered about what has happened to you, fear has been bled from you through so much trauma and also isolation. However, you can actually worry. But you do not need to in this case. I am strongest in the world. I will not allow any harm to befall you.”

I usually despised anyone thinking they needed to protect me. And, no, it wasn’t ego, like most people thought it was. It was fucking self-preservation. Maybe the trauma he’d just alluded to as well.

But with Ketheron, the way he delivered those words, I didn’t despise the intent.

“I appreciate it,” I said, patting his arm.

He smiled and we walked in comfortable quiet for a few more feet, before I found myself telling him, “It’s not just being without my magic… the reason you feel my pulse racing.”

He arched an eyebrow.

“It’s… urgh… it’s the fucking black magic.”

“This is about your father?”

I nodded.

“You are not him. He didn’t just succumb to black magic usage, he sought it out. That is known the world over. I have discovered it from several different sources, so it is not just conjecture, Sylas. Also, you do not covet power for power’s sake.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“Let me rephrase. Because, yes, you do covet power as a means of control and protection. However, you do not covet it to rule, to dominate, nor to hurt. You right wrongs. You protect the innocent. And you are capable of love, of altering bad habits for the benefit of those you love. You care. This man who just happens to be your father is not your mirror. You are a world apart.”

“I see what you’re saying,” I murmured, working to reconcile his words.

He nudged me. “Also, The Shadowed is invested in your recovery and you returning to power. That organization gauges the stability of those who wield great power and you are marked as somebody who can be trusted. So much so that they have worked tirelessly to find a cure to return your might to you.”

I stared out at him. “Thank you.”

He smiled. “You are most welcome.”

We made our way across the narrow strip of coast near the coves to our right then.

A hundred feet in, I choked, tasting that familiar foul shit—the mark of heavy black magic.

Ketheron shuddered, clearly feeling it as well.

I felt a sudden surge and then in our very next steps, everything disappeared and we were immersed in a black void, air swirling around us, yet not touching us.

In a burst of deeper blackness, the one we sought appeared six feet from us.

“It has been a long time, Sylas,” he spoke.

Ambrose Wisteryn.

I took him in as he flipped down the hood of his navy cloak, the entire thing studded with black diamonds. He looked more pure demon than man, his face utterly covered with black veins, his eyes an eerie white, more like holes in his face than anything else. His straggly, long white hair cascaded down his cloak.

“Our last interaction, I believe, was me sparing your life,” I responded pointedly, should he need a reminder that he owed me.

Dearly.

He smiled with dark amusement, then looked at Ketheron. “You don’t need to glamor yourself in my presence, Polygenus Entity. All the while you remain in my magical orbit, we are cloaked—from everyone and everything.”

“I am content,” Ketheron told him, moving closer to me until his arm brushed mine, his way of bolstering me and making it clear to Ambrose that he was doing so.

I had no doubt that Ambrose could sense my current powerless state.

“It’s not my intention to harm the Master of Death Magic,” Ambrose assured Ketheron. “And believe me, I definitely don’t want to harm you.”

“I know you don’t wish to harm me,” Ketheron told him. “You tried to spare me.”

Ambrose arched an eyebrow. “You saw me there?”

“Yes.”

“You were unconscious. That is what they told me. Your eyes were open, but that was induced by magic.”

“Corvin and those scientists lied to you. They had injected me with a paralytic. I couldn’t move, couldn’t respond, nor even blink. But I was aware of everything. I saw everything, heard everything.” He shuddered. “I felt everything that they did to me.”

Fuck. My stomach roiled. I felt fucking sick.

I looked up at him, but he avoided eye contact and steeled himself as he recalled to Ambrose, “You refused to infuse me with black magic. You told Corvin that it would undermine the Celestial power they wanted to plant within me. I am now aware with the knowledge available to me as a fully-formed creation, that you told them a lie.”

“I did, yes. It would have caused you unimaginable agony. And I also did not want Corvin to be able to create a being infused with potent black magic who also had access to Celestial power. Black magic being present would have ensured that you could never exercise free will, that you would have remained under his control forevermore, and certainly not able to imprint on Ariana, which was the catalyst to you then being able to think for yourself and break free entirely.”

“And then you came back a day later. You snuck in and tried to liberate me.”

Ambrose grimaced. “Yet, I failed. And then I was siphoned by Corvin and his group of black magic users—young fools of wielders.” His gaze flicked to me. “That is what was infused into your father in order to assist with his resurrection. My power now fuels him.”

His? He was the most powerful black magic user in existence.

That didn’t bode well at all.

It was a fuck of a lot to go up against.

I scrubbed my hand over my face. I couldn’t actually believe it, but it was worse than I’d thought. “Motherfucker,” I groused.

“It will take your all to defeat him, Sylas. I am sorry.”

“His all? You are referring to it draining all his magical energy?” Ketheron questioned.

“Not just magical energy, I am afraid.”

“You believe he will die?”

Ambrose sighed and looked at me. “This is not just necromancer against necromancer. You are stronger than him where that is concerned. Of course, he is well aware of that fact. If you approach battle with him as a test of strength and power, you will drain yourself. You will fall with him. However, you are not just your power, are you?”

“You’re a strategist,” Ketheron said, understanding what Ambrose was getting at. “A manipulator. Lazriel said you used that well against Victor Halrow that night.”

“Victor Halrow?” Ambrose questioned. “He is aware that you are currently bound?”

“Yeah, he came for me.”

“He would have taken you to Morien. In your current state, Morien would have killed you. He wants to take your form, to wield your power as his, your lifeforce. He cannot remain forever as a resurrected being. He has been stabilizing himself with necromantic cores, tearing them from other necromancers and murdering them in the process. He has failed the last three times due to interference from Remnant. None of those can stabilize him for very long. He needs yours. You are bound in blood, father and son.”

A chill shot down my spine.

This was… beyond twisted.

“What of Corvin? We know he passed something to Morien from the Veil.”

“You are asking me if he can be resurrected using enough black magic to infect the Valley?”

Ketheron startled me as he suddenly grasped my hand.

I stroked his fingers, trying to offer at least some comfort, despite how heavy this was for him, how much it was bringing forth his horrific trauma in so many ways.

“No. He can’t be brought back.”

“He struck a deal with Morien.”

“Yes, to pass that portion of your core through to him. Corvin used black magic to enable that, all so he could hold it over your father, force him to pull him from the Valley. But it can’t be done. Corvin is learned, but he is not a necromancer. More than that, the only necromancer he has ever learned from was your father, who told him only what he wanted him to hear. He skewed the truth of what a necromancer can do. Also, Morien is severely tainted by black magic, so he cannot touch the Valley for long without it corrupting his spells. Any time he tries to touch it, he’s poisoning it and himself. He won’t risk that for Corvin. Especially when Corvin is a rival to him. Both of them want to be top dog. They won’t share the seat of power.”

Ketheron released a huge breath of relief.

Ambrose shifted, swinging his head around. “Something is coming on the outside. I cannot remain.”

In the next second, the swirling blackness slipped away and our surroundings of the cove and dark beach returned.

And Ambrose was gone.

Already.

In a fucking blink.

Ketheron spun then, his gold magic flaming on his palms as he scanned the immediate area frantically, searching.

“What is it?” I asked. “What’s coming?”

“Dark Fae. And a vampire.” His eyes narrowed. “Not just any vampire, an—”

Explosions of magical light erupted just feet from us, the Dark Fae materializing. Twenty of them.

And then a violent wind tore through the area.

That wind morphed into a fucking tornado in seconds.

It whipped around the hostiles who fired their magic wildly, but to no avail.

And then they were screaming as the tornado hauled a handful of them into the air.

I jolted as their necks snapped.

The swirling dissipated, and then the tornado became rushes of walls of wind tearing through them all.

Rapid-fire neck snaps happened in quick succession.

Several of them shrieked and lurched, then their hearts were ripped from their bodies.

The last remaining few were decapitated in consecutive bursts of movement.

And then it all ceased as quickly as it had begun, and a hooded figure with a metal mask in a worn leather jacket stood among them—all of them dead.

Ketheron tensed, on high alert, as the guy walked to us.

He tipped his head at us. “Remnant. Commander of the Shadowed.”

Lazriel’s father.

Ketheron scented him and confirmed, “They share blood. There is a scent match. He is telling the truth.”

“We are out of time,” Remnant announced. He looked at me. “We must perform the procedure now.”

“You already tested the viability of it with my blood?”

“We work swiftly,” was his barely-there answer.

“I will go with you,” Ketheron told me. He eyed Remnant. “He requires my safeguarding.”

Remnant stepped forward. “Do you see why I cannot allow that?”

Ketheron thought for a moment. “My presence would be like a beacon to them all. The Guardian Movement is keeping tabs on me. If I leave the apartment for too long, they will come.” He looked up at the sky. “That time is already approaching.”

Remnant nodded. “Power is only an asset when it is deployed efficiently, and with forethought and intelligence.” He added pointedly, “Especially yours. Do not allow them to poison that which you already are, the way that you already guard and approach your power. You understand why I am conveying this warning?”

“My reckless undertaking tonight born from Corvin.”

“Indeed. It was emotional, not strategically sound.” He gestured at me. “Especially not with his current state factored in. And it should have been factored in. Dearly.”

“Yes. It should have been.”

“Morvain is an enemy to The Shadowed. You are not alone in this burden. Take comfort in that.”

“And him?” I asked. Maybe demanded. “Is he an enemy to you who you are just currently placating?”

Remnant’s eyes glinted. “You are perfect for my son, I see. That is undeniably clear.” He held out his hand to Ketheron and assured him as they shook, “We consider you an ally. Like myself, you were battle born by forced circumstances, yet despite the abuse you have endured and all those who make the mistake of fearing what you are, you are gracious, smart, restrained, and you remain uncorrupted. That is a true rarity. The Shadowed recognizes and values that.”

That was… a hell of an answer.

An eruption of white light almost fucking blinded me as Cassius teleported in, materializing holding Velra and Lazriel.

Cassius zeroed in on Ketheron immediately. “You left the apartment and—” His gaze fell on the many fallen hostiles, then rested on Remnant and he growled in warning at him, “What is the meaning of this?”

“Dad?” Lazriel cut in, striding up to him.

“You are late,” Remnant told him. “I believe I said twenty-four hours. It has been fifty-six.”

“Wow, could you be more specific and military-like?”

“You know well that I could be. If need be.”

Lazriel grunted. “I couldn’t just leave after reuniting with them after so long apart.”

Remnant’s eyes softened a little. “Then you are fortunate that things have shifted to allow you more time. Just not with the necromancer. He must be seen to this very night.”

“Then we’ll all go with you.”

“That cannot be accommodated. Not yet.”

“But I—”

“Message your mother. She knows you’re back above ground and she is missing you. Do not venture out to her. Stay within the warded apartment.”

“She contacted you?”

“Yes.”

“That’s more of a regular thing than you’ve made it out to be, isn’t it?”

Remnant averted his gaze. “Now is not the time to delve into that.”

“Of course fucking not. Just like you being tethered to Victor, meaning that you telling me we’d end him together would have meant killing you.”

“There are contingencies in place. It won’t come to that.”

“And you expect me to just believe that?”

“Have I lied to you? Have I steered you wrong so far?”

When Lazriel stared at him, Remnant laid his hands on both Lazriel’s shoulders. “You are my son. We have finally been reunited. I don’t take that lightly. I would never be so cavalier as to not value that for all that it is.” He nuzzled the top of Lazriel’s head. “I will not leave you, Lazriel. Hear my words, hear my vow.”

“Okay,” Lazriel murmured, choked up.

As Remnant released him, Velra stepped up and asked, “When will Sylas be returned home?”

Home? Aww. If I was a softie, that would have melted my heart.

Remnant stared out at Velra, studying her for a moment, before he responded, “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Albeit, the circumstances are regrettable, of course. The procedure will take several hours. Once it’s complete, Sylas will not be able to be contained anyway, so you may take comfort in that.”

Velra eyed me and I smirked.

“I’ve got it, Dark Beauty. All good.”

Remnant looked out at Cassius who was still standing like a sentry as he regarded him shrewdly. “Immortal? Is there something you wish to convey?”

“Sylas going alone to endure this transplant doesn’t sit well with me.”

“I’ll go,” Velra offered.

“No,” Cassius rumbled.

“Velra, that’s not—” Lazriel started.

“You cannot,” Remnant cut in.

Velra glared at him. “If he will be safe and you don’t intend to hurt us, or Sylas, why the hell not?”

“The procedure will take place in an abandoned Chimera Circle lab. Will you be able to stomach that?”

Velra physically recoiled.

I grimaced.

Cassius went to step forward.

Remnant held up his hand. “I cannot have you near either. For obvious reasons.”

“Excuse me?”

Ketheron went to him and explained, “I’m not the only one the Guardian Movement watches, Cassius. I’ve felt them numerous times near you, even when I am not with you. They are extremely well cloaked, and wouldn’t be perceptible to most. But because of what I am, I remain the exception. I didn’t want to tell you, because I knew you would be upset, and we do not need trouble with them if you were to react, or retaliate.”

“Fuck,” I muttered.

The layers of bullshit just kept peeling back with every passing day.

Remnant didn’t look surprised in the least, however.

He was so deeply plugged into everything.

I liked that.

I wanted that.

I was connected to the supernatural underworld in my own way, just not his specific underground, nor anyway near as deeply as he was.

He saw me staring, perhaps reading me in the process.

His eyes shone at me.

Interesting.

“I’ll be back soon. Just let me do this,” I told them. “Tonight notwithstanding, know that you can trust in me.”

“Tonight was my doing,” Ketheron said. “All my doing. I dragged him here because of Corvin.”

“Corvin?” Cassius barked.

Velra went to him and laid her hand on his arm. “I’ll fill you in when we get home. Before you sent that SOS to me, I had a nice chat with Cornelius.” Her gaze flicked to Remnant and some sort of look was exchanged.

“All right,” Cassius conceded.

I passed by and patted his shoulder, then gave Velra a kiss on the cheek.

I kissed the top of Lazriel’s head and he breathed me in for a moment.

And then he let me go to Remnant.

“Dad,” he called.

“I know,” he assured him. Then he reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and tossed a phone to Lazriel. “You can keep this permanently. It will only be able to message me, no one else.”

Lazriel’s eyes lit up. “I can message you any time?”

“Yes. Any time you wish.”

He burst forward then, snatched me up, then blurred us away.
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The fucking place was chilling.

It carried a lot of personal weight with it due to Velra and Ketheron and their brutal, horrifying experience of being experimented on in labs just like this one.

And although this one was abandoned, yet hadn’t yet been repurposed because the Guardian Movement and the Unity Council were working through so many already as it was, it didn’t assist with the eerie ambience, the sick feeling in my gut that settled there heavily just from being here.

Steel tables with heavy-duty restraints lined the center of the space, half a dozen side by side. Just behind them were glass containment pods, some cracked or marked with the signs of struggle—claw and talon slashes, magical burns.

A shudder rolled through me as I noted the cages at the far end of the space.

Fluorescent lights pulsing unsteadily and aggravatingly.

I took in some research tables to my right where four of Remnant’s magical scientists were gathered, mixing and preparing, while eyeing monitors above all concerning my condition and the operation that loomed all too heavily.

I sucked in a breath as I shrugged off my leather hooded coat, rested it on a bench by the far left wall near the entrance, then pulled off my long sleeve black tee also as Remnant had instructed.

He was outside commanding three dozen of his members—half sorcerers and sorceresses, half vampires. They would be patrolling and guarding the immediate area during the operation.

A lot of people didn’t want this happening.

They didn’t want me back at full power.

Now that we’d determined that the portion of my necromantic core Corvin had stolen from me was on this plane and technically accessible, the key to a permanent cure now existed. But that key was in my father’s possession, my father who was also bolstered by Puritas. Without me undergoing this procedure, there wouldn’t be the means to procure it, or to put the cure into effect. It needed a necromancer, and that motherfucker was murdering them all across the supernatural world.

“Are you prepared?”

I spun as Remnant was suddenly right in front of me.

I literally hadn’t even seen him blur in through the door.

“Coat and shirt off. Good to go,” I told him.

“I am referring to mental preparation.”

I scoffed. “I’m good. Thanks, though.”

He stepped closer, emanating old authority and power. I could almost taste it, it was so potent.

And I was a big fan.

As such, if he thought it could be used as an intimidation tactic, he had another thing coming. I couldn’t be affected in that way. It wasn’t how I was wired.

“Thank you for helping my son.”

Not what I’d been expecting out of his mouth.

The utter surprise of it obviously showed, because he went on, “You provided grounded and gentle guidance through a vulnerable shift and heavy realization for him. You are the first man he has felt comfortable revealing that facet of himself to and you protected it well, even nurtured it. That has even paved the way for him to open himself to his vampirism and transcend his repression of that.”

“It was his bravery more than anything I did. I just… facilitated it, tried to take some of the edge off in ways I would have wished for myself back when I was in the same boat.”

“Yet, with the added burden of being an orphan.”

I ground my jaw. “Yeah.”

“I am so very sorry that’s the way things transpired. No child deserves to suffer through that.” He regarded me shrewdly. “It shapes them, wouldn’t you agree?”

“To an extent.”

“Only to an extent?” he questioned. Well, more like, challenged.

“My mind is clear. My goal is clear when it comes to Morien. You don’t need to worry. I know there’s a price to pay for this operation, for you going to these lengths for me. And I’ll pay it. I’ll put that motherfucker down.”

“Gabriel Morgan was consumed by black magic.”

“Ryker’s father? I know. I heard.”

“I very much doubt that Ryker conveyed it to you. Considering he’d marked your father for death because even one as benevolent as Mr. Morgan had recognized that Morien Morgrave was beyond salvaging.”

“I get it. You think he didn’t want to put it in my head that there was a comparison to be made between his father and mine. And I’m also well aware that it’s not the same, that they’re not the same. Ryker’s father recovered from it. I work with Gabriel.”

“Through Arcanum Order, yes.”

Of course the Commander of The Shadowed knew all about our clandestine group. And not just because he was a master of intelligence gathering. Just like I’d suspected before Victor Halrow had made the claim, Remnant and Cornelius were allied and working together. To what extent, though, remained to be seen.

“It’s not my intention to look for redemption viability in him, nor even to dig for signs of humanity. I know there’s none. I know he’s too far gone.”

“You are showing no emotion whatsoever regarding news of his resurrection.”

“He’s nothing to me. I’m not Lazriel, I’m not looking for a father. I don’t want that.”

“If this is your true stance, then there is no concern. However, if you are repressing, then there is danger.”

“What do you mean?”

“What about hatred?”

“What?”

“There may be no love lost, but what of the other side?”

“I just want him gone. Like he should already be.” I quirked my lips. “It bothers me when those who’ve been killed and needed to die don’t stay buried. A fucking hassle, is what it is.”

“Needed to die. That is worth noting.”

I arched an eyebrow.

“Not deserved to die. But needed to.” He stepped back and gave a nod. “Very well.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What’s your endgame here?”

“I have several, learned one.”

“In regard to me.”

He stared at me for a moment, or into me as it were.

“Let us focus on the Morien Morgrave of it all, and we will converse in the aftermath.”

He snapped his fingers then and I watched as his magical scientists—three sorcerers and one sorceress—convened around an operating table, the only clean one in this hellhole. And the only one possessing brand-new, shiny restraints. Fucking great.

I drew my eyes away from them and their black robes and metal masks concealing their identities, as Remnant told me, “This procedure will be far from painless. The incision will be done magically, so you will not be cut into. However, as the necromantic cores begin to fuse with your body, there will be initial resistance and confusion, which will require adaptation. It will feel much like fire blazing through your veins. It will be harder to endure than pain normally would be for somebody like you, because before the cores can be placed within you, you’ll need to be unbound. The moment that happens, due to the state of your sickness at the time of the binding, you will immediately begin to desiccate. It will take my cohorts several minutes to transplant the cores, at which point, the desiccation will cease.”

I swallowed hard. “Got it. Explains the hefty restraints.”

“Yes. Unfortunately, there can be nothing else in your system, flowing through your veins during the procedure—no pain relievers. You must also remain conscious throughout.”

Torture then.

Well, it wouldn’t be the first time.

“Right. Let’s get to it.”

“You have no further questions or concerns that you wish to have addressed?”

It was clear what he was really asking me. “It’s not about blind trust. Alliances are rarely built on that anyway, as I’m sure you, of all people, are well aware.”

“They are built predominantly on need and endgames aligning.”

“Right. And in this particular case, this goes badly, you screw me over, we all lose.” I smiled. “So, let’s get to it, shall we?”

His eye twitched, but he didn’t speak to it directly.

I settled onto my back on the metal table, managing to suppress a shudder at the cold of the table against my bare skin in my shirtless state.

That became the least of it when the magical scientists eased my hands down by my sides and secured them into the hefty restraints built into the table—a table that was screwed into the concrete floor. Lovely.

Once they did the same to my ankles, my pulse picked up, my breathing quickening of its own accord, muscles straining and tightening.

“You will feel the rush of your magic flowing through your veins soon enough. Focus on that,” Remnant said, coming to stand at my right side.

Was he… trying to comfort me?

That hadn’t seemed like part of the deal.

Was he making that effort for Lazriel?

I didn’t have any time to think about it as one of the sorcerers came toward me with a very long needle that was shimmering blindingly bright with silver magic.

So, this was The Shadowed’s way of unbinding me without Cornelius needing to be here in person. They’d created a serum-version of it. That made sense, given that the unbinding process was nowhere near as involved or prolonged as the actual binding itself. And I was obviously all about the serum solutions. Color me impressed.

“Ready?” Remnant asked me.

“Yeah. Do it.”

He gave a chin lift to the sorcerer, and then the guy injected the solution, the needle puncturing the skin of my throat and sinking deep.

For the first few seconds after he was done and all the solution was seeping through my veins, there was a soothing coolness I felt at the injection site and spreading.

All too soon that evolved to a pins and needles sensation that traveled through my body rapidly.

And then sharp pangs assaulted me.

I grunted as pops of magic had me jolting in the binds—Cornelius’ magic trying to unlock what he’d sealed in me.

“It’s releasing,” I heard Remnant assure me, seconds before the pops abruptly ceased, and then a rush of mind-numbing power flooded me, like an eruption from within.

It was euphoric as fuck and it had my eyes rolling back in my head, and me squirming on the table with the intensity.

Shocks of my crimson magic sparked from my fingers and I choked, emotion threatening to get the best of me.

My power!

My fucking magic was back!

It rolled through me, filling me, releasing from its bound state, and eager to infuse me again—where it fucking belonged.

Such an undeniable part of me.

Before I could fully absorb the reality of it, three of the magical scientists lined up on my left side, holding a single palm up.

They each conjured in unison and then rectangular gems materialized—amber, fuchsia and turquoise.

The three necromantic cores that were going to be transplanted into me.

It was bittersweet.

In so many ways.

But in this particular moment, staring at those cores, that was rooted in the fact that three necromancers had died, that the reason these cores were here now was because they’d been struck down—by Morien, no less.

The remaining scientist joined Remnant on my right side, yellow magic sweeping over the length of my torso. I sucked in a breath at the freezer-burn sensation. He kept going until there was a two-inch thick yellow shimmering line from beneath my pecs all the way down to my navel.

Remnant startled me as he grasped my hand in a blur.

And then the three with the gems thrust them into the line, driving them with magical force and the entry point provided with the yellow magic into my fucking body.

I roared and bucked violently on the table.

Blazing fire, just like Remnant had warned, tore through every part of me.

Then stabbing pain joined the party and I caught sight of both my arms tinting gray, the desiccation already starting.

I choked out a gasp as it spread faster than I’d ever seen before, shooting up my arms, over my chest, headed for my heart.

“Sire, it’s happening too quickly,” one of the sorcerers warned. “We need to stop the procedure.”

Remnant leaned down beside me, having to release my hand because the fingers of my right hand were desiccating, so much so that I couldn’t even feel them.

He touched my hair to get my attention—maybe as comfort too, I couldn’t tell right now—and told me calmly, “I can authorize them to stop, however, the cores will be rendered useless. Or, it can be sped up, but it will be—”

“Unimaginable… agony?”

“Yes, I am afraid so.”

“Do… it,” I rasped. “Finish… it.”

He addressed his people. “Make haste.”

In the next moment, I felt a massive surge of their collective magic.

The cores being buried within me raged like fucking infernos.

The pain… I couldn’t… it was everywhere.

I was panting, sweat pouring all over me.

And for the first time ever, I wasn’t sure I was actually going to survive the battle.

“Motherfucker!” I bellowed out into the room, convulsing on the table, raging in the restraints. “Ah! Ah! Ah!”
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~Velra~



“What’s this about us moving to a frost castle?”

I smiled as Lazriel walked back into the kitchen. He looked a little more relaxed.

As much as any of us could actually be knowing Sylas was going through a worrying necromantic core transplant right now.

Lazriel’s father had sent a feeder to the apartment, both to satiate his hunger and clearly as a means to help calm and soothe him as well.

I’d heard the apartment door lock a few moments ago as Lazriel had finished and sent the guy off—not without having a whole conversation with him, though. They’d been talking for about ten minutes. That was how sweet Lazriel was about feeding, how new to it he was as well. Then again, he’d always been very respectful of people giving themselves to him in any way. He’d been very gentle with me, especially when I’d been struggling to feel safe to connect and see past my trauma enough to move forward with him.

I closed my notebook where I’d been taking down everything Nyx and I had discussed on our call.

With Blackline Protocol in effect, Crossborn hadn’t been able to meet in person and Nyx hadn’t been out in the field as much as he’d liked working on Crossborn Refuge System, which now had three facilities that helped hybrids—bringing them in out of hiding and the proverbial cold, helping them to join supernatural society, providing resources, trauma counseling, opportunities, a whole lot.

Nyx had been at the third facility tonight and we’d been talking on the phone as we’d brainstormed some improvements and ideas that we wanted to put to Warlow and Crossborn as a whole with a meeting we had planned a few days from now that Nyx would facilitate with his dreamwalking so we didn’t all have to risk convening in person with the current threat out there making that beyond dangerous.

We’d discussed the notion of fast-tracking a fourth facility. Now with everything that was going on, we were both entrenched in that idea more than ever. It was needed. Hybrid beings needed it and Puritas also needed to see that they couldn’t make us crawl, couldn’t stop progress through fear and savagery.

Lazriel’s gaze dropped to my notebook and phone on the kitchen table. “How did it go with Nyx?”

“We’ve got everything down. I’m going to put an official proposal together over the next couple of days, then we’ll both present it at our next meeting.”

“You want my help with it? I know CRS isn’t my initiative, but I can lend a hand.”

“Actually, yeah, that would be really nice.”

He smiled, then shifted his weight and remembered his original question when he’d first walked in. “So, as I was saying, I was in with Ketheron before Chris—the feeder—showed up and he was talking about us all living together in a frost castle?”

He’d clearly been distracted with everything weighing so heavily on us all that he hadn’t listened to all the details properly, or hadn’t absorbed them well.

“I made a frost sculpture of a castle when I was at Haven Initiative with Cassius one day recently. Ketheron came over and we got to talking about the possibility of maybe all of us living together in a castle—an actual solid castle.”

He grasped the back of the chair opposite me where I’d been nibbling on some cinnamon cookies that Cassius had made when we’d arrived back earlier, and he studied me curiously.

“What?” I asked, flinching under the deep scrutiny that felt like he was trying to reach into my soul or something.

“So you have talked about that sort of stuff then? Our relationship developing? Building a future together.” He shook his head. “Just not to me, Sylas, or Cassius.”

I tensed. “Lazriel—”

“Don’t do this.”

“I’m not doing anything.”

“I recognize the signs better than anyone. And I don’t know how the shit you’re hiding it from Cassius with the Soul Brand in play, but you somehow are.” He accused, “You’re shutting down again, pulling away.” He rolled his eyes. “Not physically, because you’re comfortable with that aspect, especially now you can control your abilities really impressively, especially in that setting and situation.”

This was because I hadn’t responded when he’d told me he loved me that morning.

“My abandonment issues are well known, but you also suffer from that. It’s why you’re so possessive. Giving Sylas that Nexus Band. Making me that bracelet. Taking it so painfully during the time when Cassius cut himself off from you beforehand. Then you wearing my hoodie constantly while I was gone. And, by the way, me being gone, I get that would have likely triggered all this for you, so it’s also on me. But now us being attacked by Puritas. Repeatedly. You and Sylas dying. Morien Morgrave in the picture. Me with my dad and The Shadowed and all the complications that come with that. Sorin and—”

“I know what the complications are!” I burst out with, raising my voice, and even slamming my fist down on the table.

I jolted as a blast of frost spread over the tabletop. Crap.

“Lazriel,” Cassius rumbled, and I swung my head in surprise to see him now standing in the doorway. I’d been so immersed that I hadn’t felt him approach.

“We agreed to keep things light,” Cassius reminded him.

“I know what we agreed to, Cas,” Lazriel snapped. “Easier said than done, though, isn’t it?” He gestured at me. “Especially with this lingering.”

“Allow it breathing room.”

“You mean, allow her breathing room. I can’t.” He squeezed the back of the chair and it cracked in several places. He grunted and jerked back. “I did that before and she—” He looked at me. “You pulled away. You ran, actually. I can’t… I can’t fucking do that again.”

I shot from my seat. “You’re in my fucking veins!” I yelled. “Do you understand that? There is no pulling away! It’s not possible for me! It’s done… the four of us… that’s it for me.” I stormed around the table and shoved my hands into Lazriel’s chest, knocking him back against the wall. “This is my family! You are my family! Something I’ve always wanted! If you think I could or would leave that behind—fuck you!” I shoved harder against him. “Take it back! Take it back!” I screamed, pushing at him.

His chest heaved against my palms, his eyes wide.

“I didn’t say those words back to you because… because look at what’s surrounding us right now! Hell! War! It’s all… wrong. It’s wrong! And saying that… those special words… I don’t want it poisoned. By all this madness! By Puritas! By that maniacal Halrow! Now Morien!” I shoved him again, but this time his hands came up and gently grasped mine. “That’s why! Do you hear me?”

In my peripheral vision, I saw Cassius standing steadily and looking on.

He hadn’t intervened and I knew why—he figured I needed to get it all out.

And that Lazriel had also needed me to get it all out.

“I take it back,” Lazriel spoke softly, and I looked to see emotion welling in his eyes, as he started stroking my skin.

Cassius came over then and fondled my hair. “Do the circumstances actually matter when the sentiment is just and true?” He smiled. “Having something so powerful like that to hold onto through awful, straining circumstances would seem like the perfect salve, hmm?”

“The goal to life is happiness. 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,” Lazriel uttered, quoting himself from many weeks ago when he’d encouraged me to try to adopt his philosophy of enjoying and reveling in things, rather than remaining in the pain and trauma.

I beamed out at the both of them.

They were amazing.

I sank into Lazriel’s chest and grasped Cassius’ arm, taking him with me, and they both wrapped themselves around me. “I’m sorry,” I murmured into Lazriel’s tank.

“It’s all okay,” he said, stroking my hair. “I’m sorry too. I came in way too hot.”

“No, I get why you did.”

“So volatile when you love so deeply,” Cassius chuckled against us.

A thud sounded and I pulled from Lazriel, all of us swinging our heads toward the kitchen entrance as Ketheron scanned us rapidly. “What has happened? I heard yelling through my dream.”

I winced. “It was me. I just got a little upset. I’m so sorry I woke you.”

“I don’t care about that. I’m not even tired, but Cassius insisted I sleep.”

“Your mind needs time to heal through sleep, more so than normal after what you experienced today,” Cassius told him.

Ketheron was too focused to pay that any mind, and asked me, “Are you well now? Do you still hurt?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“It’s all good, Keth,” Lazriel reinforced. “Just a little dust up.”

Ketheron frowned. “A relationship disagreement borne from all the stress of late?”

“Right,” Lazriel confirmed. “That sums it up really well.”

“Well, that book you bought for Cassius is rather useful for these matters.”

Lazriel grinned at Cassius. “You actually unwrapped it? Does that mean you read it, too?”

Cassius sighed. “Yes. Try not to make a meal out of it.”

“A meal out of it? Damn, you’re starting to sound like me.”

I chuckled. The look on Lazriel’s face… he enjoyed that immensely.

“Hades help me,” Cassius said with a good-natured grin at Lazriel.

A sharp ringing cut through the levity and it took me a moment to realize that it was my phone.

I stepped back from the guys and pulled it from the pocket of my leather pants to see that it was Nyx calling.

I frowned. Nyx was much more of a texter than a caller. At least that was how our friendship had been.

“One second,” I told the guys, walking to the other side of the kitchen, and answering.

“Hey. Did we forget something for the proposal?”

“Something’s happened, Velra.”

A rush of adrenaline rolled through me.

Nyx was a big fan of small talk.

And he also wasn’t the serious type, keeping things light.

The tone of his voice… it was really fucking worrying.

“Something?” I responded, unsteadily.

“Shortly after I got off the phone with you… you know I was receiving that influx of fifty hybrids who were seeking sanctuary with everything… and then… I mean…”

My gut twisted.

He could barely get his words out.

And the emotion clogging his throat… it was painful.

“What’s happened, Nyx?”

“The facility was hit as they were arriving and… they’re… they’re all dead.”

I choked and staggered back into the kitchen counter.

I caught Cassius, Lazriel, and Ketheron looking on.

Their absolutely gutted expressions made it clear immediately that they’d overheard it all with their supernatural hearing.

“No,” Ketheron sputtered. “No.” He started pacing. “Too much hurt. Too much injustice. This cannot go unanswered.”

Cassius went to reach for him, but Ketheron jerked back with a burst of speed.

“Do not,” Cassius told him. “This will not end well. Ketheron—”

Ketheron snarled.

Then with a blinding blast of his golden magic, he dissipated in a cloud of teleportation.

“Fuck!” Lazriel cried.

“Ketheron!” Cassius roared. “Return! Immediately! I know you can hear me even through teleportation! Ketheron!”

Holy shit.
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The immediate area wasn’t utterly decimated.

That was something.

And it did seem to actually bode well where Ketheron was concerned.

“He hasn’t magically-nuked the surrounding area,” Lazriel spoke, basically voicing what I was thinking.

Cassius was scanning everything as he flew us toward the facility, what Nyx and I were simply calling Facility 3 for now. Nyx had wanted to give each one a special name, but he hadn’t landed on any that he’d considered special enough yet. Also, the actual work that CRS did had obviously taken precedence.

Cassius’ wings flapped stealthily, barely making any sound as we made our approach from the rear, coming from the flanking forest.

As he dropped lower, I took in the sight of crowds gathered out front, the swirling, panicked chaos of it all. I saw Nyx there, his blue hair whipping in the wind. Vorzyr Titanus was there with him and I watched him step into Nyx’s path, his hulking form providing a barrier to Nyx storming off to do hell knew what.

I was about to ask Cassius to land there amongst them and the crowds of hybrids, but then a violent flare of rose-gold magic caught my eye over in a clearing amongst the trees, the area not visible to everyone outside the facility.

Cassius was already on it, and as we drew closer, I took in Kai Hunter standing before Ketheron, one palm blazing with his power and the other clutching his Aetherbound Scepter.

In warning, it seemed.

“Hurry,” Lazriel urged Cassius.

Employing more speed took force and a suddenness that together sent Cassius’ intended cautious stealth approach to hell.

Their eyes were on us as Cassius touched down hard, so much so that it cracked the ground beneath his feet.

But being as caring and truly loving as he was, he steeled Lazriel and me from it by holding us a few inches off the ground until he’d absorbed the bone-rattling impact.

As soon as he lowered us and released us, Lazriel burst toward Ketheron, standing in front of Kai and throwing his hand out. “He’ll be fine. He’ll calm down. Don’t fucking touch him with that Celestial magic inside that fucking scepter. It’s Ariana’s magic. It can hurt him.”

“I’m protecting him,” Kai retorted, still holding steady, not pulling his magic back, nor taking his direct focus off Ketheron even as he answered Lazriel.

Ketheron was snarling, his body basically vibrating with his upset and his colossal power that was clearly right on the edge of being released.

“Where is Ariana?” Cassius demanded of Kai, as he and I strode over to the three of them. The last defense when it came to containing Ketheron was definitely Ariana due to the fact that Ketheron had imprinted on her and that connection would serve to hold him together if things went a truly dangerous way.

“The Guardian Movement received intel pointing to consecutive attacks on each CRS facility. She’s at Facility 2 as a mammoth deterrent. Cornelius and Warlow just arrived at Facility 1 while you were on your way here so Cornelius could provide the same deterrent.”

I cursed under my breath. The scale of this… it was worse than I’d even thought. Nyx hadn’t even been able to finish giving me the details of the attack on this specific facility. I’d heard screaming and roaring and then the call had cut out.

Seconds later, me, Cassius, and Lazriel had torn down here.

“Then let Ketheron provide that same deterrent,” Lazriel told Kai.

“Once he calms down, I’ll be more than happy to. He needs to.”

“Needs to?” I questioned. We were missing something.

“Show them,” Ketheron told Kai. “Or I will. And you’ve made it clear you don’t want me employing my power until I have calmed. The same goes for Nyx because he saw it all too. It is why you called in Vorzyr, to soothe him while you dealt with this… cleanup as you crassly referred to it.”

Kai blew out a breath. “How else would you have had me refer to it?”

Kai seemed unusually irritated. I’d heard that he was super calm in the face of a crisis, or anything at all. But right now the strain from him was clear.

Ketheron had said Nyx had witnessed something. I’d just seen the state of Nyx who was clearly in great distress. That had to be why Kai was reacting this way. Because Nyx was hurting, that this nightmare tonight had cut into him so deeply.

“I want it given the weight that is warranted,” Ketheron spoke, answering Kai’s short-tempered question.

Kai grunted, then pulled his power back and strode up to Ketheron, dematerializing his scepter as he did. He reached out carefully and laid his hand on Ketheron’s arm. “If I give it the weight it absolutely does deserve, while we are still in the thick of things, if I allow emotion to lead the way, it will compromise my judgment. It will poison rational thought. And that can’t be allowed.”

Ketheron’s eyes flickered.

“I’m sorry,” Kai told him. “I’m sorry you saw it. It’s absolutely fucking horrific. But that can’t be addressed more than on a surface level yet. All right, sweetheart?”

Ketheron took a moment, then heaved a weighty sigh, his dangerously reverberating power calming noticeably. “Yes. Of course.” He nodded. “I shall heed your words.”

“Very good,” Kai said with a smile, releasing him and stepping back.

I saw Cassius squeeze his eyes shut briefly in relief.

A sober expression spread over Kai’s face as he strode a few feet to the edge of the clearing, then called over his shoulder, “Brace yourselves.”

He swept his rose-gold magic over the area.

I choked as a glamor fell away.

And what was left in its wake made me sick to my stomach.

“Fuck… is that… fifty… fifty was the amount seeking sanctuary… is that… it’s… oh my God.” I slapped my hand to my chest, digging my fingers into my skin, even as they shook from the brutal shock of it, from the horrific sight.

“No. No,” Lazriel snarled, his claws shooting out, his fangs dropping.

Cassius shook his head, grimacing.

Spread over the area were fifty piles of ashes, severe scorch marks encircling them and serving to frame them brutally.

Fifty beings, fifty innocent people, fifty lives… just nothing now.

“They just wanted sanctuary,” Ketheron uttered, a tear trickling down his cheek. I went to him and took his hand and he turned to me, more tears falling. “They were eradicated just for being hybrid creatures, just for being them.” He looked back and forth from me to Lazriel. “Like us.”

I squeezed his hand and he dropped his head onto my shoulder.

Cassius walked by us, stroking my hair on his way, before kneeling down by the fallen, scanning everything in a very telling silence.

He didn’t need to speak to it when it came to me.

I could feel it through the Soul Brand.

Pure, unadulterated rage.

It was why he hadn’t said anything.

We’d come here to reel in Ketheron, but now… now I could feel his strain.

And it spoke volumes.

Cassius was always so collected, so controlled.

But this horrific attack combined with the implications that it had on a personal level to me, Lazriel, and Ketheron… people he cared for dearly… it was challenging all of that like never before.

Kai joined him, crouching down also. “This is Risen Reckoning. Being used against the living in a way it should never be.”

“Yes,” Cassius rasped. “Intense necromantic energy is present.”

“Necromancers are in hiding following the string of brutal murders of their kind,” Kai said. “The coincidence isn’t lost on me. Neither is the fact that Sylas isn’t here with you.”

“The situation is complicated and evolving,” Cassius told him.

“A situation that has just traumatized Nyx, has shoved Ariana into the thick of it and many of her family members, too. So tell me now, is this him? Is he alive?”

Cassius sighed and rose back to his feet. “Yes. It’s him.”

“Morien Morgrave has been resurrected?”

“He has.”

“Does Sylas know? Is that why he’s not here?”

“You know he’s currently powerless, right?” Lazriel said, striding over, not liking Cassius taking the brunt of it.

Kai scoffed. “That wouldn’t normally stop him.”

I patted Ketheron’s hand and walked into the fray, stepping right up to Kai. “Sylas is aware. Only recently aware, so you can calm down where that’s concerned. He’s been seeking answers, trying to find solutions. As you know better than most, that takes time—and caution. He didn’t come to you because of your ties to the Guardian Movement. He’s in a precarious position. If it was outed to Ryker and his associates that Morien walks the earth, especially with Sylas currently powerless, they would have locked him down.”

“There were other things he wanted to share with you,” Lazriel said. “But a lot of shit hit the fan in the last couple of days that put him in survival mode. All of us actually.”

“Very well,” Kai grunted.

I cocked an eyebrow. Just like that?

A burst of vibrant green light cut through everything, and Ryker Morgan materialized in the next moment right beside Kai.

He took in the evidence of the massacre, his eyes shooting wide. “You didn’t say it was necromancy that took them out,” he spoke to Kai.

“I rushed in here too and then with the arrival of certain someones, I didn’t have a chance to give you any further updates.”

Ryker turned for a moment and I heard a choked sound from him as the sight obviously impacted him too. “Fuck,” he rasped.

It took him a little while longer before he turned back to face us, then swept an assessing gaze over us.

We all tensed, Cassius, Lazriel and I exchanging a look as Ryker’s gaze shot to Ketheron being out in the open like this, outside the parameters that were allowed.

Then tension grew as Ryker stepped up to him.

Ketheron stared at him warily.

And then Ryker gave a nod. “You’ll need to defer to my command.”

“I… excuse me?” Ketheron responded.

“I need your help. There are six hundred and fifty hybrid beings inside the facility over there. They all need to be evacuated. It’s no longer safe here.”

“And you want me to evacuate them?”

“I’ll provide you the coordinates and you’ll perform mass teleportations to a couple of our clandestine sanctuary zones. But beyond that, I need your assistance with something else my team is working on, because the safety the sanctuaries will provide is only temporary. More needs to be done.”

Ketheron looked out at us, absolutely flabbergasted.

“Well?” Ryker said, pulling his attention back. “What do you say?”

“Yes. Of course. I can assist.”

“Through following my lead?”

“I can do that, Ryker.”

Ryker smiled. “Good.” He looked at Kai. “I need you with Ariana. Assist with the evacuation of Facility 2. I’ll take Vorzyr with me to see to Facility 1. Guardian Members are deployed across the supernatural world gathering thousands of other hybrids, especially those who’ve stepped into prominence lately—they will be chief targets of Puritas, just like these facilities.” He eyed Cassius. “Can you assist with Facility 1’s evacuation alongside Vorzyr?”

“You need Celestial power,” Cassius realized aloud.

That was definitely the pattern with everything Ryker had just said. Kai, although not technically of Celestial power, had power that rivaled that. And he also had access to ancient magic that could basically replicate Celestial power temporarily as well.

“The only thing strong enough to cloak those at risk is Celestial power.”

“They can certainly be cloaked, but that is the extent of it, should this sort of necromantic power be used again,” Cassius warned.

“What does that mean?” Lazriel asked.

Kai told him, “Risen Reckoning cannot be blocked by any magic outside of necromancy itself.”

“Death touched beings could survive it, right?” I asked.

Kai’s lips quirked. “I like the way you’re thinking. They could survive it for a very brief window of time. A vampire could withstand being touched by it, but if faced with a concentrated blast, annihilation is near certain. Except for maybe an Ancient.”

A rumble sounded, pulling us all up short.

It took me a moment to realize that it was Ketheron growling.

His eyes were darting off into the distance, to the west, through the trees. “They need to be evacuated immediately. A rush of power comes this way,” he reported, eyes narrowing as he continued staring out there.

“Want to narrow that down, Keth?” Lazriel asked.

“Dark Fae. A huge contingent.” He frowned. “You cannot feel them?”

“No. I…” Lazriel concentrated. “I’m not feeling anything.”

“They are using heavy illusionary magic then.” Ketheron’s eyes flicked to Cassius, his eyes shooting wide. “Not just illusion craft—they possess Celestial power.” His brow furrowed as he concentrated. “Tainted Celestial power… the familiarity of it… it’s…” A full body shudder went through him. “He’s tied to it. Corvin is tied to it. His scent is fading but it’s still present, just stale now, in his death.”

“The Celestial Plane gave him a supply of their magic,” Ryker said. “He already used it. We’ve been scouring everywhere he ever went when he was alive and we found nothing.”

“It was hidden… death magic taints it.”

Crap.

I saw the moment the realization hit Ryker. He looked between each of us, suspicion sparking.

He turned and strode to the ashes, and then he was sweeping his magic over it, back and forth, again and again, until his green glow flamed brightly, before then snuffing out.

“Morien Morgave walks the mortal plane,” he muttered to himself, shoving a hand through his spiky dark hair.

“Back!” Ketheron suddenly bellowed.

In a burst of speed, Lazriel snagged me and Cassius and ran us back several feet.

Ketheron did the same to Kai and Ryker, before he thrust out his palms and a violent explosion of his gold magic shot up in front of us, a shimmering wall rushing out either side, encompassing us and the facility behind us.

Not moments later, dozens of Dark Fae teleported on the other side of the wall that Ketheron was using to shield us with.

We all called our power, and Lazriel assumed a fighting stance, his features contorting into his full vampiric state.

Ryker strode beside Ketheron as he held the wall in place.

“Let me pass through,” he told him, as he called his infamous defensive magic to his upturned palms, vibrant-green lightning sparking that had the ability to cut through most beings’ magic, those of a very specific nature like Ketheron, notwithstanding.

Before Ketheron could respond, a burst of gray smoke tinged with sparkling black flecks erupted.

I jolted as he came into view.

The being I’d seen on the other side of the Veil when I’d been trapped there, the asshole who’d sealed the tear I’d made and trapped me inside, forcing Sylas to kill himself to enter and save me.

The figure in the red velvet hooded cloak with the straggly dark hair.

He flipped down his hood and a chill shot down my spine.

I’d seen some of the black veins before, but now he’d revealed his face fully, it was another fucking level of disturbing.

The black magic rot was unlike anything I’d ever seen before, or even heard about.

He stood there like a harbinger of decay, so much twisted power rolling off him. Even with Ketheron’s shielding wall up, I could feel it uncomfortably against my skin, the acrid taste in the air making my stomach churn.

His gaunt face had black veins crawling from his sunken eyes across his brow and down his hollow cheeks. His stringy hair hung around his face. A black shirt clung to him and was unbuttoned enough to reveal the continuation of those jagged veins. His fingers were twisted, nails blackened.

“We find ourselves with a second chance, Ryker,” he spoke in a nasally voice that had an additional creep factor to it.

“Morien,” Ryker responded, voice like steel. “Things will end the same way they did last time. Stand down now.”

Morien sneered, then looked out at the rest of us, barely even registering the mass power Ketheron was using to bar him from us and the facility. “Where is my son?”

Kai’s eyes narrowed.

My power flamed, my Dark Fae magic sparking on my palms joined by my shadows starting to swirl around me.

Cassius watched warily as he held his white power steady.

“Take the shithead out,” Lazriel hissed to Ryker.

Ryker took another step forward.

Morien held up a finger and tsked. “Such aggression.” His eyes narrowed. “And such foolish hubris. There are hundreds you wish to protect on these grounds, yet instead of even considering my request for my son’s presence to appease me, you prepare to fight me.” He gestured at the dozens of Dark Fae—the very much corrupted version of my former kind. “And them.”

“You’re up against a fuck of a lot right now,” Lazriel growled.

“Yet, you are all living beings, are you not? Even you, hybrid, are only partly death-touched. Just like the Wraith hybrid beside you.”

I swallowed down a shudder as the realization of his words hit.

He was threatening to perform Risen Reckoning.

“Just to be crystal clear, I ingested a lovely dose of Celestial power on my return to this facility. So in case you were trying to calculate my reach, you may rest assured that I most definitely have the means to flood this entire area. They will all perish alongside you.”

“Your madness never wanes. Even in death and defeat,” Ryker returned heavily. “Neither does your true sickness—that venomous megalomania.”

“Yes, intoxicating, isn’t it?” He swept his gaze over all of us. “Just like all that heady power coming off you all.” He stepped forward right up to the wall, just an inch from touching it. “Where. Is. My. Son?”

Ryker started forward, his lightning flaring dangerously.

I saw Ketheron make a move to allow him through.

But then Morien snapped his fingers behind him at his backup.

A rush of power slammed into Ketheron’s wall.

It shouldn’t have been able to touch him physically, shouldn’t have been able to impact him.

But then he was screaming as a kaleidoscope of magical streams started sweeping all over the wall.

It wasn’t messing with the structural integrity—it was messing with Ketheron.

Personally.

They were using it as a conduit.

It was mind-meddling on a brutal scale, all of them pouring their power into it.

Ketheron staggered and roared, the wall flickering as he struggled to maintain stability through it.

“I can’t cast it out,” Ryker said. “My magic can’t touch him.”

And he couldn’t break through the wall either.

None of us could.

Kai spun around toward the facility behind us and I saw Vorzyr in mid-dragon shift, seeing what was happening. Nyx was herding everyone back inside as fast as he could.

“Get clear!” Kai bellowed.

Vorzyr shook his head, not wanting to leave him.

“Do it! Go! Now!”

“Too late,” Morien rumbled.

I spun to see Ketheron collapsing to the ground, Lazriel vamp-speeding there just in time to catch him before he hit with a nasty thud.

The wall dissipated.

Kai, Cassius and Ryker started forward, their magic flaming wildly.

Morien grinned eerily, then snapped his fingers.

And then a rush of gray magic identical to Morien’s streamed from the dozens of Dark Fae.

It slammed into Kai, Cassius, and Ryker, stopping them in their tracks, then hauling them several feet off the ground.

Morien’s grin widened. “I used Celestial and black magic to play with the limitations of Undead Domination—now it can puppet more than mere vampires.”

Oh my God.

“Consider yourselves fortunate. You get to survive this,” Morien told them, gesturing to them being held several feet off the ground.

I twisted my hand discreetly, trying to move my shadows covertly, intending to weave them around behind the Dark Fae that Morien was using to wield one aspect of his own magic so he could be free to do much worse.

But a sudden snap of his fingers had him blasting his magic at me and it hit my left wrist, making me scream as that toxic black magic seared my skin like a real bitch of a thing.

Lazriel burst from seeing to Ketheron and went for Morien.

“Lazriel!”

A mere raise of his palm and Lazriel was frozen just an inch out from touching him.

With a sweep of his hand, Morien tossed him hundreds of feet across the fields. He winked at me. “Can’t harm that one.”

I seethed at him and moved to heal my wrist, but he thrust his palm up at me too, forcing me to be utterly still, paralyzing me standing there on the ground.

Ketheron grunted and fought to get to his knees.

“You, on the other hand, I can absolutely harm. Well, kill. Now you’ve already served your purpose with causing my son to enter the Valley of the Dead in order to spare you, there is no further use for you. In fact, the love he has for you is dangerous. It could bolster him, give him hope. I cannot allow that.” He gritted his teeth. “Unfortunately, I cannot execute Lazriel along with you—blood vows can be supremely aggravating.” He looked up at Cassius. “You will follow her shortly. We’ll keep you alive in the wake of her death, despite your Soul Brand connection, for long enough to harvest your Celestial magic.”

While like Ryker and Kai, Cassius couldn’t move, couldn’t talk, or even blink, I could feel his panic and terror raging through the Soul Brand so fiercely, I could barely breathe through it. It completely drowned out my own.

“Madman,” Ketheron seethed.

In the next second, he burst from the ground toward Morien.

Inches out and he just bounced right off him.

What the—

Ketheron hit the grass hard, but somersaulted back to his feet.

Morien laughed. “Feel familiar? It’s a reengineered version of that leash Corvin afflicted you with. This incarnation ensures you can’t touch me, no matter how much you wish it. That was what my people were also doing, not just tearing down your wall, but removing the greatest threat in my midst.”

Ketheron roared and then fired at the Dark Fae.

If he couldn’t take out Morien, he could take them. Sound reasoning.

Or so it seemed until his golden magic slammed up against an invisible shield that burst into view as a shimmering white dome when his magic hit.

He had the power to break through it, but it would take time.

He snarled, then unleashed his dragon flame, the ferocious fire blazing from his open mouth.

The shield shuddered.

And then a dozen of the Dark Fae who weren’t busy using Morien’s borrowed power against Cassius, Kai, and Ryker, thrust their palms forward and Ketheron was screaming.

No!

They still had a link to him that had been established when they’d infected his wall.

He yelled and staggered, clutching at his head.

His eyes met mine and I saw the terror in them that he was paralyzed in a whole other way than we were, unable to help.

Of course his concern would be for others and not his own agony. He was a true gentle soul, perhaps the most gentle soul to ever walk this earth. And yet all he experienced was suffering.

From psychopaths like these.

It made me so fucking sick, I couldn’t even begin to reconcile it.

Rustling sounded and even though I couldn’t move my head, I managed to see a blur cutting across the area.

It had to be Lazriel rushing back into the fight.

“May you finally find peace in death, darling,” Morien spoke.

I heard Lazriel bellowing in the distance, obviously having heard that.

But it was too late.

Morien called his power in a massive surge and it streamed up into the sky, flash lightning sparking.

Then he gathered it in a sudden sweep and slammed his palms together, creating a horrific shockwave that shot straight toward me.

“Ashes to ashes,” Morien rumbled.

To be continued in ROSE AND SHADOWS
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Next Book in the Series



ROSE AND SHADOWS

WRAEVEN ACADEMY, Book 3

We’re standing on the edge of ruin.

Wraeven Academy was the start of a new life for me.

Lazriel, Cassius, and Sylas saw to that.

They’ve become my home.

But now it’s all under threat.

Nowhere is safe.

War is on our doorstep.

Bring. It. On.

I’m no longer running.

But our enemies will be.

We’ll take the fight to them.

We’ll bring them to their knees.

Watch us now.

Watch the wronged rise.
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Wraeven Academy Series



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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Don’t Miss A Leia King Update



Sign up to Leia King’s Newsletter for news!

WEBSITE

INSTAGRAM

FACEBOOK

PINTEREST
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WALKING WITH MONSTERS

LOCK UP THE DARKNESS

SCARS RUN DEEP

BURN IT DOWN

TWISTED TORMENT

WRECK ME

HATE ME

CRAVE ME

VICIOUS THINGS

THEY BREAK BEAUTY

WHEN KINGS FALL

ELECTI ACADEMY

WICKED HEIRS

CURSED HEIRS

FALLEN HEIRS

COVETED KINGDOM

WHERE THE WICKED REIGN

VICIOUS LITTLE PRINCESS

THEY MAKE MONSTERS

IMMORTAL FLAME

HARBINGER

LEGACY
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WRAEVEN ACADEMY

OBSIDIAN AND FROST

AMETHYST AND IRON

ROSE AND SHADOWS

LOXLEY ACADEMY

OUT OF SHADOWS

FROM POISON

UNBROKEN

CASTLE ROCK ACADEMY

THORNS AND THRONES

BLADES AND BEASTS
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