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ROSE AND SHADOWS Blurb



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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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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Venture inside once more.

Watch the wronged rise.
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~Lazriel~



It was deafening.

The roars, the screaming.

Panic and terror ripped through me like a living entity.

I could feel it in my bones, prickling at my skin, and blazing in my fucking veins.

Burns had scalded my body from where that psychopath had hit me with his magic.

I was fucking bleeding with it from so many places.

The impact of being thrown while infected with black magic had messed with my durability—which had been supreme lately with me bringing out my vampire side more and calling on my Ancient blood—and I was running with broken bones.

All that pain was nothing compared to the sight of Velra trapped as Morien unleashed.

A wave of his tainted magic swept toward her.

Too fast.

Too powerful.

It was gonna kill her.

I had to stop it… I had to… I couldn’t fucking make it.

I could see it. I knew it.

I was compromised.

The distance… I couldn’t cover it in time.

Ketheron was incapacitated, on his knees now, screaming, his hands clutching his head in agony as Morien’s allies tore into his mind.

Cassius, Kai, and Ryker were being held in a necromantic hold off the ground that shouldn’t even be possible, but Morien had violated necromantic law with Celestial magic.

Fucking shit.

Beyond, I saw Nyx frantic, seeing the situation, being pulled away by Vorzyr where the two of them had been gathering the hundreds of hybrids of this CRS facility, teleporting them out in droves.

Vorzyr had a wall of his dragon flame thrown up a few feet from the entrance and a ward as well, a desperate move to try to shield those who still remained when Morien’s wave hit.

A wave that would turn everyone it touched to ash.

A wave about to hit the woman I loved.

“Velra!” I bellowed out across the distance.

Through all the chaos, I didn’t register it until it was too late, and a rush of violent wind inundated me, before a voice sounded through it.

“Stand down. You cannot survive him.”

“Dad,” I rasped.

It was all I managed to get out before I actually saw his form, and a split-second later, he bodychecked me. With me running at full speed and him as well, it ripped me right off my feet and it sent me flying fifty feet away into a tree.

I cried out at the bone-shattering impact, and I ricocheted off it, landing on my hands in the grass and dirt.

Straining as fast as I could to look up and out at the nightmare scene I’d been headed to, a mixture of shock and terror had me shuddering as I watched my dad dart in front of Velra—a second before the moment of impact.

I spluttered out a scream as Morien’s wave—that demented version of Risen Reckoning—slammed into my dad at full force.

No. No. No!

My dad was wearing one of those face plate masks, all polished metal, and he had a low hanging hood on, so I could only see his eyes, flaming red, while he stared down Morien with his boots rooted to the ground as he stood in front of Velra like a ballistic shield in Ancient vampire form.

Morien jolted as his nuke-level blast was forced to concentrate only on my dad, instead of tearing through Velra and then the entire facility a hundred feet behind her.

“Remnant,” Morien choked.

“Power has corrupted you dearly,” my dad spoke without emotion, just a cold, hard fact.

Morien clearly didn’t like the impersonal nature of it, and he sneered. “And arrogance appears to have twisted you. How incredibly foolish. You’ve just made a suicidal move. Thinking you can absorb Risen Reckoning?” He shook his head. “You feel it, yes? It’s melting your insides every moment you continue to stand in its path. In my path. Your healing factor will be overwhelmed soon enough and you’ll be nothing but ash just like the others I saw to earlier.”

“Massacres for massacres’ sake now, is that it, Scion?”

Even though my dad’s voice came out steady—hell knew how—I caught sight of his hands shaking and… and his fingers starting to desiccate. The rest of him was covered, so it could be far more than even that beneath all the leather and robes.

“Ah, old friend, you know all too well that I always have a greater plan.”

He pushed harder then, his magic flaring.

A violent gray glow erupted all around my dad, then bled into him, cracks forming in his clothing, moving deeper to his flesh.

The only sound of the agony that it had to be causing him was a mere grunt.

Badass motherfucker indeed.

His eyes flickered, that flaming red petering in and out.

I staggered to my feet.

I was healing rapidly, but I was still off-kilter.

It would have to be enough.

But then a whisper on the wind reached me.

My dad’s voice like before, a sound so low that it wouldn’t be perceptible to Morien. Or most others for that matter.

“Do not. He is coming.”

“Hold him!” Morien yelled behind him.

Then I watched as a couple of the Dark Fae used Morien’s magic to invoke Undead Domination, which would enable them to puppet my dad and take complete control.

Fuck, no.

The streaming hit, but ricocheted right off him and shot back the way it had come, driving into the wielders and sending them crying out and sailing into the depths of the forest.

Morien’s eyes widened. “How in Hades did you—”

A violent thunderclap cut him off.

Another and another.

The sky split open.

Flash lightning lit up the darkness.

Crimson lightning.

Fucking shit.

Was it really—

A massive stream of red power shot down from the sky in a sudden rush, hitting the ground right between my dad and Morien.

In several flashes of ferocious lightning, it snuffed out.

And there in its wake was none other than Sylas in a primed crouch.

His flaming eyes burned into Morien’s.

His lips lifted.

And then he smashed his right fist down, his power radiating out like a shockwave that smashed into Morien.

The bastard screamed as his power cut out in one shot and he was blown back into the forest.

Velra stumbled forward a little as the Undead Domination hold was broken on her.

Sylas briefly glanced behind him, needing to check she was all right, even in the midst of battle. I smiled to myself.

Then his gaze went to the Dark Fae and I saw him register the situation—that they were holding Kai, Cassius, and Ryker with necromancy infused with Celestial power.

He grimaced at Ketheron growling and uttering pained cries on his knees, clutching his head as some of the Dark Fae continued to torment him to keep him down.

He clenched his fists and I saw him note Ryker’s presence, a heavy look passing over his face. With all his unlawful activities, the vigilantism, it being known that he’d performed that outlawed spell, Auctoritas Mortis, and now it being clear he was no longer bound and therefore a threat again… it didn’t bode well for him. Here he was not just out in the open with his power, but engaging in battle and unleashing heavy magics. And I had a sinking feeling that he’d figured out a way to end this current battle and it involved crossing more lines. Right in front of the Head of the Guardian Movement.

“You allow them to constrain your power,” Morien spoke as he teleported back into the fray a few feet from Sylas, his palms upturned and live with his creepy gray and black power.

“My power just had you on your ass, father dearest.” He rubbed the fingers of his right hand together, making a show of sparks of potent lightning erupting, something he was somehow able to do just from that slight gesture and also control to an insane degree.

Morien delivered one of his sneers. “How are you wielding your magic?” He frowned as he looked Sylas over standing there in all his Almighty Necromancer glory, his crimson power radiating off him furiously, his long hooded leather coat flapping behind him from the force of it all, his brown closely-cropped hair with the red spikes shooting straight up, so rigid, and radiating power too.

Sylas eyed the psychopath steadily, not giving anything away in his expression.

I mean, his father had been dead, he hadn’t seen him in years, now he’d just come at the ones Sylas loved, and yet he was showing next to no emotion at all.

Oh, fuck. With his magic back, he had to be employing that extreme level compartmentalization of his. A good thing in a dicey battle face-off situation like this, but really not beyond that. Not with us. And not for him.

“You know, most parents who haven’t seen their flesh and blood for years would at least commence with a ‘hello.’ Maybe even a ‘how are you?’”

Even as he delivered that, he did it stoically.

But Morien wasn’t stoic about it.

He couldn’t take his eyes off Sylas.

In fact, he was so focused on him, that he didn’t notice that Vorzyr and Nyx were just finishing up with the last two sets of groupings of hybrids that they’d gathered to teleport.

I saw my dad had shifted to beside Velra now, instead of in front of her, and she was working to heal him with her purple Dark Fae magic, sweeping it over the length of him, back and forth.

While she was doing that, though, my dad had a hand behind his back, and from the angle I could just about make out him sending hand signals. Some sort of military gestures that Vorzyr Titanus was picking up on, taking note of, and reading well. He’d grown up in the Dracoryn Realm, which at the time under his family’s House Titanus rule, had been super militaristic, so it made sense he’d be able to interpret those sorts of gestures.

It had Vorzyr whispering to Nyx and shifting how they were evacuating everyone—moving them with bursts of speed from Vorzyr and some hybrids that had vampire abilities off to the side, before taking the time to do big-time teleportation that was taking a while to conjure when transporting so many, especially having to do it over and over.

My dad was having them clear the way.

He knew something was coming.

Something clearly that Sylas was going to do, but that he couldn’t do without causing collateral damage, until the hybrids were clear behind him.

“You have learned a great deal in the time that I’ve been gone,” Morien commented.

“Does that time include you abandoning our family? Or are we just talking about the years you spent as death’s little bitch? You know, until you had to rely on that twisted fucker, Corvin Morvain, to rescue you?”

“You are rewriting history. Your mother cast me out.”

“You left her no choice. You chose power over her, Raina, and me. Just had to try to rule the world, huh? And it worked out gloriously. Falling spectacularly. Becoming dependent on a madman to spare you. And, fuck, the state of you… let’s not neglect mentioning that—you’re consumed by black magic. Barely more than Animated Fleshwork. What a degrading position to be in for a necromancer, wouldn’t you say, Father?”

Morien’s lips twisted. “Look at you daring to stand there and challenge me, to dismantle me with your biting accusations.” He took a step forward, making Sylas tense at the ready. “How do you think this was made possible? I made you in my image. I ensured it was so, choreographed it, you might say.” His eyes gleamed. “Everything you are, all that esteemed power, the significant moves you’ve made, the dangerous paths you’ve ventured down… all because of me.” He smirked. “Son.”

Holy. Shit.

“Haughty claims and a fuckload of misappropriation. My, my, how desperate you are.” He took a step closer to Morien. “How deeply you fear me, Father.”

“The haughty claims belong to you. Careful of that arrogance. You forget yourself, Sylas. I hold the key to you becoming whole again. This power you somehow wield once again is merely temporary. I possess the portion of your necromantic core you require to be restored permanently.” He smiled. “And it will be the key to everything for me. You will be.”

“You intend to become me, yeah, I’m well aware. It’s a whole other level of fucked up. The psychological ramifications are demented beyond belief. And sad. So very sad that you need to become me in order to feel worthy. You can’t be great on your own, so you steal from your son—my power, my very life.”

“What can I say? You were nothing but a means to an end.”

“That only became the case when you realized I was stronger than you, when you had my true potential read as a boy. You couldn’t handle it.”

Morien’s gray power sparked. “You didn’t deserve it!” he suddenly roared. “That belonged to me! You took my position, took what I was supposed to be!”

I started forward.

My dad’s warning—well, his command—to stay out of it was crumbling with every moment that passed. I wanted to tear into that piece of shit and his backup, rip Ketheron away from their mind-meddling influence, rip Velra, Cassius, my dad, and everyone away, and destroy the whole nightmare that they had basically brought to our door.

I couldn’t continue to stay out of it.

Besides, with Sylas here now, any necromantic shit that Morien and his bitches tried to pull could be overcome.

The warning my dad had given me was basically moot in light of that.

“You enter the battlefield under these specific circumstances, and you need to be prepared to kill.”

I jolted at my his voice carrying to me on the wind again, a barely-there whisper, yet one that held a fuckload of weight to it.

I looked to see him eyeing me across the distance. He gestured discreetly behind him, and I saw that all the hybrids had been moved a couple hundred feet away out of the firing line. Vorzyr was conjuring a portal now, using that to move them through to a Guardian sanctuary and all that. Nyx was ushering them through, while also looking out at Kai still suspended by Undead Domination. It was clear he was barely holding it together all the while Kai was in danger. And there was also Ryker, one of Ariana’s dads. Him being in the line of fire was no small thing to them either. Nyx’s gaze flicked from Kai to Ketheron, and pain played on his face. The two of them had a friendship and Nyx had been in Ketheron’s mind once through his dreamwalking, helping him. So he knew his damage and mental anguish well and seeing him enduring this now was obviously hard for him to stomach.

No fucking kidding.

My dad was telling me that the wait was over anyway.

To hang on just a little while longer.

I whispered back, “I’ll bodycheck Ketheron, pull him away from them.”

“You do that and you’ll be assaulted with the mind-meddling magic intended for him. Celestial-enhanced mind-meddling. It could very well fracture your mind, Lazriel.”

“I can’t just stand by and—”

“You will snatch Velra from the battlefield. She is suffering from an attack. She cannot keep that psychological assault at bay much longer.”

Shit. I looked over at her, zeroing in close with my supernatural vision.

She was sweating. One palm had her purple power sparking on it and her shadows swirling, but unsteadily. Her other fist was clenched, but I could see the trembling even as she fought to hide it. And she kept blinking all too quickly as well. Her pulse was unstable and way too rapid.

“Anxiety attack?”

“In essence.”

“She almost died a third time… the trauma of that must have… when, Dad? When do you want me to make my move?”

“The moment you see me shift my weight. Ready yourself. Seconds.”

“You stand there posturing,” Morien went on to Sylas, his composure now cracked after Sylas’ dressing down and calling the fucker out.

“Posturing, huh?”

“Of course. You can’t kill me. I have the core, along with Corvin’s magic to counteract the infection he created in you. And I am the only one who knows the location. Without that, you won’t survive.”

“Oh, Father, you haven’t yet learned? Even after all this time, not to mention, all the vile acts you’ve committed?” Sylas cocked his head to the side, that dangerous look sparking in his eyes. “There are far worse things than death.”

His right palm flamed and then two spinning silver orbs materialized, hovering there.

The same orbs he’d used when we’d been attacked at his house. Specus Relics.

With his magic back, he didn’t need to utter commands, and I saw he had full control of them, a mere twirl of his finger moving them.

He thrust them toward the Dark Fae keeping Cassius, Kai, and Ryker trapped in Undead Domination.

Morien reacted with a roar and thrust his hand at them, making all three of them jolt violently.

Then he moved to twist his wrist.

He was gonna snap their necks! He was gonna murder them, infusing his power with the Dark Fae, black magic, and Celestial magic that his acolytes were already using to hold them there trapped, which would no doubt allow him to even murder the likes of three beings so insanely powerful with just a single neck snap.

Before I could even draw in my next breath, Sylas slammed his free left hand forward, a red leash materializing and wrapping rapidly around Morien’s throat, which Sylas then yanked on and drove the bastard roughly down to his knees.

As Morien spluttered and tried to fight, Sylas took the momentary distraction of him pulling at the leash restricting his airflow, and finished the job with the Specus Relics, driving them straight into the Dark Fae.

They exploded in a violent ball of red light, ripping the dozens of them off their feet, knocking several out in the process.

Their power cut out, and relief flooded me as Cassius, Kai, and Ryker, touched down, finally free.

I saw Sylas gesture at my dad, and in the next moment, he shifted his weight.

That was my cue.

I ripped toward Velra, thankful that most of my injuries had now healed, so I wasn’t slowed down.

It was a good fucking thing I wasn’t, because just as I snagged her and burst her back to where I’d been hanging back at my dad’s strategic command, I watched him burst forward toward the Dark Fae remaining who were tormenting Ketheron.

Velra gasped and clutched at me and I held her to me, stabilizing her from the vampire speed discombobulation, which was impacting her more than it normally would because she was in the throes of a severe attack.

“Lazriel,” she breathed, trembling in my arms.

“I’ve got you. It’s all okay,” I breathed into her hair as I held her back to my chest and enclosed her in my arms.

“You’re all right,” she uttered.

Shit. Of course that was what she cared about—that those she loved were safe and well, even over her own wellbeing. She was something else.

“I thought—” she started, clearly struggling to believe it.

But her words caught in her throat and we both choked as we saw my dad whipping around the Dark Fae unleashing their power on Ketheron, a second before he thrust his hands through the backs of two of them and punched out their hearts in one hell of a gory display. He swept his hand at others, tearing their heads from their bodies. And then it was back to the heart-ripping, until all of them were sprawled out in bloodied pieces, dead on the grass.

He went to Ketheron and helped him to stabilize.

My attention was taken as Morien managed to get off a blast against Sylas.

He held his ground, but with a noticeable grunt, meaning Morien had hurt him.

But he couldn’t defend himself because he had his right hand aimed at the remaining Dark Fae who’d been holding the others.

As several other blasts assaulted him and his hands shook from the strain of taking it, while still holding Morien down with that leash, he staggered, but his power still grew on his right palm. It circled around the Dark Fae, forming a shimmering dome. But it wasn’t a shield. That was made clear as the few who were still conscious started screaming and collapsing back onto the ground as they’d been trying to get back to their feet.

“Sylas!” Kai called out, apparently figuring out what he was doing.

“It’s the only way!” Sylas yelled back to him. “They’re infected with black magic, wielding Celestial power, and my father has made them capable of channeling his necromantic magic. They’re lethal to all of you. I have to! I fucking have to!”

And then just as Ryker and Kai moved to intervene, Sylas twisted his right hand.

Necks snapped, one after the other, in a brutal display, as he murdered dozens, just like that.

A massacre.

“Oh my God,” Velra uttered.

I cursed and tightened my hold on her.

Sylas turned his full attention and power back to Morien then, and as another blast came his way, he caught it in his hand, then tossed it back at the bastard, making him scream as it slammed into his gut.

Morien let out a creepy laugh, spluttering as Sylas tightened the noose around his throat. “Yet another time you’ve killed because of me,” he croaked.

“What?”

“You feel it? That buzzing through your veins tinged with pain? That’s not you recalibrating to your power after being bound. You would have only felt it as I assaulted you. That strange, acrid tang?”

“You infected me with black magic.”

Morien’s lips twisted. “Yes. Now you’ll have a taste for it. Well, more than just a taste with those murders factored in. Especially as a necromancer… taking lives… the black magic will latch onto that intensely.”

“You want my power, why would you risk corrupting it?”

“It won’t be corrupted once I take control of it. I’ve already prepared. But trying to bear that… hmm… I’d wager you’ll come begging me to end it, to take away the awful weight of it.”

Sylas tugged on the leash, making Morien growl.

And then his power flamed.

A warning sparked in my brain.

In seconds all my senses were screaming at me.

Incoming.

An all-too-familiar incoming.

I saw my dad spin around, registering it too.

In the next breath, a rush of movement ripped across the area.

It all happened so fucking fast.

Morien snapped the leash.

The blur briefly came into view and I shuddered as I took in the sight of Victor Halrow.

He winked out at my dad.

He licked his lips at me and a snarl sounded from my dad.

And then Victor snatched up Morien and sped him away through the forest.

“Go!” I heard Kai bellowing, and I watched as Vorzyr leapt into the air, shifting into a glorious black and red dragon as he went, heading out after Victor and Morien.

I was expecting my dad to go as well, to track the fucker.

But instead he caught my eye, regret all over him.

He had to leave.

Again.

Not just being the Commander of The Shadowed this time, but also because he’d just committed murder in front of Ryker.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, I then saw him grasp Sylas’ arm.

The two of them exchanged a nod, an understanding.

“No!” I blurted out. “Don’t! Sylas, we can fix this!”

He’d had to do that. He’d had to take them out like that.

He wasn’t the villain here.

He wasn’t even a fucking criminal.

He’d just saved them all!

“Stop!” Velra yelled too.

Cassius remained silent. He had his arm supporting Ketheron now and the two of them looked out at the scene. Fuck, he thought it was necessary, that Sylas needed to go.

Ryker’s power flamed, intending to stop them.

Kai shook his head in dismay.

And I held tighter to Velra.

In the next breath, my dad sped away with Sylas.

Gone.
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~Cassius~



Morien Morgrave had left no trace.

No doubt due in large part to Victor Halrow guiding him away.

He had been mentored by the Commander of The Shadowed himself after all, so his ability to essentially disappear was no real surprise.

Not only had Vorzyr been unable to tail them, but Lucian Black had arrived shortly thereafter panicking concerning Ryker’s involvement in the awful situation that had occurred here barely an hour ago, and even he had been unable to pick up the scent. Given his supreme tracking abilities, that was certainly saying a great deal.

I shuddered for the umpteenth time as I felt the intensity of Velra’s struggle through the Soul Brand. She was feigning stability and calm, not wanting to project what she worried was weakness and ineptitude, something that her survival mode mechanisms had taught her were a threat to her wellbeing. That was compounded by the fact that she now included Lazriel, Sylas, and myself within the parameters of her survival mode, which made it all the heavier for her. Now survival meant four of us, not only herself—an impossible weight to carry with these horrific external factors at play.

But as she tried to transcend her entire trauma response to what had happened, to downplay the severity to her personally, while not doing that to others who had suffered here tonight, fractures kept occurring, which were resulting in these surges of pain, panic, and hopelessness.

I kept looking back at her as she remained where I’d left her with Lazriel.

She was leaning against the concrete wall of the evacuated building with him stroking her hair with one hand, while she was gliding her fingers over the green gem bracelet she’d made him months ago.

Ariana had flown in and she was now seeing to Ketheron.

Their connection, his imprint upon her, made her the ideal person to soothe him. Even over me, or any of our foursome. I suppose that did bother me to some extent, but currently what mattered most was that he had comfort and if she could provide him that, it was all that should be focused on.

She was sitting across from him now on one of the wrought iron patio tables holding his hand, while with the other she drew illustrations in the air as they talked, and he followed—her special brand of shadow weaving, which he’d learned well since the three of us had been working together at Haven Initiative. Her golden hair blew wildly in the wind, lifting off the shoulders of her brown suede jacket.

When she’d first arrived, Kai had gotten a slap—a rather restrained one given her power set, more of making a point than anything else and ensuring he took proper notice—followed by an overcome hug. She had not been happy that Kai had ordered Nyx and Vorzyr to leave the area rather than help him. In truth, there was nothing they could have done, due to the nature of the predicament we’d found ourselves in at the hands of Morien. But as I understood it, their spat had been about their foursome needing to work as one, not Kai heading off on his own and acting alone.

A similar issue he shared with Sylas.

However, not as pronounced. And they also operated like that for different reasons.

No less infuriating, however, and I could relate to Ariana’s stance on it.

Kai was standing in a circle with Vorzyr and Nyx, the three of them close by to Ariana and Ketheron, giving them space, yet clearly not wanting to be too far away either.

I understood that sentiment so very deeply now.

Even moving away from Velra and Lazriel currently, knowing it would just be for a few moments, was not sitting well with me. The need to be close was intensified to a barely manageable degree by the horrific nature of what had happened so recently. With Sylas being unable to be a part of that, to even be in the same vicinity as us, it was unsettling beyond belief.

He needed to be here. We needed him here.

Alas, I also understood that could not be.

At least, not yet.

I wouldn’t let it stay that way.

He was in the wind now, but it wouldn’t remain so.

He belonged with us.

It was an indisputable fact at this point. And nothing else would suffice.

I sucked in a breath as I neared Ryker and Lucian, the latter whom had his hands on Ryker’s hips, fondling the black leather as he held him close while they talked. The rest of us had been moved away from the bodies of the fallen, but the two of them were just twenty feet away from the scene as Guardian members saw to the sanitization of the area.

Lucian had looked very similarly agitated with Ryker as Ariana had been with Kai. He had experienced many situations with Ryker that had involved the Head of the Guardian Movement staring down death, and nearly being stolen away by it—even before he’d been in the position of power that he was now. All these years later, and so deep into their relationship, Lucian, Mia and Jaxon were still dealing with that from him. Ryker would forever be in the line of fire, I supposed. How did they reconcile it? Because, honestly, even when this war was over, when our enemies were vanquished, I feared Sylas would follow in similar footsteps. Being who and what he was, danger was a part of him—oftentimes whether he liked it or not.

I scrubbed my hand over my jaw.

Earlier… it had been… a lot.

So much power between us, so much knowledge, and we’d almost been wiped out in a single battle, in a single moment, at the tainted hands of a single being.

An utter madman corrupted by megalomania and horrendous psychopathy.

“Ryker,” I greeted as I reached him and Lucian. “We need to discuss Sylas Morgrave.” I gestured at the Guardians sweeping their magic over the deceased Dark Fae, the numerous ones Sylas had killed. Those murdered by Remnant had already been transported away. The Guardians had even completed a scent trace and been unable to register him in any way. Even when delivering death and in the utmost chaos, the Commander of The Shadowed had expertly covered his tracks. He’d also been concealed with a mask and an overhanging hood, so he hadn’t technically been identified by the likes of Kai and Ryker either. They hadn’t actually seen his face, so it was just conjecture, although Morien had called him by his codename in front of them, Morien was also a madman, so that could actually be used to Remnant’s advantage.

Sylas, on the other hand, carried with him a great deal of notoriety.

Yes, he operated within the underground, but unlike the specific vampiric underground of The Shadowed that Remnant existed within, Sylas’ world was on the periphery and he lived out in the open. He wasn’t a myth on the wind. He was a noticeable presence, an obvious part of the supernatural world in its above-board state.

Ryker’s gaze flicked from me to the Guardians not far from us. “There’s not a whole lot to discuss, Cassius. He took my authorization granted for the kill and performed as necessary.”

I started. “Your… what?”

He flashed his eyes at me, discreetly gesturing at the Guardians cleaning up.

“The threat was necromantic in nature. Sylas was the only one qualified to see to it. As regrettable as it was, death was not only necessary but vital. They had been infected with black magic, Morien’s tainted necromancy, and they were also wielding Celestial power. They were beyond reason, beyond wanting to be redeemed. Just like Morien was when I put him down years ago. There was no other way.”

“We’re done here, Ryker,” one of the robed Guardians called over.

“Return to the Compound. I’ll be along for a debriefing shortly.”

With that, the eleven members took off in bursts of teleportation, and I looked to see the forest now unmarked, no bodies, no blood, no signs at all of what had actually occurred.

They’d even taken care of the fifty piles of ashes belonging to the hybrids that Morien had decimated before we’d arrived earlier.

As soon as they were gone, Ryker blew out a breath and told me plainly, “I’m not gonna have Sylas arrested.”

“Because his actions, albeit it severe and devastating, spared your life and that of your daughter’s love in Kai?”

“Because Sylas is very close to how I used to be before I took on the role of Head of the Guardian Movement.”

Lucian rolled his eyes. “Yes, the recklessness and frustrating tendency to act unilaterally is most definitely there with him.”

“Both which can become dangerous,” Ryker said.

“As you well learned.”

Ryker grasped Lucian’s hand. “Yes, my love. In large part, thanks to those around me—you, Mia, and Jaxon. I was able to recognize the price, the danger, and to find a middle ground.” He slipped his hand from Lucian then folded his arms across the chest of his shimmering white shirt. “My power is unique and Sylas shares something much like that with his supreme necromantic abilities, the fact that no other necromancer can come close—aside from Morien. But Morien can only reach that level through unnatural means, namely, black magic usage and the perversion of Celestial magic he’s accessing through Corvin’s experiments.” He shifted his weight. “Having unique power like that makes you stand apart. Sylas also shares my gift for developing workarounds to the seemingly impossible. That adds another weight to it, one bearing down on his shoulders. And it makes it difficult to draw a line. A line between what he can do and what he should do, where he should stop and pull back. And also like me, Sylas doesn’t exactly have an affinity for authority. Another complication. Another danger with what he’s capable of.”

“This is why you had him arrested but never charged? Never sent to The Void? I’m sure you killing his father was also a factor, yes?”

“Killing his father was a regrettable necessity.”

“That heretic took it there,” Lucian interjected. “Ryker doesn’t deal out death, but Morien forced his hand. He tried to take out a vampire clan that was located beside a human settlement, a large town. It would have resulted in a massacre and exposure. Ryker was on the scene first, then several Guardians arrived and Morien attempted to murder them. So Ryker took his life, just before Morien was able to invoke Risen Reckoning.”

Ryker smiled at Lucian and brushed his knuckles over his cheek, before focusing and telling me, “Sending Sylas to The Void was never my intention. But it was important that he believed it could be a possibility.”

“To reel him in.”

He nodded. “To have him recognize the severity of his actions, to help him develop a line to walk so he didn’t push it too far. Sending him to The Void would have been a great loss of somebody with his potential, an utter waste. He’s not like the others who are held there. He has a good heart. His actions come from a place of protection, not domination or megalomania. He’s a force for good. He just needed boundaries.”

“Which is what you sending him to Wraeven Academy actually managed to achieve,” I mused aloud. “Highly calculative and ingenious.”

Ryker lifted a shoulder.

“What about him performing Auctoritas Mortis? Where does your no-arrest stance come in where that’s concerned?”

“He has the means to mend what was broken when he performed that spell. And that’s what will be enforced—once this immediate Morien situation is dealt with. Something Remnant is currently assisting him with.”

I started. “Remnant?”

“Yes, his undisclosed presence to the Guardian Movement. His clear connection to Lazriel Thaine. He doesn’t allow emotion to drive his actions, yet he thrust himself in front of Velra to shield her. Velra remaining alive serves no strategic purpose to him, and he risked his life to safeguard her. He’s clearly the Ancient who fathered Lazriel. That also means that Sylas is safe with him. More than that, it’s known to me that Remnant has connections to a specific black magic user in Ambrose Wisteryn. Ambrose is the same individual who once tried to help my dad when he was consumed by black magic many years ago. He is the one being who hasn’t been corrupted by it, who can think clearly, and who doesn’t do harm with it. He just… enjoys wielding it. Morien claimed he infected Sylas with black magic during that showdown, so Remnant has clearly taken him to Ambrose in order to siphon it from him before it gets its roots too deep. Sylas won’t be taken out of play like Morien had clearly intended as a last-ditch, desperate move to compromise his son.”

“The concerning thing is how deep Remnant will try to pull Sylas into his world as a result, though,” Lucian pointed out.

Ryker nodded. “Morien is a severe threat to the vampiric underground with his Undead Domination ability. But it’s come to my attention that Remnant’s intentions for allying with Sylas may run deeper than tackling that threat together. Fortunately, Cassius, Sylas is now tied to you, Lazriel, and Velra, so there’s a barrier there to him sinking too deep.”

“So, what’s the deal here?” Lazriel’s voice came, and I looked to see him bursting beside us with his vampire speed.

I turned my head to see that Velra was now where Ketheron had been, on the bench and talking with Ariana. Ketheron was standing with Kai, Vorzyr, and Nyx, while Nyx held his glowing blue hand to Ketheron’s temple, soothing him with his Incubus abilities, the empathic and dreamwalking aspects, clearly trying to assist Ketheron’s mind healing.

Lazriel came up on my side, acknowledged Lucian with a chin lift, then glared at Ryker. “Putting a hunting party together soon to go after Sylas? Is that it?”

His aggression was expected, given what had happened. But it was definitely a jolt from the calm discussion we’d been having.

“There won’t be a hunting party,” Ryker responded coolly, completely bypassing the aggression.

Well, he was intimately familiar with such a thing as Jaxon Silver was one of his loves and especially in times of crisis and threat to their family, he reacted in a very similar way.

Lucian’s lips twitched as he regarded Lazriel. “You certainly possess your father’s forthright nature. Yet, not his restraint at this juncture. You’re young, though. There’s time to learn.”

Lazriel started. “What?”

“They know Remnant is your father,” I informed Lazriel.

“Huh.” He took a moment to absorb that, then asked Lucian, “So, you know him?”

“We’ve crossed paths once or twice over the centuries.”

“As allies or adversaries?”

“Neither. Passing acquaintances.”

“Well… good. I guess.” He eyed Ryker. “So, you’re really not going after Sylas? Because what he did… those murders… he had no choice. You get that, then? Sylas isn’t like that, he’s not a killer. It makes him sick to his stomach. He only did that to save you all. Morien forced his hand.”

“And he may very well attempt to force his hand again,” Ryker spoke. “That’s where he needs to be extremely careful, where the Guardian Movement would also be forced to take action.”

“It won’t come to that. But you forcing him into hiding is gonna not only hurt him, but everyone. I get that it’s risky with Morien wanting to take over Sylas’ power and maybe even his whole body, or whatever the fuck, but Sylas is also needed to put that bastard down.”

“The situation is already clear to me and to the Guardian Movement. Sylas will not be sidelined.”

He wouldn’t be, but it was clear the Guardian Movement would be watching closely.

No wonder. There was a great deal at stake.

So very much.

“Your father’s intentions where that’s concerned remain to be seen, though.”

“You think he wants to keep Sylas underground?”

“Don’t you?”

Lazriel flinched. “He needs Sylas’ help right now with the threat that Morien is to all vampire kind. But beyond that… I don’t know.”

“Then it’s a good thing you have influence over the likes of Remnant, isn’t it?”

“Influence… I don’t know about that.”

Ryker smiled kindly. “Something to think about.”

His intention hadn’t been to obtain specific answers, I realized, with the way he’d phrased all of that. He’d just wanted to plant certain notions in Lazriel’s head.

Ryker’s phone buzzed and he pulled it from the back pocket of his leather pants, his jaw tightening when he opened it to view whatever message had come in. “I need to go. Head back to Wraeven Academy.” He gestured at Lazriel and then Velra in the distance. “Both of you.” He eyed me. “Same. It’s been reinforced now.”

“We’re in the middle of a fucked-up war,” Lazriel said.

“A war that is currently at a standstill, where nothing can be done by you at this juncture. Resume your normal lives in a place of stability that Wraeven Academy provides for you. Blackline Protocol will remain in effect. All hybrids are being evacuated across the supernatural world and secured in our sanctuaries that are being bolstered by Celestial magic as we speak, and will continue to be over the coming days. There will be no targets for Puritas to go after. It will put this current war in a lulled state. Take advantage of it while you can.” He told me, “Ketheron will stay with Ariana at Solumira until he has properly stabilized mentally, and I will meet with him there to work on a solution to Morien’s endgame—one of his endgames, that aligns with Puritas’ ultimate goal.”

Velra had already told us exactly what that despicable intent was, something she’d discovered when she’d visited Cornelius and Warlow. Puritas wished to use Morien to enact a massive surge of Risen Reckoning that would latch onto a specific hybrid “identifier” and thereby wipe out every single hybrid in existence in one fell swoop.

Ryker didn’t want us going off half-cocked or enacting our own version of justice, nor fighting this war alone, as we’d partially been doing all too much of lately, due to the many secrets we’d had to bear and keep off the Guardian Movement’s radar.

From a personal standpoint, Velra and Lazriel returning to Wraeven Academy at this juncture was the best bet. It was a place of stability for them both, of familiarity, of focus. And it represented a place of growth and working toward their futures.

Lazriel made a move to respond, but I grasped his shoulder, the touch pulling him up short and making him turn to me in question.

“I believe returning to Wraeven Academy is for the best at this juncture. For a myriad of reasons.” I gestured out at Velra, and Lazriel followed it, sucking in a harsh breath as one of those reasons became undeniably clear to him—she needed it.

“Yeah,” he breathed. “All right. Yeah, it’s time to head back.” He didn’t care for the heaviness that came along with it all, and I saw his lips quirk as he then told me, “Also, I heard that the person they got to fill in for you with your Ritual Ethics & Celestial Lawfare class was a sorcerer from the Unity Council. Not even a Celestial or anybody who’s had a front-row seat to all of that. I’m sure that hasn’t been going over well. I guess, with hybrids not being able to attend until they reinforced the place, at least a bunch of students missed those classes. The reason people were into that class in the first place, which could’ve been really dry subject matter, was because of your animated and passionate delivery, and your deep knowledge that they respected.”

I hadn’t realized that I had been so appreciated as a professor. My students had seemed engaged, but Lazriel was painting a picture that went far beyond that.

“You didn’t know, huh?” he spoke, registering my surprise. “So funny that you’ve become so great at reading emotions and reactions in others now, especially given where you started off, but you aren’t registering the positive way others actually see you.”

I smiled and ruffled his hair, making his eyes light up and a laugh even escape him.

That laugh, that reaction, in the wake of what we had all just endured… it was everything.

In fact, it was proof that we could not only survive this, not only endure the trauma and pain, but thrive through it.

Together.

As one.
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~Sylas~



“Your pulse is racing.”

I looked over at Remnant as we strode along the dark beach.

“Adrenaline.”

“You are expending too much energy in order to intensify your compartmentalization, when you should be resting and conserving your strength after what just transpired. You only just underwent the transplant and you were then forced to use your power within an hour of the procedure in an extremely heavy and high-stakes battle. And with your father, no less.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“You most certainly will not.”

I shoved a hand through my hair. “I just murdered dozens and—”

“And you must allow yourself to process that.”

“You don’t understand. So, just drop it, all right?”

“This is about Glasswake.”

I came to a sudden stop. “What?”

“What you refer to as Glasswake Massacre.”

“You know about that? Lazriel wouldn’t have told you. He made me a promise and he takes those very seriously.”

“Lazriel is aware of what was done to you?”

“You mean, what I did?”

“No. I mean what was done to you.” Curiosity sparked in his eyes. “How did he react?”

“Like Lazriel. With understanding, compassion, and love.”

He smiled. “Yes. That is my son. Once he allows you beneath the harsher exterior he’s unfortunately felt it necessary to develop—in large part due to my absence from his life for so long.”

“If it’s any consolation, it’s clear he understands the absentee father bit now. Deeply. And as for that harder outer shell, it’s actually served him well. Now he balances it better, allows the real, non-repressed version of himself free, allows himself to draw close to those he loves, he’s actually in a good place. This fucked-up war we find ourselves right, smack damn in the middle of, notwithstanding, of course.” I sucked in a breath. “So, how do you know about Glasswake?”

“Necromantic expulsion of that magnitude can’t escape the notice of The Shadowed.”

“Given what a threat rogue necromantic action can pose to vampires, specifically. Our ability to puppet your kind.”

He nodded. “When the exact nature of the situation at Glasswake Settlement became clear, I saw to it.”

I frowned. “Saw to it?”

“The Guardian Movement, nor the Unity Council, nor even anyone throughout the supernatural world is aware of your involvement. How do you suppose that is the case, considering the severity of what occurred?”

“I wiped the scene.”

“You didn’t do so sufficiently. You were hurt and emotionally compromised, mentally taxed, at the time. So I saw to it myself.”

“Why? That can’t have been about Lazriel. We hadn’t even met then. Was it about Morien, even back then?”

“He was partial architect of that massacre.”

“I figured that out recently.”

“His claim to you that he’d had a hand in leading you down specific paths is true—to an extent. You’ve also exerted your own free will and defied much of what he’d intended. However, he did have a hand in that and other defining moments for you. I have access to one such thing through a Stone of Recollection, which I mean to show you. But I can’t risk doing so if you’re in a volatile state.”

“Whose memories are infused into the Stone? My father’s? One of his associates? Corvin’s?”

“Mine.”

I started. “What? Why would you—”

“I needed proof created, proof that could not be twisted by Morien’s false claims, which he could very well use with you in order to curtail our alliance. Something neither of us—nor the supernatural world as a whole—can afford.”

Well, then.

Curiosity sparked.

And a whole lot of wariness.

I was sure there would have been some personal sentiment there too if I wasn’t currently compartmentalizing to a massive degree now that I had my magic back.

“Me continuing to compartmentalize should be an asset. I won’t have an emotional reaction to whatever it is that you mean to show me.”

“My concern is that what you see will decimate that compartmentalization and leave you unable to control it, or yourself, because you have been shutting down to such a great degree.”

“Jeez. What the fuck is it that you want to show me, then? What could possibly be that devastating to me?”

“After we are done here, you will cease the compartmentalization and grieve the murders you were forced to commit earlier. And at Glasswake. Only at that point will we discuss this any further, only at that point will I show you.”

Before I could get another word out, I was choking as a surge of that acrid black magic taste took me over, power swelling in our vicinity.

I looked to see that through our heavy conversation, I hadn’t noticed that we’d reached the entry point to access our elusive contact.

I saw Remnant watching me closely—too closely—as I spat on the beach, trying to expel it. Why was he studying my reaction to it? He already knew I’d been infected. Morien had spelled that out earlier during our battle. Hell, it was why Remnant had brought me here to this place.

Black power enveloped us and we found ourselves in a void.

Then in a flash of magic, the one we’d ventured here to see came into view.

As his straggly white hair flicked in the magically-induced wind, most of it contained by his hooded studded cloak, his white eyes fixed on me. “Twice in merely a day, Sylas. I’m honored,” he greeted me drily. His gaze flicked to Remnant and he jolted. “You bring a very different companion this time.”

“I brought him,” Remnant corrected him, rather pointedly.

“Ah,” Ambrose said, giving a slow nod. “You’ve come to collect that favor I owe you.”

“One of them,” Remnant rumbled.

Ambrose held up his hand. “All right, yes. I know I owe you three. My apologies, I assumed you’d come together due to the Morien Morgrave situation—you both have dogs in that fight.”

“You felt him using Risen Reckoning earlier?” I asked.

He grimaced. “Yes. A highly corrupted version of it.”

“He also afflicted Sylas with black magic. A great deal of it,” Remnant spoke.

Ambrose drew in a sharp breath. “No.” He addressed me. “Having you ruined by black magic can’t be allowed. You’re vital.” His gaze flicked to Remnant briefly. “In many ways.”

“Many ways? Beyond taking down Morien?” I asked. “Is that what you’re—”

“Assess him,” Remnant cut in.

Before I could get a word out, he stepped up close to Ambrose. “He reacted with distaste to your surge of power moments ago, even spat out the taste.”

Ambrose looked shocked once again.

With everything he’d seen over his many years as a black magic powerhouse and the only person ever not to be corrupted by it, that was absolutely saying something.

A smile spread over his face and then he stepped to me and grasped my arms.

I flinched and pulled away.

What the—

That reaction had just been automatic. I hadn’t intended to do that.

With dying, being bound, enduring that transplant, then being attacked by my father and his despicable magic touching me, I guess I was a little jumpy.

Being touched… it wasn’t sitting well with me right now.

I saw concern spark in Remnant’s eyes and he lifted his chin at Ambrose, silently communicating something to him.

In the next moment, Ambrose stepped back then upturned his palms, his literal black magic shimmering in controlled flames.

He swept it around me without actually making physical contact.

I just felt the unsettling pins and needles sensation very slightly whispering over any exposed skin, like my face, hands, and neck.

“Hmm… you were right with your suspicion,” he told Remnant. His lips lifted. “Finally, it’s happened. I’m no longer the only one.”

“You don’t feel it, do you?” Remnant asked me. “You were engrossed in our conversation as we approached, so you weren’t focused on it. But focus now. There’s nothing, yes? No buzzing through your veins, no acrid taste? You only spat out that taste when we arrived here. And only once after Morien infected you. Not a single time since.”

Was he saying what I thought?

Was Ambrose also reading the same thing from me?

“I’m not infected anymore?” I asked. Making assumptions where this was concerned was dangerous. And I was an expert in necromancy, not black magic, so I needed to defer to somebody who was incredibly learned in that area to be sure.

Ambrose told me, his eyes shining with incredulity. “You’re not. There’s no trace of black magic, no trace of that fool’s corrupted magic in your system at all. Your body has expelled it, your magic has rejected it.” He lowered his palms. “I’m no longer the only one who can’t be corrupted by black magic. Now there’s you. Almighty Necromancer indeed.”

I fought to reconcile his words, the weight to them, the utter shock of them.

“You don’t need to fear it now,” Remnant told me. “Or to allow that fear to determine how you engage Morien in combat.”

“You already suspected. You just brought me here for confirmation—for my own peace of mind? You weren’t actually worried about it yourself?”

“It’s one of your greatest fears. If I, a new ally with mixed motives, had simply told you I knew you weren’t corrupted, that Morien had misjudged the situation greatly, you wouldn’t have believed me.” He gestured at Ambrose. “So I brought you to a respected black magic authority, one I knew you’d dealt with and trusted in before.”

“Impressive.” His approach undoubtedly had my respect.

“Morien doesn’t know what he’s truly dealing with,” Ambrose stated. “This changes things. Considerably.”

“It certainly does,” Remnant said.

I smiled, eyeing Remnant. “Well, then. It seems we have a great deal to discuss.”

Despite everything, the pain, the complications, the dire threats we faced, a rush of excitement thrummed through me.

“It’s time,” Remnant announced.

“Time?”

“For you to be immersed in the true Underground.”

“Lead the way.”
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~Lazriel~



It was strange being back here at Wraeven Academy.

For a while now, the world had come calling and I’d answered. I’d been out there interacting and experiencing.

Beforehand, it had been the opposite.

Hiding myself away from my pack because of all the shit that had gone down when I was a kid, then spending the last three years basically locked down here at the Academy by choice and only leaving to attend Crossborn meetings or to visit my mom.

I mean, I’d thought it had been my choice to live like that.

But now I knew better.

I’d been cutting myself off from so much due to fear—previous persecution and rejection, and the way parts of the world were toward hybrids.

So it was kind of amazing that being back here and doing what I’d done for so long now felt weird. And, yeah, maybe a little stifling.

I mean, some of that was compounded by Sylas not being here with us. He’d texted us from a private number, one of my dad’s provided highly-secure phones. But that wasn’t the same. He was sending a lot of GIFs and emoticons, which weren’t exactly his thing, and it seemed like it was his guilt and uncomfortableness coming through at having to keep things quiet—yet again. Being down there with The Shadowed, secrecy was imperative, but it had become clear that Sylas wasn’t happy about having to be that way with us.

Him thinking that way now was a major deal for him. So I was trying to focus on that aspect.

Just like I was also trying to focus on my dad texting me several times a day consistently for the last five days on the special phone he’d given me.

It was his way of keeping his promise to me, of not abandoning me, even with everything going on in the bigger picture of the supernatural world.

I’d reached out to my mom and we’d spent two whole hours on the phone last night.

It would have been longer if Velra hadn’t burst into my dorm room demanding a rough fuck. Yeah, my mom had overheard—Alpha wolf hearing and all that. While Velra had been bursting in, she’d also made a comment about hoping I’d finally finished my readings that I was behind on, so then I’d gotten an earful about that from my mom. I’d been spending a little too much time at Graverun since I’d been back.

My mom and I were gonna meet in person soon. Because of the lockdown, she was going to come here for a couple of hours. It had been too long since we’d been in the same place together and even laid eyes on one another. With everything that had been going on with my dad, him finally stepping into my life, I’d been able to offset that. But now it was wearing on me again. I missed her.

All in all, I was actually having a good day so far.

This morning I’d had my Instinct & Invocation: Harnessing the Inner Beast class with my favorite professor, Drenn Voxe.

After lunch, I had Cassius’ class to attend.

It bummed me out that Velra wasn’t in that class.

Even my class after that was Inter-Realm Relations: Treaties and Cooperation with Lenos Caldrith, the down-to-earth, call-it-like-it-is professor that Sylas liked.

Velra had Harmonic Discipline: Dark Fae Magic & Ethical Focus at the same time. That class was going to be majorly loaded for her with all the Dark Fae enemies abounding and being recruited by Puritas of late.

She shared that class with her friend, Kelsana Torl.

A friend she’d been avoiding since we’d been back here.

She’d claimed that she just wanted to zone in on her studies and keep her focus there—and fucking my brains out any chance she got, along with Cassius when he came by for dinner.

But it was more than that.

The last time Velra had seen Kelsana had been just before Sorin had attacked her at Vantiqe. It not only brought up that trauma for her, but Velra being who she was also felt guilty for endangering Kelsana. Even though she’d gotten her out just in time and Kelsana hadn’t been harmed one little bit.

It was that whole thing of Velra thinking people would be hurt just because of who and what she was. It was how she’d been when I’d first tried to get to know her and she’d blown me off and pushed me away.

She had come a long way, though, because she wasn’t pushing me and Cassius away now, nor Sylas who she was texting a lot. I guess now, as Cassius had explained to me, that the three of us were considered part of her and under the umbrella of her survival mechanism, it wasn’t possible for her to push us away. We were a part of her. But everyone else was considered fair game where that was concerned.

Warlow had even given me a call to inform me that Velra hadn’t responded to his request to offer up some times and dates that would work for her regarding our next Crossborn meeting, which would take place in a dreamwalking state gathering through Nyx facilitating it. And speaking of Nyx, he’d texted Cassius telling him that he’d had radio silence from Velra as well.

Shit.

Today Velra had her first session with renowned Healer and trauma specialist, Brandise Parker. In the aftermath of that fucked-up battle at the CRS facility, Ariana had given Velra the specialist’s card and encouraged her to set an appointment. Ariana and Nyx had both seen this Brandise for their own issues and trauma. Rumor was that even Kai Hunter had gone to a few sessions as well.

I neared the quiet little area up ahead, the edge of campus where the forest opened up into a clearing that was perfect for a wolf run in private.

Exactly what I was planning on doing.

I had half an hour before I met Velra for lunch once she got out of her current class. Then after that, I had to meet with my feeder in my room.

That was another cool thing that my dad was doing for me.

Since I’d come back here, he’d had a feeder come to me three times a day—breakfast, lunch and dinner—escorted by one of his agents that I liked, Arthur, the one I used to call Gilded Guy in my head before I’d known his name. My dad had some major pull even above ground, because he’d made the Academy allow the human feeders for me, even facilitating their access through the insanely powerful wards protecting the campus.

It was crazy how much things had shifted.

Originally, when I’d come back above ground to see my loves and get word to Sylas about the necromantic core transplant, I was supposed to have returned to the Shadow Tunnels within a forty-eight-hour window. But then that attack with Victor Halrow and those Puritas shitheads had happened. I’d been able to unleash both parts of myself in a major way and my dad had been watching through his people.

He’d also realized how much I’d been torn between him and needing to be with Velra, Sylas, and Cassius.

And then with Morien coming into the picture in a horrific way, he’d brought Sylas down to the Shadow Tunnels with him, needing to ready him for that fight, while they also worked together to locate the bastard. It was why, despite us telling Sylas that Ryker wouldn’t hunt him or have him arrested, he remained down there.

It had been best for me to stay above ground.

And I guess while I was embracing the whole feeder thing, my dad was seeing that I was no longer limiting myself and compromising my true power set available to me with his Ancient blood running through my veins. Something I couldn’t afford to do in light of formidable enemies like Victor Halrow targeting me. Wraeven Academy had also been majorly reinforced with protection protocols and wards, so that gave him comfort. I was learning, embracing, and training through my fights at Graverun where I now used the full breadth of my hybridized nature. And I knew my dad had people watching me here, so he was aware of all of that.

Before this Morien thing, my dad had been concerned about bringing Sylas into the Shadow Tunnels. A necromancer and a whole massive army of mostly vampires didn’t exactly seem to play well on paper. But with the stakes rising horrifically and then my dad getting to know Sylas, analyzing him and all that, he’d relented and allowed him underground after all.

It was a lot, for sure.

I breathed in the fresh air and the surrounding tranquility of the natural surroundings.

Although I’d been working hard to embrace my vampire side, I wasn’t going to discount my wolf. It was one reason I’d taken to slotting these wolf runs into my daily schedule. Today I was planning to shift while bringing out my fangs and then my talons instead of my claws.

I reached the spot and stripped off my tank. I didn’t want to ruin my clothes when I shifted. Especially these black tanks I had a bunch of from my dad. They were what I’d been wearing when I’d been down in the Shadow Tunnels with him, and they reminded me of that time—our early days of getting to know one another, of finally building a relationship. I was wearing my tactical pants now like I used to a lot before. There’d been a time when I’d gone the jeans route for a long while as I’d felt freer and all that when I’d grown close to Velra, Sylas, and then Cassius. But with the external shit happening, I guess I was constantly on guard and that was coming through with the pants thing.

I opened my belt, popped my fly, then pulled them off. I even had boxers on these days and I tugged them off too.

I went to toss the clothes aside, but I stopped myself and gathered them and put them neatly in front of the trunk of an old oak tree. Sylas had been harping on about being tidier when we’d stayed at Cassius’ place, and I’d gotten into the habit of it. I mean, Cas hadn’t seemed to give a fuck. Although nobody on the outside would ever think it, he was actually really chill with that sort of stuff. Super accommodating.

I finished placing my clothes down, then rose to my full height, turning toward the large clearing and cracking my neck, preparing to call the wolf and the vampire as one.

But then a familiar rush of power caught my attention, pulling me up short.

A chill whispered across all my exposed skin.

A very welcome chill. One that had my breath catching, my cock reacting fucking fiercely.

And then, just as suddenly, purple magic erupted right in front of me.

Velra burst from it and lunged at me.

It wasn’t enough to knock me back.

But her shadows slithering around my wrists and ankles, then tugging harshly, sure were, as she used them to slam me up against a tree and pin me there, spreadeagle.

“Missed you, sweets,” she crooned, as she strutted the short distance to me where her shadows had one fuck of a sexy dominating hold on me.

I grinned. “My fucking Wraithqueen.”

Her eyes flamed in that gorgeous lustful way.

Yeah, she fucking liked that from me.

“Thought we were meeting a little later for lunch?”

“I got out of class early.” She stopped in front of me and pressed her cold hands to my overheating chest. It felt like heaven, making me moan out just at that slight touch. “Figured I’d have my dessert first.”

Mmm. “Then take your fill, love.”

She ran her hands over my pecs, down my stomach, feeling up my abs. “You know, there’s still something I haven’t shown you yet.”

“What’s that?”

She smiled coyly, then her purple power sparked on her palms against my skin. It had me jolting.

That was just the start of it as I watched four shimmering purple hands running all over my chest. Shit.

She dropped to her knees and gasped my thighs.

Our gazes clashed and then she had me crying out as she opened her mouth and her frost ghosted over my cock, the freezing intensity of it a cross between pleasure and pain.

She smirked, dug her nails into my thighs, then dove down onto my cock, swallowing me all the way to the back of her throat.

I roared out into the forest as the freezing cold of her frost tormented my dick in an earth-shattering way that I couldn’t make head or tail of. I bucked against the tree, writhing against her shadow restraints forcing me to take what she gave me.

She bobbed her head wildly, her tongue swirling ravenously, even her teeth working their will on me. And that frost… motherfucking shit.

“Velra… yeah… fuck!”

Pleasure raged like a storm. The four magical hands that felt exactly like hers pushed it higher, sweeping over my body, flicking and pinching between strokes.

It was sensory overload to the max.

I threw my head back, fur sprouting on the backs of my hands, on my right thigh, my claws bursting free.

She had me jolting as she shifted her grip on my ass, then spread my cheeks open, a moment before I felt her thumb teasing my hole. A flare of magic and it became slippery with lube, and she sank it in deep.

My fangs dropped and I snarled ferociously.

“Ungh… gonna come… ease up. Need to be inside you.” I panted, thrashing in the restraints. “I can’t hold it… give me a second or—”

It was too late.

She ripped her mouth off my cock, purposely scoring my shaft with her teeth on the way up, and it sent me over the edge, bliss wracking my body. The intensity of it all had me basically fucking convulsing against the tree, as I shot my warm cum all over her neck, cheeks, and her breasts encased in that sexy leather corset.

She grinned and rose to her feet and grasped my jaw.

“Snarl for me again, my mouthwatering feral beloved.”

I smirked, then gave her that snarl, the vampire and wolf colliding in a perfect primal symphony of desperate need and no-holds-barred devotion.

A tremble of excitement rolled through her and I heard her pulse picking up even more than was already the case in her highly turned-on state. And of course her purple eyes flared gorgeously too.

She trailed her fingers over her cheek, gathering my cum that had caught it, then she had me groaning as she slid them into her mouth and sucked them clean, little moans escaping her as she tasted me.

“Shit, woman.”

She pushed her breasts against me and angled her throat. “Lick me clean, sweets.”

Jeez. I was dying. This… all of it… fuck, it was another level.

In the next second, she released my right wrist from her shadows, and then I was wrapping my hand around her nape and jerking her to me.

Gasps and panting erupted from her as I lashed my tongue all over her skin, tasting her and myself all at once.

She ground against me, rolling her hips in desperation that called to my own. I was already standing to attention for her again and fucking bursting with need.

I could never get enough.

Fucking never.

I finished with a long, slow lick across the tops of her breasts that had her digging her fingers into my hips.

Then I pulled on all that strength inside me, weaponizing the Ancient blood that could fuel me hella intensely, and yanked myself free from her shadows.

The shock of it had her sucking in a harsh breath, a little wince making it clear it had hurt a bit. But I knew how she was when she got in this sexual headspace, and sure enough, that pain sent her to new heights and she moaned for me, gyrating against me.

“Yes,” she breathed. “More.”

I started. “More?”

“Hurt me.”

That wasn’t… what I’d just done was as far as it went with us in that respect.

Where pain was concerned, it had to be barely anything and swallowed by pleasure.

She saw my hesitation and she linked her arms around my neck, gazing all intensely up at me. “Do it. Hurt me, Lazriel.”

I swallowed hard.

And then I ripped her hands off me and lunged at her with a growl.

She squealed as I drove her down to the ground on her front.

Those squeals ramped up as I shredded all that hot leather from her body with my wolf claws, purposely nicking her in the process a little, just enough to give her a sting, a taste of the hurt she’d begged me for.

I stared at the rivulets of blood running down her back, the call of it getting to me.

I couldn’t.

Her blood was toxic to me.

Been there, done that.

I couldn’t repeat it.

It would make me sick—and worse, it would upset her to see me like that because of her own blood.

So I wrenched her around onto her back, then spread her thighs open, before dipping down and dragging my fangs over her lace panties, using them to tear the fabric to shreds. Without nicking her this time.

When I was done, she grabbed my head before I could lift it and urged me to her.

I saw her gaze drop to my dick, which was now half wolfed out.

“Do it,” she told me. “I want to feel it like that.”

No. “Can’t,” I told her, grasping one of her hands on me and easing it off.

“Lazriel.”

“I’ll damage your sweet little cunt, love.”

“I told you, I want you to hurt me.”

“Not like that.” Never like that.

“I can take it,” she gritted out.

“Velra—”

She shoved me off her and pushed to her feet. “Fine. Gotta protect the weak link, right? I get it.”

“What are you talking about?”

A spark of her magic had me jolting as she had me clothed in my tank and tactical pants.

Message brutally received. Fuck session over and done with.

“When Morien attacked, I had to be saved by you, Remnant, and Sylas.”

“That’s not exactly the way it happened. That’s a wild oversimplification and fucked-up framing. We were dealing with an extremely high-level magical attack. And Cassius, Kai and Ryker were all compromised too. Even Ketheron. Remember me being thrown clear across the forest?”

“It’s not just a one-off thing for me!” she yelled, tugging at her hair. “Sorin murdered me and Sylas killed himself to save me. Kai and Cornelius risked themselves too. All to save my stupid ass! All because of me!”

“That’s not—”

“Then even before that, Cassius tainted himself forever to tether me and bring me back from death, the very thing that created the Soul Brand! He lost his True Celestial status to save me! He became Fallen!”

“He became Fallen for way more than that. He was already on the chopping block before he even first arrived on this plane to train Ariana. Sylas told me that and his intel comes straight from Kai, somebody who was in the thick of it all back then.”

“I was still a factor. Saving me was still a factor. All these people… all of you… all making so many sacrifices, all enduring so much pain… because of me.”

“You’re rewriting history. You realize that Cassius is only still alive because of you? You demonstrated massive power by pulling him out of the Celestial Plane when he was trapped there during the Severance. That night when Rennick attacked Sylas and our reckless necromancer had been on one of his vigilante missions and overexerted himself and he was desiccating, we only got him to that serum, only accessed it too, because of you. It was glossed over with everything else that happened that night, but, yeah, you saved his life. You’ve calmed the volatility of Sylas fucking Morgrave! More times than you even realize. You changed him, helped him regain his humanity. You changed me. You made me feel safe, made me feel loved. And you sure as fuck have changed Cassius—majorly. This thing that we have between the four of us—it’s all you, love. It wouldn’t have been possible without you, it wouldn’t have grown into the special bond that it is without you either.”

She stilled, staring out at me, awestruck.

Had she really not seen any of that?

Her trauma had definitely been triggered, I knew that. The nightmare with Morien had exacerbated it majorly.

But this was the first time she’d shown any evidence of it impacting her—beyond her coming to me twice a day for a whole lot of rough fucking.

She hadn’t begged me to hurt her before, though. This had to be it coming to a head, or maybe at least starting to leak out.

Shit.

Her shoulders slumped and then she sank to the grass.

She blew out a breath and drew her knees up to her chin, wrapping her arm around them, as she played with the grass with her free hand.

I went to her and sat down beside her.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured.

“For expressing your feelings?” I stroked her hair. “Don’t pull a Sylas on me. Express away.”

A smile broke through. “No. I’m sorry for abruptly ending our sexcapades.”

“You’re the one who put the kibosh on their own orgasm. No apologies needed to me.”

A little chuckle sounded from her. She slapped my chest. “Oh, shut up.”

I grinned and wrapped my arm around her, tucking her into my side.

She melted into me. “Thank you… for what you said… reframing things.”

“Not reframing, just framing it accurately. You’re so very far from being a weak link and you deserve to know that, to recognize that, and to feel it down deep, Velra.”

She eased back a little, just enough to look up at me, while not pulling from my embrace.

“What?” I asked gently, as she beamed at me with a look I couldn’t quite place.

I waited with bated breath when she didn’t immediately respond.

Or for several long moments.

And then she swallowed hard and a beautiful smile spread over her face as she uttered, “I love you.”

I choked.

I stared.

I couldn’t… I couldn’t believe it.

Amusement twinkled in her eyes. “You heard me, right?”

“Heard you?” I croaked. “It’s gonna be burned into my memory forever.” I sucked in a breath. “You love me.” I smiled. “The incredible, stunning, powerhouse sweetheart, Velra Nox loves me.”

She giggled. “Lazriel.”

I lunged at her then and drove her down onto the grass, kissing her hair, her forehead, her cheek, her lips. “I love you. Fucking love you so much, my Wraithqueen.”

When I finally stopped, she linked her arms around my neck and held me tightly to her, keeping me so close.

I rolled her on top of me and banded my arms around her back as she rested her head against my chest, sinking into me so amazingly.

A wave of awareness rolled over me.

Not wanting to end this amazing moment between us, I discreetly followed the sensation, turning my head very slightly and reaching out mostly with my peripheral vision.

And there in the distance, only perceptible to those with animal or vampiric senses, was Cassius.

He stood camouflaged by the heavy foliage, smiling out at me.

I smiled back and he gave a nod of relief.

He must have felt her massive distress through the Soul Brand.

And now he’d witnessed this.

He winked at me, then teleported away.
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Ariana Martel had meant well.

She’d actually gone out of her way to connect me with the Healer and trauma specialist, Brandise Parker, revealing to me what she’d gone through and why she’d found it so helpful to see somebody like Brandise.

I knew it had been at Nyx’s request. Even though he couldn’t read me with the empathic abilities from his Incubus side anymore ever since my first death and Cassius tethering me, he’d obviously seen me struggling. As someone who carried a great deal of trauma with him—and for similar reasons to me—he could recognize the signs better than most.

I pulled my phone out from the back pocket of my leather pants as I stared at the gates of Wraeven Academy, where Brandise was about to come through. Security personnel would have to open the ward briefly to allow her onto campus.

I tensed and paused, just staring down at my phone for a few moments.

I’d told Lazriel and Cassius that I would connect with them before I went in for my session. I wasn’t at the location for it, but they needed to believe I was. I couldn’t afford any suspicion from them. They would try to stop me from doing what I had planned. What needed to be done.

I sucked in a breath and fired off a text in our Group Chat.

Velra: Just got to the Mental Wellness Center for my session with Brandise. Have a good class.

Cassius: How are you feeling, little shadow?

Velra: Calm and as prepared as I can be.

Lazriel: We’re really proud of you.

Cassius: Without a doubt.

Velra: Thanks.

Lazriel: Sure you don’t want us there? I know you said it’s something you needed space with, but just checking that hasn’t changed now you’re there.

Velra: I’m good, sweets.

Cassius: We will see you right after my class. What would you like to do?

Lazriel: Stunting? Come on, love, picture it now… Cassius on a motorcycle. Stunting, Velra. Cassius.

Cassius: Is that mockery how you wish to enter my class? With that hanging over your head?

Lazriel: Nice try, but you’ve drawn a clear line between our personal stuff and your teaching. You won’t do shit to me.

Cassius: Immediately afterward, however.

Lazriel: Shit, yeah. Tell me more, Immortal hunk.

Cassius: Goodness.

Lazriel: Goodness? Nah, I was thinking a whole lot of dirtiness.

Sylas: You think you can bring that without me there?

Lazriel: It’s gonna be a tribute to you. Not as good as the original, but getting the job done.

Sylas: Fantastic comeback. How much you’ve learned.

Velra: LOL. We miss you.

Lazriel: Abso-fucking-lutely we do, necromantic heartthrob.

Cassius: Most definitely.

Sylas: You’re gonna choke me up. Miss you all too.

Lazriel: Is my dad still putting you through it? Making you prove yourself first and all that?

Sylas: All is well. He’s got me to deal with, remember? The calculative, manipulative motherfucker. That’s going up against a lot.

Sylas: Sorry, Lazriel. I know he’s your father, but it is what it is.

Lazriel: Just for right now?

Sylas: Things are going well, so I hope so, yeah.

I smiled. He was telling Lazriel that he believed he could find a balance, where he and Remnant could become true allies, an alliance built on trust, not just leverage and calculation, or manipulation of each other.

Cassius: I believe the consensus among the three of us is that we’re wondering why more progress hasn’t yet been made.

Velra: Nothing against you, we just want you back here sooner rather than later.

Sylas: Look, the truth is, most of the time I’ve been here we’ve been delayed because I’ve been sick. There’s been a lot of me having to rest, Remnant’s magical scientists all over me working to stabilizing me. It’s complications from the transplant and me not being able to let it settle and instead forced into battle because of Morien’s attack.

I choked.

That was why he’d been texting so much. He got so immersed when he was in research and problem-solving mode, so him making so much contact with the three of us had been unlike him. Then all the GIFs and emojis he’d sent too… that had clearly been him trying to inject some humor and levity while he’d been feeling so ill.

He couldn’t reveal the intricacies or precise details of what was going on in the Shadow Tunnels between him and Remnant, but admitting to having been ill from the fallout of the necromantic core transplant was him being transparent in other areas, making an effort to rise above that secrecy and to bring us in on it.

My gut twisted knowing that I was actually veering away from doing that myself.

After all my efforts to ease unilateral actions from the three of them, and now I was about to do that myself.

But with the circumstances… I had to.

Velra: You’re sure you’re stabilized now? Promise us.

Lazriel: Are you in bed now as you’re texting us?

Cassius: Do you and Remnant’s scientists require another core? A dose of Celestial magic, perhaps, to assist with the stabilization?

Sylas: It’s all good. I’m up and about again. The intense concern from you all is touching, though. Got me choking up for real now. I’m all good. I swear it.

Lazriel: Thank fuck.

Sylas: Right there with you on that.

Yeah, Sylas had been through so much with his sickness, and it had been one thing after the other for him, something that had taken a massive physical toll.

I wished the transplant had been the permanent solution, not only a holdover until the true cure was acquired

But it was just a matter of time.

That’s all it was… time.

Emotion clogged my throat and threatened to get the best of me. I couldn’t allow it.

Velra: I need to get to my session. See you all soon. Sylas, you don’t be a stranger.

Sylas: Never. And believe me, that’s not an option anymore thanks to you three motherfuckers burrowing deep into my fucking bones. You’re stuck with me forever now.

Cassius: The fear is real.

Lazriel: Damn, you’re getting better with the banter, Cas. Love it.

I exited out and stowed my phone away.

I’d known with what I was about to do that it would test me emotionally, so I’d performed a spell on myself earlier that could temporarily mute my emotions outwardly. It should be just enough to prevent Cassius from feeling any surges from me through the Soul Brand so he didn’t cotton on to what I was up to.

Hell. From me encouraging and then convincing him to reopen the Soul Brand to me… and now… this. I mean, I wasn’t totally shutting it down. I wasn’t actually shutting it down at all. Especially not in the way that he had. But I was muting what he could feel from me, what anyone could feel from me.

It was a special kind of Dark Fae illusionary magic.

Back when Sorin had actually been my brother and we’d played hide-and-seek around the Dark Fae palace with the kids of other Royal Fae Court members during our parents’ long meetings, he’d taught it to me as a trick to hide effectively. Everyone had been using amplifier spells to feel others in order to penetrate physical illusions being used to hide. But this trick had enabled the two of us to have a major advantage and, as a result, we’d always won.

As I turned back toward the campus gates, a flash of indigo magic erupted, and Kelsana materialized, her striking wavy green hair brushing the shoulders of her gold romper.

Despite everything, I smiled at the sight of the gold and pink bracelet encircling her wrist that matched with her twisty earrings. I’d made them for her, indulging in my jewelry making hobby during the moments of downtime when I’d been staying at Cassius and Ketheron’s apartment. We’d talked about it during our hangout at Vantiqe, her wanting to change up her look and I’d mentioned that I made jewelry. I’d left them outside her dorm room the night I’d returned to campus, and she’d been so touched that she’d come by to thank me. It was as sweet as it was upsetting—her reaction made it clear that she wasn’t used to people being kind to her.

I wished we could have left it in the innocence of that, but the night she’d come by and I’d been alone because Cassius had been at Solumira checking on Ketheron while he was in Ariana’s care, and Lazriel had been catching up on a whole lot of reading, I’d been looking into something. And she’d seen it all.

Something that had been nagging at me ever since Victor Halrow’s attack on Sylas and Lazriel at his home. It had been the tail end that had caught my attention—that Dark Fae Puritas contingent that had arrived amongst all the rest.

The Light Fae, vampire, wolf, and other magic-wielder contingent hadn’t been a surprise. But Dark Fae beings didn’t like working with others. It was really rare for them to strike an alliance. The Dark Fae Realm was more cut off from the rest of the supernatural world than any other realm. While there was the younger generation like me and Kelsana who didn’t see things that way, those older and in positions of power still held to that mentality.

But then yet again, Dark Fae had allied with others in the form of Morien Morgrave during that battle with the corrupt necromancer at the CRS facility. Dozens of them.

Sorin was an exception to Dark Fae beings not allying with outsiders, or anyone. And because he was specifically one such exception, it had caused major suspicion to spark. Especially given his connection to Puritas and his high-ranking position within their despicable organization.

“Hey,” she greeted me warmly.

I smiled. “Right on time.”

“Well, I get that you need to time this just right or it’s going to be a no-go.” She scanned the immediate area, then asked me worriedly, “Are you sure Lazriel isn’t near?”

“I’m sure. He was just texting me and from the Dining Hall. He’s headed to his class now, a class that Cassius is teaching over on the other side of campus, so we’re good.”

She breathed a heavy sigh of relief. “Good. I’m finally at peace with him, but doing this… I don’t want the notorious Halfblood Hound marking me as an enemy again, you know?”

“I won’t let that happen. No matter what. You’re my friend. That will be emphasized if this does end up coming out.”

Right now, Lazriel thought that I’d been staying away from Kelsana since I’d gotten back because of my trauma response toward her being endangered when Sorin had attacked at Vantiqe. But I’d ensured he hadn’t seen the two of us together because his instincts and intuition were off the charts, especially now he’d fully embraced his vampire side. He would have been able to clock that something had been going on, that she and I were working on something secret.

I shoved my hand through my hair. “Bet you’re wishing you hadn’t seen all my notes about this situation when you came to my dorm room the other night, hmm?”

“Actually, I’m glad I did see it.”

I arched an eyebrow.

“So you don’t have to do this alone.” She winced. “But I also get why you need to do it without your men. At least for right now. You’ve died twice—they were all there witnessing the second time. Then with the Morien attack, they saw you on the verge of tasting death a third time. It’s a lot. Like you explained to me, they’re hanging by a thread.”

Yeah, they were. I hadn’t seen the aftermath reaction from Sylas because he was in the Shadow Tunnels, but things were definitely coming through from even his texts. Lazriel’s reaction to me losing it when we’d been fooling around had made that clear as well. He was so incredibly worried for me and he’d been pushing for me to see Brandise. And then there was Cassius. He’d barely reacted to me almost dying again—or even him almost dying. And with Cassius, it meant one thing to me—it was coming. In a major way.

Kelsana went on, “And that massive personal stake they have toward you, in your wellbeing, can cloud a whole lot. Just like the fact that it needs to be you who does this thing today and it can’t be any of them in your stead, or even anyone else.”

“I really appreciate you helping me to re-establish the connection needed for today.”

“Well, you can’t go back into the Dark Fae Realm. Alarms would be set off all over the place—literally as well.”

“You were discreet?”

She smiled, knowing what I was really getting at. “I’m fine. I didn’t endanger myself or put myself on the radar of the Royal Fae Court. But once this thing happens today, the proverbial noose will definitely tighten, and I’ll be implicated.” She lifted a shoulder. “I’m fine with it, honestly. I hate going back into the Realm anyway. And things with my parents… well, I told you what they’re like. With me trying to change and to be better, severing my ties with them will actually be a good thing, conducive to that.”

“Even with that being true, you’ll still be in danger. I can’t allow that.”

She frowned. “You want me to stay here, just give you the address of the meeting I set up between you and the group?”

“Yes.” I held out my hand.

She stepped up to me, urgency spilling from her. “Velra, this isn’t just your fight. What those Dark Fae acolytes of Morien Morgrave did, what the ones who allied with that Puritas army that attacked Sylas and Lazriel did, and what all these mind-meddling supporters in general have done, has dragged the reputation of all Dark Fae beings through the mud. Pretty soon, all anybody will see when they think of the Dark Fae is that we’re underhanded, power-hungry, irredeemable demons.”

“Kelsana—”

“I know. I understand the danger of it. But I didn’t exactly help the cause myself, did I? My actions back at Maven Academy gave Dark Fae a bad name in that space too. I need to fix a lot of what I did back then. And here and now, getting in on this fight, is my way to fix this specific aspect. Or at least try to. I don’t just want to go along with you today to meet with them. I want to become a part of it. I’m in, no matter the danger.”

As her words hung heavily, I caught sight of an eruption of fuchsia magic outside the gates where four security guards were stationed, magically-imbued swords at the ready, even clad in shimmering armor.

A woman with short, feathered jet-black hair materialized. She was a petite thing but the way she carried herself gave her a commanding, yet somehow gentle edge at the same time. She was dressed in pink from head-to-toe, a cropped blazer giving way to a pair of wide-legged pants.

Just the way Nyx had described her.

Brandise Parker. Healer and Trauma Specialist.

Any student who’d returned to Wraeven had been locked down and wasn’t allowed to leave the campus through the intensely reinforced wards, so any specialists—or feeders in Lazriel’s case—could only access those who needed their services by coming here in person and making house calls.

I stared at her as she approached the security guards and began the process of identifying herself and undergoing their security check. She had a definite disarming presence about her. And this was me seeing her from a distance. Up close, that would be all the more intense.

It had me shifting my weight uncomfortably. It was a good thing I wouldn’t be making it to my session with her today. Being disarmed… wasn’t that just another way of being lulled into a false sense of security? It was worrying, I knew that much.

At least she had two other appointments here, so she could just move them up when she realized I wouldn’t be showing up. No harm, no foul.

“All right?” Kelsana asked, lightly brushing my arm.

I blinked and grasped her hand. “Let’s go. The window is opening in seconds.”

“Really? You’re on board with me being there, heading deeper into this?”

“Like you said, it’s not just my fight anymore.”

That was a heavy fucking statement considering the circumstances.

I didn’t allow myself to think more about it as I focused, my power flaring, both Dark Fae and my shadows, the latter sweeping around the two of us as I also called forth my illusionary magic, and even my Dark Fae teleportation.

The moment Brandise passed through the ward, I made my move, using that movement as a distraction to sneak by undetected, the flare of power that would register being put down to somebody passing through—not us passing out beyond the ward’s protection.

It worked.

No alarm bells were raised.

Nobody noticed.

And I kept it that way, sweeping us away completely in my shadows.

Undetected.

The only way it could be right now.
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It seemed like another life.

I’d made myself believe it was for a long time.

Ever since Chimera Circle had altered me forever.

Ever since I’d been set apart from Dark Fae—still partially one of them, but also partially something else altogether.

The kidnapping, the experiments, being changed, my return to my family being met with hatred and revulsion, being cast out, then even hunted… all of that threatened to get its claws back into me, pushing me to relive it, as I stood now staring at a stark reminder of my life before any of that had happened.

Thryne.

The combo of throne and thorn slapped together.

My invented word.

For the resistance I’d created a few years back.

A force that undercut and undermined the Dark Fae Royal Court, that checked their power through strategic and clandestine means.

Three dozen of them stood, boots sinking into the snow on one of the peaks of Mordrek Mountains.

It was the location where Cassius had been helping me get a lot of shit out of my system through unleashing my power, and also practicing how to combine the Dark Fae and Wraith more fluidly.

Because this place was also used as a training ground for the Guardian Movement, Ryker had imbued some of his defensive magic into the area that protected against massive, destructive surges of power. So there was some safety—at least from magic-wielders—in meeting here.

Kelsana met my striding, determined pace, her cape sweeping behind her as she walked to my right. She kept clutching it to her against the wind and sleet whipping all around the immediate area. The same indications of feeling the cold a bit too much were evident with Thryne. Some members were wearing robes, others in heavy furry coats, all shivering a little. For my part, I was only in my black corset and leather pants and I was fine. It was a Wraith thing.

When I’d created Thryne, we’d gone the full face mask route and shimmering silver body armor. But now here they were just dressed in what I’d class as civilian dress. Whatever they wanted. Some in robes, like I’d noted already, others in suits, some even in jeans. It was a real free-for-all.

“The resistance needs to be visible now,” a once familiar voice spoke, just as they stepped from the crowd and met our approach.

“Graceyn,” I spoke.

She smiled, her blonde hair pulled into a high ponytail that swung from side to side. A black and gold form-fitting dress with a geometric print was partially obscured by her furry black coat guarding her against the frosty temperatures.

She had been one of my first recruits. Not only that, when I’d been cast out of the Dark Fae Realm, she was the one I’d tapped as leader in my stead.

“It’s been far too long,” she greeted.

As we reached one another, we slap-shook, just like the old days.

Her gaze raked over me. “Loving the new look. Concerned about how it came about.” She ground out. “Those fools hardening you through their prejudice and persecution, no doubt.”

“She’s come out the other side,” Kelsana assured her, and I smiled out at her.

Graceyn gestured at her soldiers. “As we’ve all come to see for ourselves through your recent actions—and battles. Including you contacting us through your new ally here.”

“Well, I can’t reach into the Dark Fae Realm with my banishment in effect.”

“So, of course, you found another way.” She smiled. “We’re glad you did. Things have reached a tipping point. Something you’ve registered despite being disconnected from us and the Realm itself. Impressive.”

“It’s why I’ve had this meeting arranged.”

“Yes. You want to know where it’s coming from, how there are so many Dark Fae committing despicable crimes across the supernatural world—those joining with Puritas, others performing mind-meddling, bringing enhanced versions of that twisted magic out beyond the Realm as well.”

I nodded.

“Darethor is waning.”

The King of the Dark Fae wasn’t even referred to by his title with Thryne. It was a little resistance in itself.

She went on, “His power is weakening due to illness born from him delving into dangerous magics far too often over the years. In response, he’s delegated much more of his rule and high-level decision-making to the Royal Fae Court. And they have taken advantage of it. It’s led to a call for domination and dangerous power moves that have caused all of this.”

I scrubbed my hand over my face, a curse escaping me.

“With your connections now to the higher echelons of the supernatural world, there is much you can do to further our cause, to help put an end to this. And not just your connections in that respect—but in a far more personal way, I’m afraid.”

“What does that mean? You’re referring to Sorin? Rest assured, he’s been incapacitated.”

Her lips twisted, like just the thought of it made her sick—on my behalf, it seemed.

“Not that psychopath. Two others. More sociopathic, if we’re getting technical. Those who are heading the Royal Fae Court now, who have taken advantage of the current situation and turned Darethor into little more than a figurehead, while they think themselves monarchs in his stead.” She shifted her weight. “Lavra and Arvent Tenebris.”

I choked and took an unsteady step back.

My parents.

“You didn’t mention any of that before when I connected with you,” Kelsana snapped at Graceyn.

“We weren’t sure Velra would come here if we had. But seeing us in person is different for her.”

“So you’re manipulating her? Her kindness? Knowing seeing you up close would tug at that gentle heart of hers?”

“We do what we must when we’re up against forces like this.”

“Be really careful where you draw that line. Believe me, you need to. Things can go a whole other way so quickly and, before you know it, you’re becoming the very enemies you’re trying to fight.”

“That’s an easy stance to take when you’re on the outside of all of this.”

“It’s not. And I don’t intend to be on the outside anymore. It’s why Velra brought me back here to you all.”

“You wish to join us? You know your parents are lobbying hard for seats on the Royal Fae Court? They wish to become the next Tenebris nightmare.”

“All the more reason for me to become a part of your resistance to that kind of insanity coming to pass and impacting our entire kind in an irreversible way.”

“Hmm… a whole lot of attitude, forthright, principled, dragging yourself back from the dark side of Fae nature… you certainly seem like Thryne material.”

Their interaction reached me.

I could hear it, even see it… but I wasn’t properly internalizing it.

The revelation about my parents was trumping everything. The way they were connected to all of this. How deep the rot went. Those Dark Fae who’d been there when Morien had nearly killed me… that had been at my parents’ behest.

And their hatred and revulsion toward me had extended into impacting the supernatural world as a whole—especially all hybrid kind.

“You don’t have a lock on them, do you?”

My words cut right through Graceyn and Kelsana’s conversation.

Kelsana started and looked on curiously at Graceyn.

“It’s why you agreed to this meeting so easily, despite the risks of reuniting with the likes of me when a whole lot of people are hunting me and hybrids all over the world right now.”

“Yes. We need your help to find them.”

“A blood link won’t do it,” I warned her. “My blood is corrupted by my Wraith side. You can’t run a Blood Trace or anything of the sort on me as a result.”

“Sorin.”

“What?”

“He’s the weak link here, Velra. He always has been. He’s just been bolstered by the likes of Victor Halrow and Puritas for so long. But our intel points to Sorin now being isolated somewhere.”

“Somewhere?” I asked, forcing the edge out of my voice.

“No one knows. We’ve just heard that Puritas has been sending out scouts searching for him.”

Phew.

“I’ll see to it.”

“What?” Graceyn uttered.

Kelsana laid her hand carefully on my shoulder. “After what he did to you, I don’t think—”

“I’ll see to him. I’ll get a lock on Lavra and Arvent.” I stepped back. “You’ll hear from me shortly.”

“Velra—” Graceyn started.

“Are you remaining outside the Realm for a while?”

“A few weeks we’ll be here, yes.”

“I’ll track you, then. Once I have the information you need.”

I turned to go, but Kelsana stepped into my path. “Whatever you’re planning to do, I’ll go with you.”

“No,” I said, smiling out at her. “You’ve found something here for yourself. Something important. Something that fits. Stay. Talk with Graceyn.”

“Velra, I can’t just—”

“I’ll be fine. Finding places of belonging is rarer than it should be. Thryne is a great fit for you, and your reactions and responses have made that clear. Embrace it.”

I gave her arm a squeeze and then I disappeared in a swirl of shadows.
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I wasn’t even touching it, but I could feel it burning a hole even through its sheath as it rested inside a slit-pocket worked into the seam of my leather pants.

It wasn’t real.

That sensation was false.

I knew it logically.

But that wasn’t the only thing at play.

The weight of carrying that kind of weapon was twisting my perception, trying to mess with my head.

As if I’d let that happen.

I patted it in my pocket.

The weapon I’d taken from Sylas’ collection a little while ago.

Shortly after my brother had killed me with a very similar tool.

An iron dagger.

I’d been hiding it away with my magic since, prepared to call it forth at a moment’s notice.

When it was time.

And that time was now.

A rush of gold and white magic swirled around me as I passed through the invisible gateway only discernible because Cassius and Ketheron had spelled it to recognize my blood and magic as well. Technically, so I could enter whenever I liked. Although, Cassius hadn’t exactly intended for me to do that alone—to come face-to-face with Sorin alone.

None of my men wanted me doing that.

And that sort of thing was exactly why I hadn’t told them about this, why I hadn’t brought them in on my plan at this early stage.

Granted, my original plan had been to meet with Thryne, ensure they were working on this Dark Fae involvement with Puritas and a whole lot of bad shit, and then I’d intended to question Sorin to gather intel on where the order for all of this was coming from and why.

The idea had been that I’d provide Thryne with resources and backup to help them forcibly revoke the order from the Dark Fae Realm itself to prevent further Dark Fae beings from going down that fucked-up. And then I’d loop my men in and we’d track those soldiers still out there and shut them down, ending Dark Fae involvement. Following that, it would be up to Thryne to work on damage control and restoring the rep of Dark Fae beings.

But that meeting had come with complications that had altered that strategy.

My parents’ involvement shifted things. Because Thryne wanted their location. And the way they wanted to go about it was the danger—the fact that they intended to go through Sorin. They would come for him. It would only be a matter of time before word of his perceived usefulness would spread too, and others would want him. And that came with the risk of him being liberated from this place. Him being out there again. A threat to me and to those I loved.

The hell I was going to allow that to happen.

And that was why I was here now—to stop his release from happening.

While I still could.

There was only one way to do that.

Hell.

I focused on the sprawling gray stone mansion as I reached the entrance, the doors opening as they felt my presence.

I stepped through, my heels clacking on the white marble floors.

I swept my hand over my left wrist, disintegrating the glamor I’d conjured before leaving my dorm room this morning and my Watch of Warding came into view. It was flaming wildly now because Sorin was near. The mansion was sprawling, so I would use my watch to locate that psycho’s precise location. I hadn’t been here before. It had been Cassius, Sylas, and Ketheron who’d settled Sorin into this place, while I’d been back at the apartment with Lazriel. All I knew was that they’d made the accommodations resemble a cell for Sorin. I just didn’t know where exactly that cell happened to be within this mansion.

But the moment the watch led me toward a winding metal staircase that descended down to the basement level, it clued me in.

Sure enough as I hurried down the steps and found myself in a bleak concrete space with weak lighting, it became apparent that the cell they’d fashioned was in a literal dungeon.

There were three cells with thick shimmering steel bars. As I passed by the closest two cells, I saw that they were cave-like, Medieval-type creations, just a hard bench and a ratty blanket within and a dirt floor covering the space. There was a tiny window high up on one wall that let in as much light as the single dangling lightbulb.

It was a creepy stark contrast to the upper levels of the mansion.

Well, the place had been intended for Ketheron, somewhere for him to be comfortable that would function as a safe haven, so that nice aesthetic made sense. Adding in this dungeon element had been specifically for Sorin, because my men didn’t want him comfortable.

The third cell was offset from the other two and located right at the back.

I steeled myself as my watch indicated that Sorin was inside.

And then I stepped up to the window into the cell that was secured with shimmering metal bars just like the rest.

There my former brother was sitting in the corner against the grimy wall, his knees pulled up against his chin, his dark red hair matted and greasy and obscuring his face. His turtleneck was caked in dirt like his jeans. I noted that his blazer was balled up on the bench on the other side of the small room being used as a pillow.

There was a tray of half-eaten food near the door. Cassius had told me that he’d crafted a spell that would deliver food systematically and conjure it into the room without the need to tend to it ourselves and have to worry about accommodating the bastard to keep him alive. I noted the half-eaten dinner roll, yet a bowl of stew finished off.

“We couldn’t get through a single family meal without you scarfing down at least three dinner rolls beforehand. And yet you’ve barely touched that one now.”

His head whipped up at the sound of my voice.

Confusion and surprise flickered in his eyes.

But then they hardened all too quickly.

“Calling on a fond memory of our family… you’re here to lull me into a false sense of security before you torture me for information? Is that it?”

“Once again, your fanaticism and how it’s corrupted your mind demonstrates how deeply you misjudge me, how you’ve forgotten who I am.”

“You’re sure about that? Sure you being turned into hybrid filth hasn’t actually changed you more than just physically? That it hasn’t demonized you? That’s what it does to all of them. Plus, you did torture me outside the necromancer’s house with your lightning.”

“You mean, exactly how you tortured Lazriel?”

He scoffed. “Your fucking hybrid lover. Disgusting. All of it. Then you’re also with a disgraced Fallen. The necromancer on top of that. There’s no purity anywhere with you. It’s sacrilege over and over.”

“A high-ranking member of an organization that’s committed mass murder and aims to escalate to full-on genocide talking of sacrilege? That’s another level of warped thinking. Even for you.”

He pushed to his feet. “What do you want? Why come here?”

“A lot of people want to get their hands on you. They believe you’re a weak link they can exploit against Puritas. Now that Victor Halrow isn’t bolstering you.”

“Weak link?” he snarled. “When the Guardian Movement took me because Cassius shoved me into their clutches, they couldn’t break me through questioning.”

“Yeah, about that… your mind was inaccessible. Not because of anything you did or any strength or power on your part, but because an Ancient locked it down using a warped version of vampiric coercion. Victor Halrow strikes again.”

He started. “What? No. That can’t—”

“I guess he finds your deeply sadistic nature an asset given your work with Puritas. He could wield that quite easily I’d imagine. Your sadism did often override logic and your ability to see the big picture—or any true picture.”

“Actually, he backed me up and helped me move up the ranks of Puritas even though I’m young compared to a lot of them. All because he adores me. Do you hear me? You don’t know what you’re talking about.” He spat for good measure, “Abomination.”

“Adores you? You think he’s in love with you?”

“I know it. He’s told me. The more sadistic I am, the more that love deepens.”

“Huh,” I said, slapping my hand to the door in a faux casual stance. “So you’re fine knowing that he’s also obsessed with Lazriel Thaine, then? That he’s explicitly stated numerous time that he wants him—not just to torture him. He wants to make Lazriel his.” I made a show of thinking on it. “I guess it’s an open relationship with the two of you.”

He roared and charged the door.

Of course, before he even fully hit it, he was blown back by the magic enveloping the space and he staggered, only just managing to maintain his footing. I saw him snap his palms up in an instinctive urge to call his magic, but that wasn’t possible all the while he was trapped inside the cell.

Instead, he bellowed at me, “You fucking cunt! You don’t know shit! Victor only cares about Lazriel from the standpoint of trying to spare him from our leader wanting Lazriel’s head on a spike! It’s some weird sire-sireling thing between him and Remnant. Remnant has forbidden the wolf-vampire hybrid from being harmed and Victor is just upholding that because he’s sired to that fucker. We’re working on breaking that hold, so it’s not gonna be a problem soon. He’ll be free. Some hardcore Dark Fae mind-meddling mixed with black magic and the Celestial magic Morien’s in possession of now… it’ll force Remnant to release his hold on Victor. Mom and Dad are already using Celestial power to boost their mind-meddling, so the black magic added will be another level.” He shoved a hand through his hair. “And Remnant’s just being a cunt too because he wants to stick it to Puritas and he knows well how important it is for us to make an example out of your bitch boyfriend.”

Wow.

I’d known once I worked him up into a rage, he’d reveal a whole lot.

It was also good to know that many of his supposed facts were skewed. And even he didn’t know that Lazriel was Remnant’s son.

His revelation about the mind-meddling was extremely disturbing.

While he was still in a rage and now pacing and smashing his fist into the bench, I went on, “And mom and dad? They’re capitulating to your leader as well now? That Light Fae trying to spout off orders to your beloved Victor during the attack at Sylas’ place?” I cocked my head to the side. “Let me guess, they’re both on their knees servicing him, whoring themselves out for more power and influence?”

He bolted toward me again. “Shut the fuck up! Cunt!” he bellowed. “You revolting half-breed!”

I slapped my hand to my heart in mock offense. “Cutting deep, brother.”

“Stop! Don’t ever fucking call me that again! You’re nothing to me! You’re a stain on my legacy. On our parents! They’re fighting to rise above that, above you dragging the Tenebris name down, working with Gregor Varsellis, our absolutely revered leader. They don’t kneel and he’d never do that to any of us. He’s above that. He’s pure in every way. How dare you even suggest that? Mom and Dad are providing him numbers and access to high-level Dark Fae mind-meddling, which he’ll spread all over the place, through the Covens and the schools and academies, so anyone can be infected and controlled soon. Unless they do Mom and Dad’s bidding. That’s extreme power in their hands! See? You don’t know a fucking thing!”

Gregor Varsellis.

He’d just revealed the name of the leader of Puritas, something that wasn’t even known to the likes of the Guardian Movement or the Unity Council.

Holy. Hell.

I kept my expression unchanged as he continued cursing at me.

The Dark Fae plot had also been made a lot clearer.

“You’ve been extremely helpful, Sorin.”

He came to a sudden stop, his hateful cursing getting caught in his throat.

I saw the second he realized what he’d done, what he’d let slip.

“No,” he choked. “No.”

I pulled a special pair of black gloves from the back pockets of my pants and slipped them on, beneath his viewpoint due to the height of the barred window in his cell door.

“You can take comfort in the fact that your last act was to assist the persecuted.” I smiled. “Your information will protect so many.”

He went to charge the door again, but I teleported through it, my purple power sparking through my right glove as I slammed my hand to his chest and sent him flying into the opposite wall of the cell.

He landed hard against it, his back jarring brutally, and he slid down the wall in a heap.

I pulled Sylas’ dagger free and ripped off the sheath, my gloves protecting me from the burn of iron against my skin.

His eyes widened and he scrambled against the wall, but failed to get to his feet due to both his panic and shock.

“You’re gonna kill me? In cold blood?”

“In cold blood? You’re an active threat. There’s no cold blood about it.”

He threw up his hand. “Wait. I know that Cassius made it where I can’t hurt you in here, so I can’t defend myself. That does qualify as in cold blood. I’m helpless, Velra.”

Wow. “Helpless? You’ve murdered me twice. You’ve hunted me for years. You took so much of my life.” I spun the dagger in my hand. “As if it wasn’t horrific enough that I was kidnapped and experimented on by Chimera Circle. It took me a whole year not to replay every moment of what they did to me anytime I closed my eyes. Do you know that? And instead of being given care and an environment to heal in, not only did you and our parents kick me out, you came after me, marking me for death.” I hissed at him. “So tell me again that you’re helpless.”

He went to speak again, but I silenced him by slamming my knee into his face.

Blood exploded over my pants as it broke his nose and he flailed against the wall, spluttering.

Enough of this.

It was done.

He was done and I was done with him.

Fanatic.

Tormentor.

Hunter.

Thief of my joy and my fucking life.

That was all that he was to me now.

Not a brother. Not family.

An abuser and a fucking threat.

A genocidal maniac.

I lunged forward, fisted my hand in his hair and wrenched his head back.

And then I brought the blade down toward his heart.

A violent rush of wind ripped through the cell and then the blade was suddenly snatched from my hand, Sorin tossed across the cell onto the bench before I could blink.

What the—

I spun to see Lazriel standing there now holding the dagger. “Not the kind of therapy we thought you were immersed in, love.”

The—wait… we?

Bright white light erupted with that comforting familiarity and Cassius materialized.

“This isn’t the sort of closure that will sit well with you in the aftermath, little shadow.”

He held his hand out expectantly and Lazriel tossed him the blade, which he snatched from the air.

“You don’t understand. He needs to be eliminated. There are things you don’t know yet.”

“Yet? So you were going to tell us at some point?” Lazriel spoke.

“Once you stopping me from doing what needed to be done was no longer an option,” I bit back.

“You’re right,” Cassius said. “It does need to be done.”

“Yeah, it does,” Lazriel agreed. “But not by you.”

“He doesn’t care about you. It’s just duty to Remnant because that old fool wants to fuck with Puritas,” Sorin seethed at Lazriel, his eyes blazing, while he frantically fought to wipe the blood from his face with his sleeves, and stagger to his feet at the same time.

Truly insane that he was focused on Victor and his jealousy and insecurity where Lazriel was concerned even though we were discussing his murder.

“Who?” Lazriel barked at him.

“Victor Halrow.”

Lazriel flinched.

“He’s gonna play with you, torment you, but it won’t mean anything! I’m the one he cares about! He just likes breaking his enemies. That’s what it’s about with you!”

“Shut the fuck up,” Lazriel grunted, kicking at the underside of the bench with his vampiric strength that sent it ripping across the cell and slamming into Sorin, essentially pinning him beneath it.

“Venomous snake,” Cassius hissed, before refocusing and taking my hand, his other grasping the dagger down at his side. “Velra, this isn’t about morality or some overarching ethical argument regarding just kills. This is about you. Your family has impacted so much of your life. Like Chimera Circle has. Like Puritas is now. So many others have forcibly influenced how you live, how you operate, even how you feel. You’ve fought so hard to rise above all of that. You are not a killer. It has been your choice not to become that. Do not let him take that from you now. Do not let our enemies and the overarching threat push you into taking action that will become one more thing that is so heavy to live with.”

“You’re gentle and understanding,” Lazriel spoke, coming to my other side. “You care about people, value life and choices. Shit, you’re the glue that holds our foursome together. But if you do something like this, so against your nature, it’ll change you. And that will also change us.” He smiled with a glint in his eyes. “And we’re too fucking awesome together as a unit to let anything—or anyone—fuck with that, right?”

I shoved my free hand through my long hair, looking between the two of them, absorbing their pleas.

They really didn’t want this for me. They were so afraid of me going down this path. We’d already been through so much together. I didn’t want to add to that. I didn’t want to be the cause of them being burdened with more. I didn’t want them hurting.

I shook my head at Lazriel and spoke his own words to me when I’d talked him down months ago concerning his initial harsh stance against Kelsana, “Well, if you’re gonna be all mature and reasonable about it, what leg do I have to stand on?”

His lips lifted and I saw him recognize the words for the callback that they were.

“Exactly.” .

A commotion came from Sorin and I swung my head from my men to see the maniacal fool now out from beneath the bench and staggering forward as he brandished a stake, his eyes on Lazriel.

“You think I can’t feel that, motherfucker?” Lazriel spoke coolly, his back to him.

“This cell was only imbued with protection for Velra against me. Not you.”

“Yeah, a makeshift stake against a wolf hybrid with Ancient vampire blood running through his veins… scary as shit, dumbass.”

“A makeshift stake made from a bench created by Celestial magic,” Sorin corrected him.

I tensed and called my power.

Lazriel spun around.

Sorin faked us both out and pretended to go for me, so Lazriel reacted to shield me.

Then Sorin dodged, working around Lazriel’s vampire speed by facilitating a delay with his fake-out, and he lunged at Lazriel with the stake, screeching, “He won’t get the chance to play with you! I’ll give Puritas your head on a fucking spike, hybrid cunt! Die! Die! Fucking die!”

Lazriel thrust his foot back in a blink.

As it knocked Sorin back, the stake clattering from his grasp, Cassius was there snagging his throat.

Sorin didn’t even get the chance to flail before it happened.

Cassius plunged the iron dagger into his heart.

Sorin choked, eyes shooting wide.

“This is how she felt,” Cassius snarled at him. “Twice. Relish the unbearable burning pain as the last thing you know before you perish.” He twisted the dagger and Sorin lurched, panting wildly.

That escalated to a shriek as Cassius jerked the weapon free with a brutal finality.

Sorin collapsed into a heap, clutching frantically at his chest where blood now soaked through his turtleneck.

He looked out at me, our gazes connecting.

His eyes were wild, fear bleeding as uncontrollably as his wound.

“S…sister,” he uttered with that same derision as usual.

Irredeemable until the very end.

And it was the end within the next few moments as his eyes lost all focus and his body went still.

Lazriel turned his head slightly, indicating that he was listening intently.

“He’s dead,” he reported. “Another depraved madman bites the dust.”

I swallowed hard.

It was no small thing to try to reconcile.

Sorin Tenebris was finally gone.

He was—

“Go,” Cassius urged Lazriel. “Get her back to campus.”

“Cassius—” I started.

“Brandise Parker is still on Wraeven Academy grounds.”

“I don’t need to—”

“You do. Even without currently being able to feel you through the Soul Brand due to some sort of muting spell you’ve cast upon yourself, I can absolutely register that much.”

Crap. This was as close as I’d ever seen Cassius come to being pissed at me.

Lazriel grasped my hand. “Let’s go, love.”

All I could do was nod.

And then he was sweeping us up in a burst of vampire speed.
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We hadn’t gotten far.

Just a few feet from the hidden entrance to the pocket dimension a wave of intense nausea had assaulted me, and Lazriel had needed to come to a jarring stop.

Then I’d been on my knees throwing up all over the ground.

It wasn’t the vampire speed—he’d carried me away with his speed several times before.

And I wasn’t sick or poisoned, nothing like that.

At least not physically.

I knew what it was.

It had happened before.

A trauma response.

There’d been a lot of this when I’d first been liberated from the Chimera Circle lab, and then again after the attack on the Guardian Compound where I’d died and been tethered back to life by Cassius.

It was ridiculous and aggravating. I should be able to deal with it, to stop it from becoming physical.

“It’s okay. It’s all okay, Velra,” Lazriel was saying as he both held my hair back and stroked it at the same time. A real sweetheart with me through and through.

“I’m sorry,” I managed to utter, although on a strained breath. I grasped his arm tightly and sucked in much-needed unchallenged deep breaths. “I love you so much, and I’m sorry that I went around you all.”

“This was your turn.” Off my look, he explained. “We’ve all acted unilaterally and you had to deal with all that bullshit from each of us. So, this is just your turn.”

Oh my God. “You’re amazing. You know that?”

“Right back at you.”

He went to sink into me, but then he jerked sharply, his head swinging around, scanning our surroundings rapidly, the urgency of it and the worry in his eyes making my stomach drop.

“Lazriel? What is—”

He was slammed into from the side so viciously that it had me screaming as he went flying across the area.

He landed on his back with such brutality, I could hear distinct snaps and cracks even without the benefit of vampire or wolf hearing. He coughed up blood, spluttering.

“Lazriel!” I screamed, forcing myself to my feet and starting over to him.

But then a behemoth powerhouse figure clad in a charcoal suit with that severe black buzz cut burst in front of him, cutting off my view.

Victor Halrow.

I gasped as he crouched down and ran his fingers over Lazriel’s cheek in a creepily faux tender way. “Missed me, precious?”

Lazriel lurched as he tried to move and ended up choking up more blood instead. “Go… fuck… yourself.”

Victor laughed like the maniacal bastard that he was. “Aww… so much ferocity and passion. I’m going to enjoy taming the former and taking utmost advantage of the latter.”

“Get back!” I yelled, calling my purple power, as my shadows wove rapidly toward him.

He turned his head and grinned at me with twisted amusement. “Perfect. Killing you will work wonders to sever him from the ties of his former life. The necromancer is already being pulled into The Shadowed and away from you. And the Immortal will be dealt with shortly—gloriously enhanced Dark Fae mind-meddling will see to him.”

I thrust my palms forward.

His incredible speed had him evading me and I gasped as I only just narrowly missed hitting Lazriel directly.

In a blink the madman was right in front of me.

He dropped his fangs.

White light exploded between us before he could lunge, and then Cassius materialized.

Victor burst back at the last second, Cassius’ power missing him only by a hair.

And then he sped toward Lazriel in a blink, snatched him up, then tore away with him.

Cassius bolted after them, but a glimmer of white caught my eye just as Victor tossed something behind him.

In the next second, a portal erupted and Victor sped into it.

I fired my power, trying to grab Victor or Lazriel.

They were out of range, I couldn’t get a hold on either of them.

And then the portal was swallowing them.

It closed up before Cassius could reach it in time.

Cassius roared, his voice thundering through the area.

“No!” I yelled. “No!”
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All eyes were on me as I swept through the tunnels, my coat whipping behind me as I went.

I smiled to myself. The intent, curious, and reverent looks coming my way reminded me of my time at Wraeven Academy.

Being worshipped and feared in equal measure.

Couldn’t say I didn’t enjoy it.

From a non-ego stroking aspect, it was also a surefire sign that I’d stabilized, because they were responding to the power rolling off me.

All right, and my notorious reputation.

Being down here… I liked it.

More than that. I fucking relished it.

The Shadowed was an army but also a close-knit community.

They also had unparalleled reach and could go places no others could even hope to. They stood apart. Here, knowledge was everything, it ran the show. And I fucking well respected that. Big time. They did what needed to be done. And because of the way they were set up, they actually could do that.

They weren’t restricted—not in the way I had been when I’d tried to operate in a similar vein with my vigilante work.

This was the true underground. And I was enjoying it immensely. I was taking to it well.

Well, aside from the dark cloud hanging over me—being away from those I loved in Velra, Lazriel, and Cassius. Being apart had been particularly straining given that it had come right after they’d endured that brutal battle with my father. Not being there for them in the aftermath hadn’t been easy to swallow down.

But I also knew that this temporary parting was actually necessary. In order to stop that motherfucker from getting another shot at them, or doing anything like that ever again.

Until he was put down, we weren’t safe—no one was safe.

For now he was in the wind, though.

And, as much as I didn’t like the taste of unfinished business hanging in the air, strategically it was actually a positive thing. It was buying us time to determine the most optimal way to put him down—without suffering a fuck-ton of casualties and him purposely inflicting mass collateral damage on a slew of innocents.

With him having access to both black magic and Celestial power on top of his already highly dangerous necromantic abilities, it was no small—or easy—feat.

Especially when factoring in me needing to liberate both the portion of my necromantic core and Corvin’s magic from his possession.

My loves had informed me that Ryker was working with the supreme magical mind that was Ketheron to determine a way to spare hybrid kind from mass extermination as was Puritas’ plan for Morien to carry out, using Risen Reckoning like a mammoth extinction-level event.

I took a couple of gulps of my coffee this time, then gave a dramatic bow along with a theatrical wave for good measure at those eyeing me, before I then pushed open the door to the suite I’d been assigned.

Back to work.

A whole lot of work.

I walked to the papers all over the desk, some on the bed. A lot of it was my magical research that I’d been conducting into both Morien’s return and the damage done to the Valley of the Dead that I’d been working on a couple of weeks ago. Remnant had retrieved it from my home, which had been warded by Cassius. I’d given him some of my blood to be able to pass through and he’d also had a little of Cornelius Martel’s magic, just in case.

He hadn’t needed the latter as I’d suspected. Cassius would have facilitated access to me when he’d performed the spell to protect my home after the nightmare battle, so my blood had sufficed. Cassius had actually done more than that. Remnant had reported to me when he’d returned that Cassius had rebuilt my entire home with his power, exactly as it had been. Of course he had. Thank you, Cas.

I downed more of my coffee, thankful that with magic-wielders also being a part of what most considered the vampiric underground, there were actually beverages other than just blood down here—and food.

Although with my magic no longer being bound, I didn’t technically need the jolt of caffeine, it had become a ritual of sorts.

I put the cup down in the one free spot clear of papers near the back of the desk, then snatched up the spell I’d written just before I’d headed to the Canteen to shovel down some oatmeal, then grab this coffee.

The chamber door whipped open and closed in rapid-fire motion, and I looked up from the spell to see Remnant now standing in the room, arms folded across the chest of his worn leather jacket as his gaze darted astutely around.

“You appear to be in much better spirits.”

He had eyes on me then.

He was talking about me swaggering through the tunnels.

“Attending to your guilt and trauma after so long burying it has helped, no?”

I eyed him steadily. “Finally stabilizing after the transplant didn’t hurt either.”

Of course he didn’t engage or follow along with my attempted deflection. Instead, he continued on our current conversational path, even deepening it.

“Have you allowed yourself to recognize that the guilt of what transpired at Glasswake Settlement does not belong to you?”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“You were set up to fail. Any way you paint it, no matter what you’d done, how you’d acted, that entire situation had been manipulated to ensure you lost. You were the ammo, not the weapon.”

“That’s a very forgiving way of looking at it.”

“It’s a similar way in which what happened at the CRS facility should be viewed.”

“And, let me guess, it should also be viewed as Morien’s responsibility, his manipulation and involvement leading the way and forcing the outcomes—so many deaths at my hands?”

“Deaths, might I add, that would have happened either way, even without your direct involvement. Those at Glasswake, if you hadn’t shown up, would have been murdered by Corvin that night anyway. Furthermore, he would have then used yet more innocents to lure you to another situation like Glasswake. And, as for the Dark Fae, they were doomed the moment they entered the service of Morien. He uses then discards. Death is always the price those who ally with him pay in the end.”

“I’m well aware of Morien’s MO.” My fingers tightened around the spell I was clutching. “And I appreciate you working to reframe what happened, but I don’t need it. Now I’ve allowed myself to feel the guilt and… trauma, now that I’ve forced myself to analyze it, instead of burying it—as you put it—I know I can carry it.”

“Yes?”

I nodded.

“It takes practice, like any skill worth developing.” Emotion briefly flickered in his eyes, before he schooled his expression. “Yes, a skill. Being who I am, doing what I do, there is a weight to bear. There are things that are expected of me, things that must be done, which not many can execute without breaking. And as Commander of The Shadowed, I must remain steady. I cannot allow guilt to make me falter, nor to compromise my judgment or the actions that I take.”

“That’s well understood.”

“I’m sensing that from you, yes. Now that you’ve ceased such heavy compartmentalization.” He dropped his arms and stepped closer, gesturing at the spell I was holding, and I noted him scanning the magical formulas, symbols, and notations I’d made. “You’ve already found a solution to the tether.”

Yeah, when we’d arrived here, he’d told me that another reason he’d brought me here was to find a way to break Nexus Letale, the tether that existed between him and Victor Halrow, one of our chief targets—the bastard who’d hurt and threatened Lazriel, and the fucking fool who was currently instrumental in keeping Morien Morgrave hidden from us and supernatural authorities.

“This isn’t an equal-weight tether. Of course, it was made to appear that way, but the truth of it was hidden with a Death Veil, the caster only wanting you and anybody else who tried to investigate the nature of it to believe that was the case.” I glared at him. “That caster being Corvin Morvain.”

“You identified his magical signature.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

He arched an eyebrow.

“Right. Because of Glasswake. Well, as you can see, we’re beyond that now, I’m beyond being affected by it. In fact, he’s already come up several times before this. I even had to talk Ketheron down when his involvement in a lot of this insanity of late became known to him, somebody who was horrifically abused by him more than anybody else.”

“That’s been made clear now.”

“You agreeing to any sort of tether was a major risk. You must have really cared for Victor back then to tie your life to his.”

“The dynamic between a sire and his sireling can be incredibly complicated.”

“He was both your creation and your lover? Is that it?”

“Something along those lines.” He shifted his weight, the first time I’d ever seen him uncomfortable. “I was young. It was centuries ago. He was also the first being I ever turned.”

“And now he threatens what you truly love—Lazriel.”

“Yes.”

“I heard his threats to him, his deranged comments. The fixation is disturbing and incredibly dangerous. It’s more than jealousy or even punishment intended toward you and to be exacted through your son. He wants to make Lazriel his.”

Remnant nodded. “It’s evolved from him wishing to take my son from me and to deliver him to Puritas for eradication at their extermination facility, Genexis. Now he wants Lazriel for himself.”

“As some kind of consolation prize, because he can no longer have you? You’re committed to The Shadowed and to Rhyza Thaine. So he gets to take your son from you but also keep him as a stand-in for you?”

“With Lazriel’s personality, all that primality and loving passion, unlike my stoicism I’m known for, Lazriel would suit him better. Victor has recognized that all too well.”

I screwed up my face.

I had to take a moment to temper my reaction.

The emotional one right at the surface couldn’t be allowed, not with the power I held, nor the threat that somebody of my abilities had now been recognized to pose to the supernatural world if they lost their grip on rational thought—thanks to Morien’s massacre at that CRS facility. I had to be careful. And the supernatural world deserved that from me.

I had to be better.

But that didn’t mean I had to be soft or mute what I was capable of when it came to our enemies specifically. Just how I went about it so it didn’t impact others.

I sucked in a breath and told Remnant, “Like I said before, this isn’t an equal-weight tether that Corvin created between you and Victor in order to spare that psychopathic Ancient’s life. And given that Corvin wasn’t a necromancer, there is even more that can be exploited here to our advantage.”

“Your spell indicates overriding sorcerer-based magic with necromantic. One aspect of the spell. It’s multifaceted, several layers involved.”

“More layers, less chance of loopholes being used against the spellwork down the road.”

“Very impressive.”

“Well, that’s why you wanted me here, hmm?”

“More than you realize at this juncture.”

Instead of pushing him to explain and cut through the majorly cryptic aspect of his response, I focused on the immediate issue at hand, telling him, “As to the tether not being equal-weight, I’ve discovered that Victor was spared from death by Corvin attaching a portion of your lifeforce to Victor’s. That’s what holds him to this plane. So, if he was killed, he would absolutely die in the permanent sense. If you were killed, it would pull you into the Veil, not the Valley itself. You would be trapped on the periphery. In a similar way to which Velra was, albeit without the Valley fighting to draw you in, because you’re Vampire not Wraith. You could remain there. A necromancer could technically then reach into the Veil and pull you back into the land of living. However, with the damage caused to the Valley by my actions and those by Morien and Corvin piggybacking off that incident, it could result in that tear becoming permanent.” I gestured at my papers over the bed. “Tears will already begin opening up shortly as it is, because of this damage.”

“I’ve had my people researching that damage also, but they couldn’t make an accurate determination.”

“Because they’re sorcerers and sorceresses, not necromancers. Their understanding is limited. To garner that requires not just research but the ability to feel necromantic power rolling through your veins and the connection to deathscapes and the like.” I handed him the spell. “You see my solution instead?”

“Yes. It involves a serious risk.”

“In giving me the stake that can kill Ancients.” I regarded him intently. “You were willing to simply murder Victor before and sacrifice yourself to achieve it. It’s why you asked Cornelius for the stake. But then you made contact with Lazriel and brought him into your life, started building a father-son relationship with him, and it changed things for you.”

“It did. It has. Lazriel’s wellbeing isn’t just physical protection, it’s emotional. He cannot lose me. It would undo him.”

“I agree.” I folded my arms across my chest. “So, this is what I can do, as per that spell I’ve crafted… I’ll imbue death magic into the stake which will also create a sort of magnetized force that will draw back the aspect of your lifeforce within Victor at the point of connection with his heart—when you drive the stake into his chest. As the holy water and sunlight within the stake tear through his heart and work to end his life, your lifeforce will be returned, my death magic imbued within the instrument will sever Nexus Letale, thus separating you from Victor and restoring you, so his death won’t serve to drain you either.”

He lifted his eyes from the paper and beamed out at me. “Excellent work. I will provide you with the stake. Thank you.”

“Well, like you said, Lazriel needs you to stick around. This is how we do that while also being able to eliminate Victor. And eliminating that motherfucker gives us a much more unobstructed shot at Morien.”

He handed the spell back to me. “We need to discuss your father in personal detail, unfortunately. As regrettable as it is, it’s also necessary. You need to absorb what will be conveyed to you now, not through him throwing it at you during battle and thereby compromising you. And then, depending on how you receive this revelation, I will impart some information to you regarding the decay of the Valley of the Dead.”

“You’re talking about a way you’ve found to stop it from fracturing, from the tears opening up?”

“Yes.” He sighed. “However, you jumping on that and completely bypassing what I said about Morien and personal revelations raises concern that what I’m about to tell you will not be absorbed well by you.”

“I have very little sentiment toward that black magic warped sadist.”

“You’re claiming that it’s become an automatic reaction for you to transcend any mention of him?”

“Pretty much. It’s not compartmentalization, it’s the state of things.”

“I see.”

My lips twitched. “I’m a complicated motherfucker, huh? Even difficult for somebody as learned and as astute as you to get a proper read on?”

“It’s a challenge, yes. But a rather intriguing one.”

“Good to know. But I also need to know now why you’re so willing to engage in said challenge. If it was solely about us working together to defeat Morien, asking me to assist with breaking the tether between you and Victor falls within the parameters of that, but your concern about my stability and everything else doesn’t. It can’t be about your son being my love either, because it must be clear that our connection is solid regardless.”

“First,” he said, reaching into his inner jacket pocket, “there is this.” He pulled something free and then opened his palm to reveal a pear-shaped stone that filled the entirety of it.

“A Stone of Recollection.”

“Yes. Containing my memories that I referenced when we were on our way to Ambrose a few days ago.”

“Right. Memories that connect to me, to something Morien did that you were privy to.”

He nodded, and I studied the stone.

At first glance it was merely shimmering with silver magic, the mark in this case of Cornelius Martel. Given their longstanding alliance it was no surprise to me that he’d had Cornelius perform the spell to fuse Remnant’s memories into the Stone. But as I reached out and brushed my fingers over it, the magic swirled and shifted, giving way to crimson flecks.

“What the—” I swept a hand over it, then I felt my blood there also, fused within it.

And those crimson flecks… they were my power.

“How?” I choked out. “I didn’t facilitate this memory storage.”

“You did. Temporarily. I had Cornelius bolster and reinforce it because you weren’t strong enough back then—nor learned.”

“I don’t—”

He pulled his mask away and put it down on my desk.

I started as he turned back to face me fully, and I took him in completely for the first time.

The lower half of his face always hidden was all sharp angles and years of endurance carved into flesh, a jaw built from iron will and grim resolve. The stubble lining his jaw was dark, clinging close to the skin like a severe outline. His lips were set in a hard line of resolve, and they quirked at my reaction.

With a wink, he dropped his fangs, then tore into his wrist.

He held it over the stone, blood dripping onto it.

In a burst of speed he had a glowing silver vial in his free hand, pulled from his jacket. He popped the cork. “If you will.”

I called my power and extracted the magic, levitating it out of the vial, then sweeping it over the stone.

He pocketed the little that was left, then told me, “Your magic or your blood connecting with the Stone will complete the spell and unlock the memories bound within.”

I slapped my hand to his over it, his eyes shooting to mine as I infused my power into all the rest.

“What did you mean about me not being learned? How long ago was this? And why don’t I remember freely?”

He retracted his fangs, then told me, “I thought your memory of this might be triggered when my name kept coming up in relation to Lazriel, especially when you performed the Blood Trace on him and felt me through the spell—and even saw me. But the trauma clearly ran too deep. Suppressing these memories is clearly the most powerful form of your compartmentalization you’ve ever employed. You should have been able to shatter the Oblivisca that was performed on you that day as your power grew to such formidable heights. But it remained untouched all these years.” He sighed heavily. “You see, you were just a boy back then, still new to your power. Your understanding of what you were truly capable of was limited. Your mother worsened that for you out of her intention to protect you, to ensure you didn’t become Morien.”

“My mother? What? No, that’s—”

It was too late then, the magic rushing around us swirling faster and faster, then sucking us in.

I jolted as my consciousness returned within the captured memories of the Stone of Recollection.

I couldn’t see my own form but I could feel it there. Remnant wasn’t with me either, but I somehow knew he was present in his current day form the same way that I was—just as an observer.

I gasped when I took in the modest log cabin, the one that looked exactly like the one I lived in now. I’d built it with my magic to look like that. My family home. My family home belonging to just my mom, my sister, and I. It was where we’d retreated to after my mother had cast out my father when he’d been on his mission to dominate the supernatural world through recruiting so many fucked-up beings to his megalomaniacal cause.

Unlike my cabin, inside this one had been two bedrooms—one belonging to my mom and the other to my sister and me.

With a flash of silver and crimson light, I was inside the cabin itself.

I realized why as soon as I took in the living room with the jewel tones and oversized cozy couch and two armchairs, the fireplace centered in the space, shag rugs covering the wooden floors.

Remnant, the past version of him, had vamp sped inside.

And there he stood in his black robes and his mask concealing all but his eyes.

I sucked in a breath as my mom appeared.

Fuck… I couldn’t… I couldn’t believe it, as I took her in. That distinct blonde spiky hair, her worn jeans and one of her signature flowy tops, this one white with gold stars that shimmered like glitter.

“Remnant,” she breathed, rushing over to him. “It’s happening?”

“Yes,” he responded in a grave tone that sent a chill through me. “He’s found you.”

“I’m not going to let him force me to give up my son to a Coven.”

“He requires that education and guidance regardless.”

“No. He needs to be rooted to his humanity, not schooled in the same magics that have twisted his father.”

“The boy is not his father. That is a large part of the reason Morien wishes to use him.”

“Use him?” She scoffed. “That’s a nice way of referring to that maniac’s plan to murder Sy. To drain his power for himself, then kill him so there’s no chance of survival.”

“No chance for his son to overpower him in the coming years—the only necromancer who will be able to accomplish that. He cannot fall this night, Ashlynn. You must let him go. Let me take you and your daughter to the Shadow Tunnels for a time. And I will see to Sylas. He will be protected within a Coven. Those institutions exist out in the open, somewhere Morien cannot venture or openly attack. He is still in the process of building his army, not yet strong enough to withstand the Guardian Movement’s response.”

She shook her head vehemently.

Remnant stepped forward. “Morien is wielding my agents with Undead Domination.”

“Then kill them.”

“I am not a tyrant.”

“They’re already gone if they’re under his control, being puppeted. Besides, you have many more. How many does he have? A handful?”

“Ten. Enough to murder all of you in this home. We need to leave now or I will be swept up in that necromantic hold as well, and then you will truly have no hope. With my power set—”

“I know. Just… give me a moment. I need to… think.”

“We already cemented plans should this come to pass so that you didn’t need to delay with thinking things over.”

“Well, it’s different in reality, all right? You don’t understand. You’re childless.”

I saw Remnant flinch.

My mother didn’t notice in her panic, though.

Didn’t notice the truth—that he knew a great painful deal about it.

“Mom?” a familiar voice cried, rushing out from one of the closed doors—a little blue door with a pencil drawing of the three of us on it that I remembered as mine.

Strawberry-blonde curls filled my vision, and then I was taking in my little sister. Her purple flowy dress swung around her as she hurried through the room, before pulling up short at the sight of Remnant there with our mother.

“Sy!” she screamed. “Sy! A scary man is here!”

And then I burst out—thirteen year old me.

My hair was shaggy and without shape and I was in a pair of blue jeans and an oversized gray sweatshirt.

My past self’s eyes narrowed fiercely at Remnant. “Get away from our mother, vampire, or you’ll regret it.” I saw power spark.

“Stop, my sweetheart,” Mom called. “He’s a friend.”

“What was your intention when your magic sparked?” Remnant asked.

“To force-teleport you away, of course.”

Remnant eyed my mom. “Not to inflict harm. You see how he stands apart from Morien?”

Mom grimaced, looking from my past self to past Remnant. “I can’t… I can’t risk it.”

“You must.”

“I know you can’t take him with us because you’re concerned about his volatility.”

“A natural part of a young necromancer’s evolution, but that which could be crippling to those under my charge.”

“ A couple of tantrums could result in the destruction of your Shadow Tunnels.”

“Like I’ve stated already, he also won’t flourish there. He needs schooling. He needs to understand how to wield his power safely around those who are equipped to assist. His abilities are already beyond yours, because you denied yourself schooling, so you wield only a fraction of what you could.”

“I won’t let Morien break up my family! He’s already forced us into hiding!”

“Mom, what’s happening?” Raina asked, running over to her, while watching Remnant warily.

“He’s coming. Isn’t he?” my younger self asked. “Father?”

“Yes,” Remnant responded, before my mom could try to counter it, or likely feed us a falsity. “He comes this way as we speak intent on taking your power and your life. I’m here to get you to safety at a Coven that I’ve already made arrangements with. And I will conceal your mother and sister in my Shadow Tunnels.”

I saw my younger self taking Remnant’s words in.

Then he walked to my mom, telling her, “We need to do this. It’s okay. The threat will calm and then we’ll be reunited. And I’d like to learn at a Coven.”

“And I told you why you can’t.”

“Those are your fears, not realities.”

“Smart boy,” Remnant spoke.

“Stop it!” my mom yelled at him.

Remnant swung his head around all of a sudden. “It’s too late. He’s here.” He held a hand out to my mom, eyeing her and my sister. “Take my hand.” His other, he held out to me, uttering the same.

Mom resisted and then she swept her hands around, her amber magic encompassing her and Raina.

Remnant was forced back with a blast from her.

“Mom!” my younger self cried. “You’re not strong enough! Not against Father! We need help!”

Tears filled her eyes. “We’ll never be the same if I allow that! I love you too much to let you end up like that monster!”

“Ashlynn,” Remnant’s commanding voice boomed, cutting through everything.

She held her hand out instead, “Sy! Come!”

But then it was too late.

A blast of black power ripped through the house decimating half the structure.

Glass shattered.

Windows and walls were blown to hell.

Furniture toppled.

Trinkets were wrecked

My little sister screamed.

I saw my mom’s power cut out, her and my sister diving underneath the couch.

And then Morien arrived flanked by the ten vampires forced into Undead Domination that Remnant had warned about.

In the split second that they entered the house, Remnant burst toward my past self and snatched me up before Morien had noticed him being present inside the house along with my mom and sister.

I saw Remnant stop on the outskirts of the forest surrounding the house with my younger self stunned and staring up at him.

“You will be safe with me,” I heard Remnant assuring him.

Morien’s thundering, irate voice pulled my attention back to the scene inside the blown out house. “Where is Sylas, wife?”

“Out playing,” my mom spat back at him, as she staggered to her feet wrapping her arms around my sister. “He won’t be back for hours, so get out. Leave us be.”

“I need to disappear for a while due to heat from those Guardian Movement fools. So tonight is all I have. With my son currently out of reach, I’ll simply pivot and invoke my backup plan.”

“Backup plan?” my mom asked, nervously, backing away cautiously with my sister in her hold, as she held up her free palm with her magic flaming.

“I’ll use the boy to dispose of a particularly resilient enemy of mine. And then I’ll drain him. And if he fails and is murdered by said enemy before he’s able to dispose of them for me, I’ll tether him back to the mortal plane, drain his power, then cast him back to death right after.”

My mom shuddered.

Sadistic piece of shit. I ground my teeth. My mom was so afraid, my sister was scowling at Morien while trembling. She’d been such a tough little thing.

Morien snapped his fingers and I jolted as he commanded his ten vampires, “Kill them. Make it messy. When my son finds their dead bodies, I want it to be a brutal visual to behold. Every little bit will help to turn him dark, to invoke vengeance. Especially when he finds the ten of you desiccated beside him and quickly learns that The Shadowed murdered his beloved mother and little sister.”

“No! You’re not going to corrupt him and fill his gentle heart with vengeance!”

“I surely am, wife. Can you picture it now? A furious necromancer unleashed among the vampiric underground? It will be glorious destruction.”

“He’ll see! He’ll know it was you!”

“On the contrary, he’ll have no idea. I’ll ensure it.”

The vampires moved in.

My mom fired her power.

It hit two of them, knocking them back.

But it wasn’t enough, and then one of them snapped her wrist, making her scream.

My sister’s lavender power ripped one of them off their feet, and then she punched another in the gut, screaming at the vampire to leave them alone.

“You’d kill your own daughter?” my mom called to Morien desperately.

“She’s useless to me. She was meant to be a necromancer, but your weak magical genes took precedence there.”

I clenched my fists.

And then it happened, the vampires descending on them as Morien stood leaning against the wall watching on with a sadistic thrill in his eyes.

I looked away, unable to stand seeing my family taken from me and in such a brutal fucking way too.

Commotion over where past Remnant and my younger self were took my attention, as Remnant held tight to him as he screamed into his hand, flailing and his young power sparking wildly, Remnant absorbing it all, although not without damage as the agony in his eyes made clear.

A roar from Morien rang out, followed by the sharp sounds of necks snapping rapidly, and I chanced looking back at the house to see he’d murdered those controlled members of The Shadowed, and they were now sprawled out, their rapidly desiccating bodies covering my mom and sister.

He smiled to himself, then took off in a burst of teleportation.

Remnant released my younger self, and the latter turned around to face him.

“I wouldn’t have been strong enough to stop it, would I?”

“Not yet, no.”

“And if you’d tried to speed them away, my father would have caught you in his Undead Domination spell? I felt it extending outward, so he’d figured you might come.”

“That is correct. I am so very sorry for all of this.”

“It’s not your fault.” My younger self collapsed to his knees then, sobbing uncontrollably, magic sparking, but not harming.

Remnant didn’t shy away.

Instead, he knelt down and stroked his back in comfort. “You will go on, I promise you that. I will help you. You will not be alone, young one.”

“No,” he spoke to Remnant, lifting his head, eyes rimmed red, tears streaming down his cheeks.

“No?” Remnant questioned.

“My mom’s fears…”

“Unfounded fears. You are not Morien.”

“I can’t trust in that. Not yet. I need to study and learn. I need to be stable. But that time isn’t now. I could zone in on your vampires being the ones who actually did this to my mom and sister, especially if I can’t find my dad to get justice that way. I might go after the next best thing if my magic starts to corrupt me. And my mom has told me how important The Shadowed is to the world. I won’t hurt it. I won’t hurt you—you spared me. But, like with my father, power can twist things if you can’t handle it.”

Remnant went to protest.

“I can’t remember it this way. I can’t take the chance. It has to look like an attack by enemies that were already dealt with. So then vengeance won’t get its claws into me.”

“You can handle this. There’s no need for—”

“You have the capability to scent-wipe and alter the evidence inside the house?”

“I do, however—”

“Then do that. I’ll alter my memory and it’ll be as though I just arrived home and found them… found them… dead.”

“Listen, youngling, it doesn’t—”

“You have twenty minutes before Oblivisca will take permanent effect.”

My younger self rose to his feet shakily, fresh grief still clearing wracking his body and mind alike. And then he upturned his palms and performed the spell.

A flash of silver and crimson light obscured my vision and the memory fell away.

I drew in a harsh breath as I blinked back to the current time and reality.

I staggered, my hand slipping from Remnant’s on the Stone of Recollection.

Our gazes clashed.

Intensity flared from him.

And a whole lot of concern.

He was steeling himself for my reaction—and the damage that it might cause.

There would be none. No damage.

“All these years and I didn’t know it was him who’d murdered them. I even checked for his magical signature. It was one of the first things I did. Then Ryker arrived and introduced himself, took me to a Coven…”

“I am so very sorry.”

I scrubbed my hand over my face as he pocketed the Stone of Recollection.

“Magic-wielders don’t tend to perform Oblivisca on themselves.”

“Most can’t. Even then, though, you were an outlier.”

I sucked in a breath. “They died because of my mom’s fear. Fear Morien had instilled so deep in her.”

“She died because of her love and that is what Morien twists. Just like he also excels at corrupting the good intentions in others.”

“He failed in this case,” I ground out. “And you don’t need to worry, it’s clear The Shadowed were his victims that night. They weren’t responsible for their actions and they even suffered under his cruelty as well.”

I held out my hand. “Thank you. You saved my life.”

He took my offering and smiled sadly, a heaviness settling over us as we both obviously tried to reconcile what we’d just relived all too vividly.

When I pulled away, I told him, “You made a good call revealing this to me now, before we encountered him again. He would have tried to twist things to his liking. And even if he’d failed to make me believe the blame fell on your agents, the shock of the revelation could have impacted me mid-battle.”

“His influence has been further lessened.”

“Yeah, it has.” I cocked my head to the side. “So, why concern yourself so much with this? With me turning on you as a result of his lies? You know I won’t waver from my goal of putting the motherfucker down. And even following through on breaking the tether between you and Victor—for Lazriel’s benefit, if not yours. Is it concerning this potential solution to fix the Valley of the Dead that you alluded to earlier? Whatever it is must possess insane power… were you concerned it wouldn’t be safe in my hands? Or is it illicit, so you were worried I’d report it to the supernatural authorities out of spite or something?”

“The solution is a living heart powered by True Celestial magic, the very thing that rejuvenated those necromantic cores we used in your transplant, bringing them back from death state.”

I choked.

“Fuck. Me.”

“Indeed. It’s a lot to absorb. It was for me also when we first managed to forge such a thing.”

“Something like that… the regenerating aspects being that extreme… yeah, it could certainly heal the Valley.”

“I’ll show it to you in a moment. However, that’s not the reason you’re searching for, the reason behind me being concerned with your mental and magical stability, ensuring black magic infection is an impossibility for you, bringing you to the Shadow Tunnels when I could have protected you above ground.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “Then what is it?”

He stepped up to me and laid his hand on my shoulder. “I want you to join me.”

“You… what?”

“I wish for you to become Commander of The Shadowed.”
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Mystic Heart.

That was what they were aptly calling the Celestial powered magical organ.

Able to infuse with life and to revitalize from death state… it was absolutely revolutionary.

I scrubbed my hand over my jaw as I studied it protected within Investigative Sanctum, deep in the depths of this site of the Shadow Tunnels.

A living golden heart pulsing energy and contained within a white magical field.

My attention flitted between it and the rest of the magical research area. The place was empty right now because Remnant had afforded me some alone time with it to examine everything within—full disclosure.

He was really confident that I’d take on the role of Commander like he’d offered.

My words to Lazriel and Cassius weeks ago played on my mind as I assessed the situation.

“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…. 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.”

If I became Commander, not only could I continue to live up to that, but I’d be able to do it a whole lot easier without so much constraint, or others trying to force my fucking hand. And I’d also be able to do it on a much grander scale. The resources and reach of The Shadowed was unparallelled.

Lazriel, Velra, and Cassius, though… how would they view this? How would we work with this?

A rush of wind whipped through the area.

I spun, surprised to see Remnant bursting on in.

It had been his suggestion to give me space after the Stone of Recollection intensity and upset, followed by the weight of both the existence of the heart and then his shocking job offer.

As soon as he slowed enough for me to take in his eyes, the rest of his face hidden behind the metal mask again, I stilled, a nasty chill rolling down my spine.

He looked… terrified.

That didn’t compute where he was concerned.

As he neared me and our gazes clashed, pain set in as well.

I swallowed hard. “What’s happened?”

“It’s Lazriel.” He snagged a nearby beaker and clenched his fingers, crushing it to pieces, glass exploding. “He’s been taken.” He slammed his fist down on the long workbench and it utterly decimated under the wrath of his supreme strength, as he snarled, “Victor has him.”
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~Lazriel~



Familiar voices—in a majorly fucking bad way—reached me, as I started to come to, fighting against a nasty heaviness wearing me down and trying to stop me from fully rousing awake.

“This is the last part I will play in your fixation with Remnant’s son. Do you understand me, Victor?”

“So long as that includes our blood vow.”

“Yes, yes, I won’t kill him. Nor will I reveal to Puritas that you have him captive. But they cannot know that I have facilitated this kidnapping for you.”

“Playing both sides, Morien… how devious and calculating. Why would I reveal that when I commend it? Besides, I’m essentially their enemy now. I had to draw a line or they would have murdered my pretty thing.”

“Your pretty thing… you really are deep in obsession with him.”

“Just stick to this last part of yours. I don’t need your commentary.”

“Even commentary warning that this won’t end well for you? As soon as word reaches Remnant, he will lay waste to everyone and everything standing in the way of recovering his son.”

“Mmm… I was already hard just looking at my plaything all strung up so nicely and invitingly for me, now you reference Remnant losing control. After all these years, I can’t wait to taste it, to bear witness to that stoic, deadbeat sire of mine raging and raising hell.”

“Well, I suppose we all have our fantasies. I wish you well with yours coming true.”

I heard some shuffling around, then a spark of power.

“Here you are. The device is finished. It will work as you asked. A very potent form of inducement—known to the uneducated as pleasure magic. It will do nicely with the erotic torture you have in mind for your youngling toy.”

“Thank you.”

“That’s the end of it where this is concerned.”

“I heard you the first time.”

“Good. I will return within a few days following my tiresome days-long meeting with Puritas.”

“Ah, the price you must pay for ultimate power.”

“Indeed. It won’t be long now, though. And eradicating hybrid kind will serve us both well—with your obsession excluded of course.”

With that, I felt a flare of power, Morien obviously teleporting away.

I managed to rouse awake enough to open my eyes cautiously.

Victor had his back to me, so I tried to hurriedly take in the situation even as my mind was still feeling fuzzy, my eyes heavy. Come to think of it, my body was tingling in an almost painful way, like a pins and needles sensation rolling through my veins.

Some sort of drug he’d shot me up with? Or a spell from Morien?

I looked to see that I was shirtless, my tactical pants open, and I was barefoot.

My feet touched the fancy black marble floor, while my arms were wrenched above my head, my wrists encased in metal cuffs connected to chains that were screwed into the ceiling.

Shit.

There was light coming from a gold chandelier a few feet over from where the chains were screwed in, and I was just about able to make out the blacked out windows in my peripheral vision, heavy curtains covering them.

I swallowed hard as I caught sight of the four-poster bed just within the field of my peripheral vision. Gold snake effigies encircled the posts while black silk sheets and pillows decorated the massive thing, semi-sheer drapes hanging down. There was a seating area near Victor with a wraparound gold velvet couch and a black marble coffee table opposite. An open door along that wall led into a partially visible walk-in closet.

And there was one more door to the far left of where I was, which I could see a corridor through. Possible escape route. Just like busting through the windows.

“Acclimating back to consciousness nicely, Lazriel?”

I jerked in the chains overhead at the sudden sound of Victor addressing me.

“Sweet place,” I spoke, choking a little on my words as I found my throat extremely dry. I forced onward, especially as he turned around and threatened to unnerve me as he eye-fucked me so blatantly. “Looks new—except for these chains. You just moved in? Couldn’t wait for somebody to see the new digs? You know, most people will have objects as housewarming gifts.” A snarl escaped me. “Not strung up people.”

His lips curved. “The chains were used on me by your dear daddy. A punishment. And not the kind I usually go in for. He bled me out, tried to indoctrinate me back around to his way of thinking.”

That must have been what Sylas had referred to when he’d brought up my dad putting Victor down three centuries back.

“Indoctrinate? Given what I’ve come to unfortunately know about you, I’m thinking you mean him trying to get you to see reason, ease away from the whole psychopath bit?”

He sauntered toward me, one slow and drawn out step at a time, his eyes all over me again. “A psychopath, as you so eloquently refer to it, is just a being greatly misunderstood. Overlooked, ahead of their time, a maverick.”

I couldn’t suppress a shudder as he shook off his designer charcoal blazer, then tugged off his shirt with a burst of vampire speed, baring his massive muscular chest.

He sped over to a closet, then hung them up in several bursts, before then unfortunately returning to stand before me.

He purposely misinterpreted my reaction and smirked. “Yes, relish the view. Soon you’ll be permitted to touch as well.” He grasped my jaw in that way he was too fond of doing. “Back to the psychopath thing and my reframing of it… a maverick, overlooked, ahead of their time… don’t you see how similar we are in those respects? You are most definitely a maverick. Ahead of your time undeniably in the way you view and advocate for hybrid kind, the way you approach much. And you were overlooked by your deadbeat father for years on end.” He stroked my jaw and I only just managed to suppress another shudder. “Who in their right mind would be so foolish as to overlook you?”

“There’s no mirror here,” I bit back.

I braced myself for him to crack my jaw like he’d done before.

Instead, I got a surprise as his eyes shone at me and he actually even loosened his grip. “You’ll see soon enough. Don’t fret, precious.” He studied me, this time without any sexuality to it. “Are you in pain? Or is it just slight uncomfortableness permeating your veins?”

“What is it? What did you do to me?”

“Diluted holy water.”

I jolted. “What?”

“All is well, no need for panic. That previous instance where I tortured you with it, I used a concentrated dose. This was just very slight, enough to keep you docile.”

“Docile for what?”

“To make it easier for you to enter into a more accepting and open state of mind, something that, given our previous encounters, I’m aware needs some work.”

“There is no version of this where I’m in an accepting state of mind when it comes to you. Doing this, bringing me here, and whatever else you have planned with that device that Morien made for you, is all pointless. You’re an enemy to me, you tortured me, and you can’t see reason. You’re warped, Victor.”

He stepped up closer, making me grit my teeth as his bare chest pressed against mine.

It got worse as he slid his fingers into my hair, stroking softly in an almost tender sort of way. “Mmm, I’m delighting in the way you growled my name. Do it again.”

“No,” I ground out.

His fingers skimmed over my cheek. “I’m aware that a facet of this resistance from you has nothing to do with me, or what’s between us.”

What’s between us? His delusion ran even deeper than I’d already clocked. Actually, it seemed to be worsening with our every encounter.

“It’s about those you believe you’re in love with.”

“I am in love with them,” I bit back, the rawness to that statement bursting out of me almost automatically, because my love for Velra, Sylas, and Cassius ran so deep.

“Yes, you’re predisposed to view it that way.”

“Predisposed?”

“You’re a victim of abandonment. By your father, no less. He may have explained it away and you may have reconciled, but it doesn’t undo the wound it inflicted. A wound that runs so very deep. That’s also compounded by the extreme level of rejection you’ve faced because you’re a born wolf-vampire hybrid—from your pack, from Puritas and others across the supernatural world who share their beliefs.”

“If you’re trying to form some sort of twisted bond with me by drawing a parallel between us, you’re way off. My dad rejected you because of your actions, not because of what you are. And as for your Puritas comments, you’re a fucking member.”

“We’ll come back to your assumption concerning Remnant. But as for Puritas, I’m not in it for the rhetoric.”

“Then what?”

“Access.”

I frowned.

He explained, “Access to powerful, influential beings. To rare magics and spellwork.” He ran his thumb over the stubble on my jaw, making me shiver under his touch, the increased intimacy of it. “Let me share a secret with you, beautiful hybrid… I may hold the role of Execution Oversight, the one who oversees their extermination facility, Genexis, but there are very few who I’ve actually murdered. My unmatched speed among every single member working alongside me at that facility, along with sleight of hand, some borrowed magic like that portal you saw me create with a Specus Relic, have created a smokescreen. In truth, I have actually removed those brought there and spared their lives.”

I started, my eyes shooting wide.

He’d done what?

“You saved them?”

“Most of them. Some couldn’t be trusted, some had already been mentally broken before they reached me. Those I couldn’t risk sparing.”

“No. You’re not a benevolent force.”

“Of course not. Like I said, it’s about access to power and influence for me.”

Holy shit. “You’re building an army, and one made loyal to you because you saved them and offered them hope in the darkest moment of their lives.”

“Precisely.”

“Where is this army?”

He patted my cheek. “Not your concern. At least not until you are finally mine.”

I didn’t get to speak more to it, as he went on, “So, back to my initial point… due to your abandonment issues and the painful rejection you’ve suffered, of course you’d latch onto the first signs of affection in Sylas, Velra, and Cassius, and thereby liken it to love. You’ve essentially been conditioned to view it that way.” He beamed down at me. “That’s not your fault. But it is something that can be undone.”

“I don’t want it undone.”

“It will actually help you if it is. Velra has been marked and she won’t survive much longer, so she’ll be gone anyway. Cassius is slated to be mentally broken by heavy Dark Fae mind-meddling and Puritas will take control of him completely. And Sylas is being pulled deeper into The Shadowed. Even if he resists the call, Morien will take his life. So, you see, Lazriel, they will be gone regardless.”

I hissed, my fangs dropping with the vehemence of it. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s not gonna play out like that. At all.”

He patted my head and stepped back. “You require time to absorb it.”

“That’s not—”

“In the meantime, in a bid to help you become more accepting of the reality that you will belong to me, I have a gift for you.”

A rush of adrenaline usurped all the rest that had already been rolling through me from the moment I’d woken up and realized my predicament—because he started unbuckling his fancy, tailored dress pants, kicking off his designer shoes in the process.

Amusement danced in his eyes as he saw the worry that I clearly had failed to hide in mine. “No. Not that. It isn’t time. Although, it’s delightful that your mind went there.”

Where the fuck else would it have gone with him first stripping his blazer and shirt off right in front of me, then now going for his pants?

He was trying to fuck with my own thought process, trying to make me believe I was thinking things for reasons that I wasn’t—reasons that benefitted him and what he wanted to get from me.

My dad’s words to me about Victor played on my mind.

“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’d called it.

Right now was proof, as was every interaction I’d had with the maniac.

And I had to hold to that. Hold steady.

No matter what he said, what he did.

No matter that the fucking holy water was weakening me and making me feel more than a little off, something that was confusing in itself.

“You’re not even going to ask what your gift is?”

“Strangely, I can’t seem to give any fucks.”

Instead of snapping, or bursting forward and crunching my bones with his next-level strength, he merely smiled. “You’ve certainly inherited your father’s stubbornness. He was a tough nut to crack about certain things as well.”

What things? Part of me wanted to ask that, but the other part knew he’d just twist the narrative to suit him.

“You know it takes two, right? I also have a mom.”

He tensed. “She’s not a part of this.” Then he ground out bitterly, “She never should have been a part of any of this. The only reason she hasn’t become my target is because she had a hand in creating you.”

Just a hand in it? Jeez, he was demented. With our every exchange, he kept demonstrating more disturbing depths to it all.

“Can’t even say her name, huh?”

He pulled his pants the rest of the way off, then burst toward his closet, and neatly hung them up alongside his shirt and blazer. “Made especially for me,” he explained, as he strode back over, now just in a pair of tight gray trunks. “Hard to come by and very expensive. I don’t want unworthy blood on the fabric. Yours I would wear with elation.”

I looked away as he started to run his hand over the front of them, clearly trying to draw my eye there.

“Blood?” I asked instead. “What blood are you talking about? Whose?”

“Ah, yes,” he said, with some sort of creepy glee. “Your gift.” He rubbed his hands together as he stopped a foot from me. “This ties back to our earlier conversation, specifically concerning the deep scars of rejection you’ve suffered through in your life.” He winced. “A life so new too. Still so young, yet so much damage.”

“Are you building to something?” I gritted out.

“Still such impatience, such attitude. You’re fortunate that it arouses me much more so now, rather than merely being seen as an obstacle.” He cocked his head to the side, then told me, “Before you were rejected by your pack for the vampiric aspect of your nature, you experienced another form of rejection. Specifically, your first crush that wasn’t on a female. That crush was on a wolf within your pack named Jesse Harmon.”

Holy. Shit. The creep factor was beyond—knowing that meant he’d researched so fucking deeply into me. Maybe even actually been watching me as well.

Before I could even begin to process that, he continued, “He hated that you were attracted to him, something that was complicated for him by the fact that the attraction was actually returned. He chose not only to repress it, but to take out that frustration on you. In fact, he’s carried it with him all these years. When your efforts with Crossborn became publicized and put you in the spotlight, that hatred bled into action. He formed his own Puritas cell recently. A cell specifically created to hunt you down and transport you to Genexis and have you executed.”

My stomach roiled as it became clear what he was building to.

“Your supposed loves have sought out your other remaining enemies, those tied to your deceased stepfather, and removed their threat. But they couldn’t find Harmon.” He leaned in and brushed his lips over my cheek. “Fortunately, you have me. Mmm… my pretty thing.” I twisted in my binds, yanking on the chains when he slid his hand down over my open fly. My breath hitched as his fingers hovered there, just a fraction of an inch from making contact.

And then he pulled it away and smirked down at me. “Not yet, remember?” He breathed me in, scenting me, as his eyes flamed with lust. “Make no mistake, though, when I am through, you will beg for my touch, and even sob in utter desperation for the pleasure I can bring you.”

I clenched my fingers in the cuffs. “Is that the line you fed to Sorin?”

He arched an eyebrow.

“He claimed the two of you were in love.”

“Ah, yes. His parents are incredibly withholding. It didn’t take much.”

“It was all lies?”

“It was a means to control a deeply sadistic and highly volatile being. Your associates ending his life did me a favor. He’d served his purpose. All that remained was tying up loose ends.”

“You were gonna kill him anyway?”

“If Cassius hadn’t already seen to it, yes. Sadistic and volatile, remember? That can’t be left out there, especially not obsessing over me. The danger of that can’t quite be quantified.” He stepped back and rubbed his hands together. “Now, onto your gift.”

Before I could get a word out, especially in a bid to find out how the shit he knew it had been Cassius who had murdered Sorin, and not Velra—or even me, he blurred from the room with his vampire speed.

I listened, finding I had to strain, because the holy water was compromising not just my strength, but my senses too. I hadn’t felt it at first… maybe the longer it was in my system, the worse it got in that respect and impacted me all over, not just strength-wise.

I heard the rapid-fire opening and closing of a door.

Then… whimpers. Definitely not his.

In the next moment, two blurs caught my eye, before a body was thrown across the floor, rolling to a stop just a couple of feet from me.

I choked as I took in that once familiar blond curly hair, the compact muscular form, and even that leather choker he was still wearing all these years later—a mark of his cruel gang that he’d run even as a teen in our pack.

Jesse Harmon in the flesh.

Or what was left of him.

He was battered and bloodied. It looked like his shoulder was dislocated. There were deep carvings across his bare torso, wounds bleeding all over the place. The denim shorts he was wearing were covered in dirt and I could even smell a whole lot of piss.

He groaned as Victor yanked him up by his hair into a kneeling position. He twisted his fingers in the strands and used it like a handle to keep his captive there—looking right at me.

Jesse’s glassy, pained eyes hardened when he saw me. “Thaine,” he croaked. It took him a moment and then a sadistic smirk curved his lips as he registered my chained situation. “Victor, this was all just a test? To make sure I was worthy to put this hybrid freak down?”

Victor tugged at his hair painfully, making Jesse cry out. “How clueless you are. Utterly uneducated trash until the end, aren’t you? Puritas doesn’t want your cell as part of its network. Your shortsightedness and ill-equipped members are an embarrassment to their cause, to their organization. Fortunately, all those members were ripped apart by me. It’s just you who remains.”

“What? What the fuck is this?” Jesse cried, coughing from the strain. “I thought you were… readying me? Part of Puritas policy to toughen up new recruits.”

“Well, your ego and repression rule all that you do, so it’s no surprise you didn’t take a single moment to question my claim.” He dragged Jesse closer to me by his hair. “I brought you here for Lazriel.”

“He’s chained up. Your prisoner. I don’t… what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that he and I are playing a delightful game. He’s not my enemy. He’s not enduring punishment. He’s not awaiting transportation to Genexis. He’s to be mine. And as mine, I’m healing him. And hurting those who hurt him.”

“Don’t,” I rumbled.

Victor’s gaze flicked to me. “Hmm. You wish him to be spared. This despicable excuse for a wolf? Even now as he insults you with degrading language?”

“You mean, like you did?”

“That was calculated, not my real sentiment toward you. I thought you’d realized that—or that Remnant had conveyed as much to you with how well he knows me.”

“I don’t want this. Leave it be.”

His lips twitched.

And then he wrenched on Jesse’s hair, making him scream as he ripped several clumps out in the process.

“Apologize!” Victor roared in his face.

“Sorry… sorry!” Jesse cried desperately as Victor pulled harder, drawing blood from his scalp. Jeez.

“There. It’s done. Let it go now,” I told him.

And I wanted that fucker out of my sight. I’d barely even looked at him properly since Victor had dragged him in here. All that shit with him was in the past. I’d made my peace with it. I didn’t need or want a fucking reckoning. Besides, my power here was my peace—in myself and with my loves. Nothing else mattered. Certainly not some pathetic vengeance or getting-even mentality. There was just emptiness in that. Fuck all of that.

“It’s done, hmm?” Victor spoke. “As you wish.” He released Jesse suddenly, rose to his feet and stepped back with his hands held up.

What was he playing at? He didn’t back off. Well, not without some manipulative or fucked-up reason.

Jesse staggered to his feet, glaring at me. “Apologize? To you? That was for his benefit. You’re nothing to me! A fucked-up creation that should’ve never been! How fucking dare a thing like you want me? How dare you fucking put that on me?”

In the next second, he lunged at me, shrieking, “I’ll kill you! After all these years, I’ll end that shit you stirred in me—shit I never fucking wanted! I’ll rip your fucking heart out, then it’ll be over!”

I steeled myself.

He was just inches out from me when Victor made a move.

Jesse was lurching in the next second as Victor punched his fist through his back, all the way to his front, making me choke as his heart was torn from his chest from the brutal move.

It landed at my feet with an awful squelch.

“Shit,” I rasped.

Victor tossed Jesse’s now dead body across the room and it ricocheted off the wall with a thud, ending up in a macabre heap.

“It was far from done,” Victor told me. “It never is with bigots like him. Mercy cannot be allowed. It’s much too dangerous. Mercy is for the deserving, the repentant—not those like him.”

“You shouldn’t get to decide that,” I uttered, grimacing and looking away from both the heart and the sight of Jesse’s corpse.

Wind whipped around me, and then moments later, Victor was right in front of me again. “It’s gone,” he told me, tipping my chin up with his index finger. As he guided my gaze to his, I saw in my peripheral vision that the body and the heart were no longer in the room with us.

“Why would you—”

“It was making you uncomfortable.” He looked confounded. “Your mother may have hid it from you, but she is known to her enemies as decidedly savage and ferociously brutal. Your father is a calculating and ruthless force who strikes fear and dark reverence into the hearts of everyone. Yet you…” He smiled. “You are gentle. Your battles at Graverun, being known as the Halfblood Hound, seemed to indicate the direct opposite. And then there’s your performance in actual combat with true enemies that I’ve both witnessed and been on the receiving end of… but those are just survival reactions. Aren’t they? Your Graverun antics are just playtime. Your actions during true battle are far from relished by you. You don’t care for it. You wish only for peace and love with just enough ferocity thrown in to satisfy your wolf and vampire.”

“Stop,” I said, trying to jerk my head away.

But he didn’t release me, so consumed was he with running his fingers through the stubble along my jawline. Kind of like he was in a trance.

And then he murmured, “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.”

A chill rolled down my spine.

Those were my dad’s exact words to me a few weeks ago.

He doubled down, quoting yet more from the night my dad had decimated that Puritas recruitment summit. “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.”

“Those were Remnant’s words to you, I believe. The night of his massacre that he not only had you bear witness to, but also participate in.”

“How did you—”

“I keep an eye—or ear—on my enemies. And those I covet.”

“I didn’t kill anyone. I wouldn’t just—”

“But you felt guilty, maybe even less than for not being able to do so? Knowing that he had to do it for you instead? The father you’ve craved for so long, whose approval means a great deal to you also?”

I jerked my head to the side.

This time he released me.

But he was still up so close, his eyes fixed on mine so… invasively. “Lazriel, you will not do well in the care of somebody like Rhodric Vallant.”

I jolted. “What? What was that—”

“That? That is his real name.” He shook his head sadly. “You thought you were bonding with your father, developing a relationship with him, but he didn’t even tell you his name. You’re his son, yet you only know him by his alias.”

“I know why he had to keep his identity secret.”

“Yes, his work with The Shadowed. But you’re not just anybody, are you?” He cocked his head to the side. “Or, are you?”

“Shut up,” I seethed.

“Look, maybe you’re not. Maybe he does care for you beyond you being a precious possession to him, beyond using his protection of you to make a point to his enemies and to deepen his dominance over them. But the fact remains, he will always keep you at a distance. He has to. His work with The Shadowed demands it.”

“I’m not alone.”

“Of course not. I’m here. And unlike Rhodric, Velra, Sylas, and Cassius, I will remain.”

I went to speak, to counter his bullshit claims that he was trying to drive into the heart of me, but he clamped his hand down over my mouth. “Shh… give it time to sink in. Allow my truths to resonate. Award them the deeper thought that they deserve—that you need to allow for your own protection, in fact.”

I grunted against his hand, then tried to speak, my words just coming out muffled, especially as he exerted more pressure.

“Shh, pretty thing. After those traumatic trips down memory lane I had to subject you to in order for you to see the truth and to provide you justice when it came to Harmon, you require relief.”

He suddenly raised a contraption into view.

Shit. My sensory perception, and my ability to see rapid-fire speed was diminishing, so much so that I hadn’t even seen him pick it up from… wherever it’d been.

“This was made for me by Morien exactly to my specifications. All for you.”

I took it in as he continued to clamp his hand down on my mouth.

Four spindled arms extended from a central disk, each ending in a blunt, claw-like curve. In the center, a circular core swirled with shimmering magic—Morien’s infected gray and black.

He released my mouth then pressed it to my chest, the cold metal sending a shudder through me. It was nothing compared to what happened next as it whirred, the core flaming, before it latched onto the center of my chest between my pecs like some sort of magical magnet. It didn’t penetrate my skin, it just held there.

“What the fuck is—”

It pulsed—with intense pleasure that resonated throughout my body in a mind-whirling rush.

I choked and tried to buck it off me.

But it was completely useless.

Victor’s eyes lit up as he watched me squirming when those pulses continued on, again and again, until I was twisting in the chains.

“Ungh… why… what…”

“Like I said, you need relief.”

“No… not this… not this kind!”

“Don’t be so hasty.”

“Victor!”

“Mmm… there you go growling my name again.”

“Don’t.”

He grasped my open pants and jerked them all the way down to my ankles.

Then he called his talons and swiped them across my boxers, nicking me a little and making me hiss—especially as he stripped me all the way naked.

I shuddered as his gaze zeroed in on my cock. My cock that was rapidly hardening, because of the forced pleasure of the fucked-up device he’d attached to me.

Dark lust sparked in his eyes as he raised them to mine.

Then he grasped either side of my face and whispered in low, seductive words, “This will ready you for me. This device will continue to provide you pleasure, increasing in intensity. But it can only create pleasure, not fulfill it. I will leave you in peace, allow you some quiet time to absorb all that I’ve said, and by the time I return you will plead with me to grant you the release that will elude you.”

“Don’t fucking do this.”

“You have rendered it necessary, Lazriel.” He brushed his lips over mine. “That’s okay. You just require guidance. And this will lead you to a realization that will benefit us both beautifully.”

His hands tightened on my face, then he had me choking as he thrust his tongue into my mouth, then took me in a possessive kiss that stole all the breath from my lungs.

When he pulled back I was gasping, wanting to wipe my mouth, but unable to because I was fucking restrained.

“I can’t wait.” He winked. “Until then.”

He spun on his heel, walked to his closet and started dressing, his eyes on me the entire time as I twisted and hissed against the pleasure pulses. He licked his lips as he saw my dick react, and I looked away.

With a whip of wind, he was gone, the door closing, and leaving me hanging with the fucking device tormenting me.

He thought it would make me desperate.

Make me want him.

Especially with all the other shit he’d tossed at me since I’d woken up here.

Psychological torment to sexual torment.

He was escalating.

He thought he was winning.

He thought he was right on the verge.

And he also thought he knew everything about me.

But what he saw was a warped version of the truth, a depraved reality.

He didn’t know all.

And as the pleasure pulses picked up and I started bucking my hips, shame and desperation trying to creep in and fuck with my mind, I stopped myself.

There was a way around it—at least this specific torment.

He was gonna find out just how deficient his understanding of me actually was.

And then he’d be the one getting mind-fucked to hell and back.
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“Aww, come on, you know well now just how sweet I am to those I allow close to me. Don’t tell anyone. Gotta maintain the Halfblood Hound rep.”

Those had been Lazriel’s words to me, his gentle words that he’d uttered in that loveable playful way of his.

To the outside world, he appeared tough, hardened, and even abrasive.

But to those he held dear, those he bravely risked opening up to, that protective façade fell away.

He was a true sweetheart.

And all he’d ever wanted was belonging and love.

To be accepted as he was.

To be able to show who he was without being guilted, shamed, or rejected.

He had that now in us.

But Victor Halrow aimed to steal that away.

It made me so fucking sick to my stomach.

So much so, I’d literally been sick—vomiting again so many times since Lazriel had been gone.

The act of the kidnapping itself was bad enough. And then there was the demented sadism that Victor was capable of, along with his deranged fixation on Lazriel.

But it was also the fact that Lazriel had come so very far.

He’d conquered the repression he’d been trapped within his whole life.

He’d accepted himself in so many ways and not just become comfortable with who he truly was and all the facets of himself, but come to revel in it as well. That was no small feat.

Victor Halrow was known for his mind games, which had become apparent with every encounter he’d had with Lazriel. And I just… I was so scared for Lazriel that the sick son of a bitch would cut into all that progress, undermine it, maybe even twist it.

The four of us coming together had helped each of us deal with things we hadn’t thought possible to properly overcome. But things worked between us because we’d each evolved, we’d each worked at it, at what we had. So if Victor… twisted Lazriel up… it could… no. Stop. Just fucking stop it!

He wouldn’t succeed. Not only was Lazriel strong, adaptable, and possessing a warrior’s heart and courage, I was also working on ensuring Victor didn’t get that far where his sadism and psychotic rhetoric would have time to get it’s claws—or talons—into Lazriel.

Cassius had passed on the intel I’d given him that Sorin had blurted out in his rage—that Gregor Varsellis, a Light Fae, was the leader of Puritas. Ryker Morgan had been made aware and the Guardian Movement was already now working that angle, because with a name came connections—contacts, trails to follow.

Cassius was currently with Vorzyr and Jaxon at the Shifter Stabilization Unit, mobilizing key personnel and trackers there to seek out Victor’s location.

All tracking spells had failed. We’d even had Ariana and Cornelius combine their massive power to perform a souped-up version of a tracking spell, and that had resulted in nothing. No fucking leads at all.

So when magic failed, there was animal instinct.

We also had Kai working with Lucian to basically meld the magic and instinctual approach as one. They were trying to track the trajectory of the portal that Victor had formed with that Specus Relic.

Basically, everyone was on it. All bases were covered.

And I was supposed to be keeping my mind occupied by attending classes. I also had Graceyn from Thryne messaging me constantly wanting an update on Sorin. She didn’t know what had gone down there. I was supposed to be working on locating my despicable parents. But I couldn’t focus on any of that until Lazriel was home safe.

Besides, I had my own strategy on how to find my sweetheart love—one nobody else was even going to attempt, because of the risks. With Cassius occupied and Sylas underground and working the angle of The Shadowed in order to find Lazriel, there was no interference to be had. I could get down to this.

Unfortunately, not without a load of guilt bearing down on me. Or Lazriel’s words to me in Sorin’s cell swirling around my mind, despite my best efforts to focus on our other banter, our love, times of fun and elation.

“You care about people, value life and choices. Shit, you’re the glue that holds our foursome together. But if you do something like this, so against your nature, it’ll change you. And that will also change us. And we’re too fucking awesome together as a unit to let anything—or anyone—fuck with that, right?”

He’d been right in that situation, when I’d come close to murdering my brother.

But this was different.

I sucked in a breath and shifted a little in my cross-legged position on the floor of my dorm room. A circle of my frost surrounded me as I sat in the fixed point at the center. Just a foot in front of me and still within the boundary was an open vial filled with several drops of blood.

Victor Halrow’s blood.

After that monster had snatched Lazriel and escaped through the portal he’d created, Cassius had been frantically trying to latch onto the portal’s residue and use that to force it back open. While he’d been doing that, I’d noticed blood on the ground. A quick magical assessment on the blood had identified it as Victor’s, and then I’d gathered it with my power and sealed it away. In case the tracking experts we had in play hadn’t succeeded. And they hadn’t.

Just not as yet—that was what Cassius kept telling me.

It wasn’t good enough.

Of course, I knew they were all busting their asses, and I valued and appreciated that, but it wasn’t good enough in the sense that the longer Victor had free reign with Lazriel, the more severe the damage could become.

No.

That wasn’t fucking happening.

I twisted my right hand and guided my frost from the top of the circle, spreading it straight down toward the vial.

As soon as it touched it, the vial tipped, and then my frost was there swirling around the blood, infusing with it.

As that held steady, I released my frost magic, then swept my purple Dark Fae power across my palms, drawing blood, grunting at the searing pain of it as I cut deep. My blood needed to continue to flow throughout the entirety of the spell.

I turned my palms upward, blood dripping down into the circle and making a sharp hissing sound—a sign the spell had been initialized proficiently.

And then I called my shadows, drawing hard, until they were swirling around the inside of the circle within moments.

The hissing increased in volume and frequency.

My frost spread, filling the inside of the circle, bit by bit.

Sparks went off in the air within the confines of the frosted circumference.

Those sparks were everything—they meant they’d latched onto Victor’s essence.

When a vampire was created, upon their death in their human form, there was something left behind in the Valley of the Dead—trace aspects of their being when they had been in the state between death and life. Undead life, also known as the vampiric condition.

With my Wraith side, I had the ability to walk among the dead through my shadows, an ability, unlike before when my brother killed me and Sylas had to pull me out and back to life, I had to invoke while I was living—something I had to control.

But with me having touched the Valley so recently, I couldn’t risk even trying to invoke that in the normal sense without now being pulled in and having the spirits there overriding my will and autonomy even as Wraith. And there was no way I was going to risk my men like that, or put them through anything like that again.

So, instead, I was going to astral project into the Valley of the Dead, using Victor’s blood to access his trace essence, which I could then use to connect to his vampiric form in the land of the living, his current state of being. It wouldn’t just connect, it would lead me straight to him.

The only issue was—and, yeah, it was a big one—while I was astral projecting into the Valley, the moment I found that essence, I needed a way to grab hold of it and pull it out.

To avoid dying by reaching in myself, I needed to use black magic in order to override metaphysical law briefly that would allow me to pull that through without being harmed.

My shadows swirled around like a tornado of black and deep gray smoke, growing in height and potency, thickening, and reinforcing.

Victor’s blood started boiling, cracking the hold of my frost, but I gritted my teeth and constrained it with more.

The sparks threatened to compromise my vision, like a mixture of the disorientating sight of flash lightning and strobe lights.

I held steady—as if I was gonna let a freaky magical lightshow and boiling blood scare me. Not when Lazriel’s wellbeing and that of our foursome by extension was on the line.

A translucent haze materialized right in front of me, an oval-shaped almost-portal.

I was about to close my eyes and take the invitation to allow my mind through to the Valley.

But then black tendrils began oozing from my blood that continued to drip inside the circle.

A gasp escaped me as they headed straight for me, then even rose up off the ground, seeking the wounds in my palms.

Black magic.

It was trying to seep into me.

I gathered my power and tried to ease its pace, to control it, but it wouldn’t allow the restriction.

It wanted to call the shots.

It wanted to rule me.

I knew it had to touch me for me to be able to invoke it, so I could override metaphysical law to get what I needed, but if that happened when it had complete control, it could take me. It could dominate and rule me—and not just during the spell.

“Fuck,” I ground out.

I had to stop the spell and start it again.

Something was wrong.

My will was absolute. I should have been able to control it. What the fuck was happening?

That nausea from earlier rose up and it took way too much effort to push it down.

Oh my God. Was that what was screwing with the spell? Something about this incessant nausea I’d been experiencing recently? Was it more than a trauma response, more than the fallout of everything?

I tried again.

The tendrils sped up, nearing me all too quickly.

Even as I moved to stop the spell, nothing happened, no spark of my power, of any of my abilities.

I couldn’t even tell at this juncture whether it was something currently deficient within me, or if it was the black magic taking greater control. The latter shouldn’t be possible—not to that extent and not under these specific circumstances.

Trying to remain levelheaded and quell my rapidly rising panic became meaningless.

The tendrils were a hair’s breadth away from making contact, from seeping into my blood and overriding my control.

And then crimson magic erupted, ripping right through the circle.

My frost was sucked up, like it had never been, like some sort of magical vacuum.

Victor’s blood turned to ashes.

And the black tendrils stilled, then shrieked, before dematerializing right before my eyes.

My shadows retreated.

My wounds healed instantly.

And then I was looking up into the face of Sylas.

His crimson magic was flaming wildly on both palms, his eyes blazing with it, his hooded leather coat billowing behind him from the force of all that power.

“That line you were concerned about crossing when tapping into your darker predilections?” He snuffed out his power and lowered his palms. “You just crossed it.” Frost emanated from his mouth—he’d absorbed my frost directly into himself, just like he’d done several times before for me when I hadn’t been in great control of my abilities, when emotion had influenced them.

But that wasn’t the case now.

I was in control. In fact, I’d mastered fusing both aspects of my hybridized nature so well. What had just happened didn’t make sense. And it didn’t negate that.

“You don’t understand,” I rasped, trying to recover myself after how close that had come to going south. “That wasn’t… something was impacting… I mean—”

“You invoked black magic,” he rumbled.

It wasn’t about the control issue he’d walked in on at all. He wasn’t questioning that, he was giving me the respect I deserved in recognizing how well I’d been doing with it. It was about the dangerous lengths I’d been willing to go to.

“I had to.”

“Acting out of desperation isn’t going to help the situation.”

“It will bring him back!” I snapped, pushing back to my feet.

“You don’t know that for certain. With any spell, or even any strategy, complications abound, things you can’t foresee.”

“It was a calculated risk—isn’t that how you justify the reckless things you do?”

“Those reckless things have never and will never include the use of black magic.”

“It was gonna be a one-time thing.”

He shook his head sadly. “It’s never just once.”

I shoved a hand through my hair. “Sylas, I’m not… it’s not the same as—”

“You’re not him, not my father? Not Morien?” He kicked at the ashes in the circle. “It always starts with that “just-a-one-time-thing” mentality. If you have to justify it, especially at that stage, it’s already done, Velra.”

I went to speak, but then he was there cupping my face. “Little Wraith, I know this was for Lazriel, that you risked this for somebody else, not yourself. And, yeah, my father would have never done that. His usage was always in service of himself. So, no, you’re not him. But you could still become corrupted. If not corrupted, hurt. Mentally and physically. That’s the toll that black magic usage can take. It just… it never ends well. All it does is destroy. Can you imagine Lazriel finding that he’s lost you when he returns to us? Cassius would absolutely lose his mind as well.”

“And you?” I asked, tentatively.

“Me? I’d be absolutely fucking devastated. After how far you’ve come, how hard you’ve fought, you keeping that beautiful compassion of yours in spite of being hunted, shamed, and rejected… it’s miraculous. So to then throw all of that away, especially when you now have a new family in Cassius, Lazriel, and me… it would be a true tragedy. I wouldn’t do well with it. At all.”

I clasped his hands on my face, stroking his fingers. “Thank you.”

He arched an eyebrow. “For getting in the way of your mission that you were so hellbent on?”

I rolled my eyes. “Sylas.”

“Well?” he challenged.

“Look, you were right. It was… the danger was extreme. And I guess, I didn’t want to allow that to resonate. So I shoved it down, even Lazriel’s own warning to me about going down that road.”

“Concerning taking Sorin’s life.”

“How do you—ah, Cassius told you?”

“He did, yes. He wanted me to be aware and he didn’t want you to have to be the one to inform me, or even speak about it. And while I agree with his approach of allowing you time to process that, there needs to be a limit. To be clear, I won’t let you fall into the same trap I did with compartmentalizing things like that. For you especially with what you’ve endured over the years, it could have you falling back into the way you used to operate before—closed off and existing only in survival mode. You’ve come too far to allow that to happen.” He smiled. “You are better than that, Velra. So much better than all of this fucking madness.”

“I won’t do it again… won’t venture down that road. I promise. I promise the three of you that.” I sucked in a breath and blinked harshly as emotion threatened to take me. “Just… Lazriel… he…”

“I know,” he breathed. “I know.”

He dropped his hands and wrapped his arms around me.

I sank into him for several moments, and I felt him do the same, needing the comfort just as much as I did.

I tilted my head up after a while. “How are you here right now?”

“I need to perform a spell for Remnant, one that can’t be done in the Shadow Tunnels, so we emerged above ground earlier.”

“We? Remnant is with you?”

“At my place. With the hefty ward that Cassius erected after the Victor-Sorin-Puritas attack, he’ll remain off the radar there. Rhyza Thaine is also on her way.”

“Wow.”

“Yeah, according to Remnant, she has a lot to say about Lazriel being taken on Remnant’s watch when agents of The Shadowed were running protection detail on him.”

“There’s no way those agents could have followed Lazriel to where he was kidnapped from, though. He was transported there through Cassius’ teleportation. Very few beings in the entire supernatural world can track through that.”

“I’m sure she knows that—in her head. But her heart… her son being in danger… it’s another matter. As you, me, and Cassius well know.” He sucked in a breath. “So, while the spell is cooking, I left him time alone with her, and I accessed Wraeven Academy through the magical passage I’d first put in place months ago. Given that it was already in place when they enhanced the wards and protection around campus, I was still able to use it and bypass it.”

“Always a step ahead, aren’t you?”

“Please. Steps. Plural.”

I actually chuckled, which was really fucking unprecedented considering the circumstances.

His hold tightened around me. “This spell I mentioned is a means to sever Nexus Letale, the tether between Remnant and Victor. So when we find him, we can end this once and for all without Lazriel losing his dad in the process.”

“That’s incredible.” I rested my head on his chest, the bleak side of it all settling over me—that very deep terror infecting me. “Until we find him, all the time ticking on by while Lazriel is in his presence—”

“He’ll be able to handle it, Velra.”

I lifted my head again. “I want to believe that too, but how can we be certain? And Lazriel has come so fucking far. Just thinking about Victor undermining that, harming him in unrecoverable ways… fuck, Sylas.”

“I was with Lazriel during Victor’s last brutal attack. He stood tall against him. Not only did he withstand his taunts and attempted psychological manipulations, he rose beyond them. And he even used it to his advantage and outmaneuvered Victor.”

I beamed up at him as I tried so hard to absorb his words and let them resonate. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“As am I.”

“Can you do it again?”

“What’s that?”

“Play with my frost like its your own?”

“Ah.” He grinned, then blew lightly across the side of my neck, and I felt my frost traveling along my skin in such a familiar soothing way, little crackles sounding. For me, it wasn’t cold, it was more like a rush of sensation.

He grasped my shoulder, then leaned down and blew across the tops of my breasts too, some getting on my leather corset.

I ran my fingers over it. It felt the same, the frost’s consistency exact and definitely mine, but his power pulsed from it as well.

He startled me as he leaned in and dragged his tongue over the frost he’d swept across my chest.

“Hell,” I rasped, grasping his biceps through his leather coat and digging my nails in as he continued laving me with his hot tongue.

A choked sound escaped me as he dipped inside the cups of my corset and flicked at my nipples.

He looked up at me, that mischievous glint in his eye.

A rolling tremble of need took me.

And then I was fisting my hand in his shirt and jerking him to me.

As it had him lifting his head, I seized his stubbly jaw and crushed his mouth to mine.

Sylas was a commanding and absolutely magnetic sexual force, so when he opened for me and held off, responding instead of leading as I tasted him, claiming his mouth, digging my nails into his pecs and even tugging needily at his shirt, it had me off-kilter.

I eased back, after a lingering lick to his bottom lip, and stared at him with bemusement.

He smiled, his sexy hooded eyes heated. “Lead the way, Dark Beauty.”

Was he actually serious?

He showed me in the next moment as he eased back from me, then snapped his fingers, brief sparks of his magic erupting in the air, a moment before he was gone.

I spun around and started as I found him lying on his back on my bed—stark naked.

“Come, let it all go,” he rumbled, making a hot-as-hell show of stroking his very hard cock, as he ran his gaze over every inch of my body.

I removed my corset with a flick of my purple power and a hot thrill went through me at the devilish smirk that lifted his lips.

I wasn’t shy or reserved about showing my body to my men, but with Sylas, it was beyond even that. He had a way about him that bled so beautifully into all of us. A sexual empowerment that he gifted us with. He’d done that so deeply and so wonderfully with Lazriel, and he just… he just continued to. There was no shame, no instinct to hide or to restrict ourselves in any way when it came to our sexual desires.

I sauntered toward the bed and his eyes never left my body.

I stopped at the edge, just before the drapes, and then I hooked my fingers into the waistband of both my panties and my leather pants, then gave him a little show of shimmying them down my legs.

“Breathtaking,” he uttered. “Every fucking inch of you.

“Right back at you,” I said, as I kicked them off, pushed the drapes aside, then literally pounced on the bed.

I was crawling up his body in the next second.

But as I leaned in to kiss him, he held up a finger.

His power sparked, and then he had his arms wrenched above his head and secured in magically glowing crimson cuffs to the headboard.

“Sylas… what are you—”

“You need control, don’t you? Not just comfort and connection, but release beyond a mind-bending orgasm.”

“I… yeah… I mean, what you walked in on definitely made that clear… what I nearly did… but you don’t have to…” It was well-known among those who he allowed close to him that Sylas couldn’t stand feeling helpless. Yet, here he was offering me this? Not just surface-level submission from him, not just the illusion of me having control and calling the shots.

His eyes shone at me. “For you, I will.”

Holy. Hell.

Emotion took me and I had to blink away the tears starting to well in my eyes as I leaned down and brushed my lips over his cheek. “Hell, Sylas. I love you. You know that? I love you.”

His breath caught. He shifted, as much as he could with him restricted by the cuffs. “Since you crafted that illusion for me during the binding spell.”

“What?”

“That’s when I knew. When Cornelius was performing the spell to bind my magic and you pulled me into that illusion made to comfort me because you fully understood the weight of me losing my power, exactly what it did to me… and you spared me as much as you could, went out of your way to… that was when I first knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that I was ready to speak those words to you.”

“Oh my God, that was when you knew you loved me?”

He nodded.

“It was weeks ago.”

“With everything that was happening at the time, I wasn’t sure you’d be in a headspace to hear them from me—or anyone.”

He knew about what had happened when Lazriel had first spoken them to me, then.

“Sylas, you don’t have to do that. I appreciate it, I really do. But I don’t want you holding yourself back or holding off on telling us what you need.”

“Let it all out, huh?”

“Yeah. Exactly.”

“Then… I love you. I fucking love you. No-doubt-about-it, deep and undying love.”

I chuckled, then leaned in and kissed him.

There was nothing slow and easy about it this time around—it was fucking ravenous. Lips smacking, teeth gnashing, tongues basically lashing, and we were both panting through the amazing insanity of it.

I shifted on him, rolling my hips and grinding against his big cock, and it had him groaning into my mouth.

I smiled and broke the kiss, then slashed my tongue over his nipple, making my way down his chest.

“Yes… there’s our girl…” he moaned out as I scraped my nails over his skin, then leaned in and bit at his abs, before chasing away the sting with teasing flicks of my tongue.

He was hot to the touch and almost feverish with his need.

His appetizing bergamot scent wrapped around me, as did the sounds of the magical chains rattling with him getting all deliciously caught up.

He wasn’t the only one, I was so turned on, dripping everywhere, and I sucked in a harsh breath as I rubbed myself all over his cock, getting him nice and slick for what I had planned.

I went harder, faster, tormenting his needy cock, until he was shuddering from it.

“Like that?”

“It’s clearly a callback to your erotic torment the last time the four of us came together,” he said, smirking. “I’m here for it. All the fucking way, my Dark Beauty.”

I called my shadows, sweeping them around his neck, his pecs, his chest and abs, even over his legs, but leaving his glorious cock untouched.

Well, my shadows weren’t that awful pleasure magic that caused it unnaturally, they were an extension of me and my will, and they covered him beautifully, making him cry out in rapture, buck beneath me, and arch harshly into the bliss.

“More,” he choked.

Pleaded.

Sylas Morgrave was begging me.

And he was also clearly getting off on it.

More. More right now.

I kept my shadows teasing him as I shifted on top of him and reached back, gliding my fingers over his balls that had him cursing out into the room. I grasped the base of his cock, then guided him to my ass.

He realized what I was about to do instantly, and his eyes flamed at me.

I sank down on him, not stopping, taking him inch by inch, panting as the burning feel of him stretching me added to the rest of the intensity, as his gaze locked so heatedly with mine.

It was fucking enrapturing. Every nerve in my body was immersed, my entire being on overload.

“Hell,” I groaned when I was fully seated on him, feeling him so deep.

“Ungh… fucking devil woman.

I leaned forward, eliciting a rumbling groan from him that rolled right through me as it shifted his cock inside me. The thrill of it, the dirty look in his eyes, it all had me losing myself to it, and then I was riding him right away, the burn slamming up against all the rest and driving me on and on. It was rough and hard, and fucking harsh and as curses slipped from his throat, I pressed my hands to his chest, my frost spreading over his skin.

The moment it touched, it started melting and seeping into him, as he worked his power with mine.

Puffs of frost escaped his harsh breaths and I looked to his muscles going taut and his fingers twitching in the cuffs, sparks of his red power going off, as he struggled not to break through them.

I ran my fingers up his arms and pressed my frost to the cuffs. I couldn’t break through his power, but he got the message, while my screams prevented me from verbalizing it, and he dematerialized them with a brief flare of his magic.

And then I was shrieking as he lurched up and jerked me harshly onto his lap, keeping himself buried deep inside my ass somehow in the process, and hitting a whole other angle that shot all the breath from my lungs.

He banded one arm around my back, his chest tight against my breasts, abrading my nipples with my harsh movements.

He scraped his teeth over my throat, then licked and sucked ravenously.

But he didn’t take back control over the rhythm. He left it to me, just holding me against him very possessively for him, his mouth, tongue, and teeth all over any part of me that he could reach.

And then I was jolting as his free hand slipped down between us and he rolled his thumb over my clit. Pinching, swirling, slapping… he shot the pleasure surging through every part of me into the stratosphere.

“The way you’re working my cock… motherfucker.”

His talented fingers became a whirlwind that I couldn’t keep up with. I slammed down on him brutally, and his nails dug into my back, a hiss escaping him.

“Sylas… fuck!”

“You’re right there… let it go… let it all go.”

Through his groans and curses, his eyes shone at me—the need, the understanding, the way he was right there with me.

Ecstasy tore through me and then I was convulsing fucking violently on him, so much so that he had to bind me to him with both arms, holding me through it.

I heard a curse from him, a moment before he came inside me, the warm sensation of him filling my ass sending me over the edge again.

He kissed me through it, swallowing some of my screams.

I collapsed against him and by the time I came down from it, I found him stroking my hair and gazing at me reverently.

“All right?”

“Perfect.”

He chuckled. “Very good.”

He shifted his weight then eased out of me, making the both of us grunt.

Then I felt his hand sweeping across my ass, the warmth of his magic there.

Off my look, he told me, “You went too hard, need a little soothing. And, yes, I know you can heal yourself, but why take the time?” He winked. “I’ve got you, little Wraith.” And then he spoke my own words from a little while ago back at me, “We work as one. You’re not alone.”

I beamed out at him, then he eased us under the covers.

As I turned into him, I ruffled his very mussed up hair. “This is what Lazriel calls your sexiest hair look.”

“Oh, I’m well aware. He loves the mussed and ruffled look.”

“He loves a lot of things about our foursome,” I murmured, sinking into him, an air of melancholia settling over us all too quickly.

Sylas tightened his hold around me. “He’ll withstand this.”

“I’m worried about what it will take him to do that.”

“It’s Victor who should be worried.”

“You think?”

“He’s obsessed, very personally invested in that obsession too. Lazriel isn’t. And our boy has a lot to hold onto. Don’t forget that he can endure a great deal—his Graverun antics are a prime example—and things that he shouldn’t technically be able to. As for the mental and emotional toll… Lazriel has evolved. He has the tools to hold on until we can reach him. And the love between all four of us, what we have, means everything to him. That’s a fuck of a lot to hold onto. He won’t allow anything to compromise that for him, least of all that deranged Ancient.”

His reassurance, the sheer confidence in his words actually managed to pull me back from the edge where my terror for Lazriel was concerned.

That was how Lazriel operated.

I guess I’d just… my fear for him had gotten the best of me.

“Yeah, you’re right. He’ll make it through this. And he’ll break Victor in the process.”

“He’ll be back with us before we know it, then all of this will just be a fading nightmare.”

I nodded, then rested my head against his.

And it wasn’t long before sleep took us both.

Hell knew we hadn’t had much of that lately.

OceanofPDF.com


10
[image: ]
~Cassius~



Something was wrong.

Velra had muted herself again.

I could barely feel her at all, save for a brief spark of pleasure. Given that Sylas had messaged me that he was temporarily back above ground, that pointed toward him being responsible. Or possibly her pleasuring herself in a bid to ease some of her pain and terror regarding Lazriel being taken from us.

Either way, though, aside from that one spark of positivity I’d felt from her, that had been the extent of it. And the last time she’d performed a spell like that, she’d acted unilaterally and endangered herself, both physically and mentally.

I wouldn’t have it.

I would not.

This couldn’t continue.

I hadn’t been able to convey my true upset with her concerning those actions she’d taken, because Lazriel had been kidnapped, so she was hurt and emotionally vulnerable, as all three of us were, and not in a state to launch into a heated discussion like that.

But with it seeming like she was acting dangerously once again, I would have little choice but to engage in that way now.

I came to a stop outside her dormitory in Obscura Circle, and drew in a centering breath.

Then I called my white power and pressed it to the door, facilitating myself access through the ward protecting the room. The lock clanged as well, then I pushed it open, and kicked it shut behind me, only just managing with the intensity rolling through me to do so without decimating the door frame and Hades knew what else.

However, I was immediately pulled up short by the sight before me.

Over on the other side of the room to my left Velra was tucked up in her four-poster bed.

And tucked up in Sylas.

Relief flooded me.

Unfortunately, the full sensation was compromised when I caught sight of a ruined spell in the center of the room—ashes, frost remnants, and a nasty residual taste that I recognized as black magic having been present.

I scrubbed my hand over my face as I looked back at the two of them.

They were bare, the blankets not fully shielding that fact. Velra was sleeping in Sylas’ embrace as his hand rested on her stomach, her exquisite breasts on display, rising and falling beautifully with her easy breathing as she slept.

They appeared peaceful, perhaps also satiated—especially knowing Sylas’ sexual appetite, as Lazriel had come to term it. I smiled to myself. As if he was one to comment on that. His was indeed voracious.

A twinge of pain, that same twinge I’d been feeling constantly since he’d been taken, assaulted me yet again at the thought of him.

Fortunately, a grunt from Sylas snapped my attention to the pained sound instead.

I walked to the bed, Sylas not stirring.

His body jolted though, then began shuddering.

And then I saw it.

No.

His hand resting on Velra’s stomach was desiccating.

A gray tint spread over the back of it, then traveled along two fingers, while also starting up his wrist.

I swept over to the bed, easing on to his side as carefully as I could in my panic, so as not to wake Velra. She hadn’t been sleeping very much at all lately.

I stroked Sylas’ hair, then ran my knuckles over his cheek.

His eyes snapped open and he jolted as he saw me right there in his vicinity.

And likely also, the look on my face.

“What is it?” he asked, concern blazing. “What’s happened? Is Lazriel—”

“His status remains the same. This alarm you’re witnessing from me concerns you.”

He frowned and went to bring his hand to his face—the one on Velra that was desiccating.

He couldn’t, the limb currently non-operational while it was in that state.

He sucked in a harsh breath and I saw his utter struggle to swallow down his clear terror. He’d been through far too much of this—years of it—and it had finally ceased. Yet, now there was this. The return of that nightmare for him.

“It… no… it shouldn’t be possible. It isn’t possible,” he murmured to himself.

“I need to head to the Guardian Compound and retrieve whatever they have left of your serum.”

“You think I’d leave it in their hands?”

I frowned. “Where is it, then?”

“Before I made Kai leave so he didn’t have to witness me having my magic bound weeks back, I asked him to store the remaining vials of my serum. They’re at Solumira.”

“Fine. Then I will go there immediately.”

As I moved to do just that, he snatched my wrist with his remaining good hand. “The Healers had to use a mass amount just to keep me somewhat stabilized. There’s not enough left. A day’s worth, maybe.”

“Sylas—”

“There’s no point, Cassius.”

“Of course there is. I’ll have Ariana and Kai manufacture more right away and—”

“I can’t go through that again. Being pumped full of that toxic shit, having my magic bound again… this necromantic core transplant was supposed to be the solution. At least long enough until I was able to take what my father had stolen to permanently restore myself. If it’s not then… then that’s it. I won’t be able to call my power to maximum effect in order to take back what I need from him, so the entire thing is moot.”

Just as I moved to speak, obviously to attempt to reason with him, Velra awoke with a gasp.

Her gaze shot straight to me.

“Cassius,” she breathed, eyes wide. “What’s wrong? What’s happened? I felt your panic through the Soul Brand and…” She looked between me and the door to her dormitory. “Yeah… you clearly burst on in here, which is you in urgency mode.”

“You felt me through the Soul Brand?” I muttered.

“Yeah. Why the tone?”

“You are preventing me from doing the same, from feeling you.”

Her brow furrowed. “What? No, I’m not.”

“I cannot feel you.”

“I swear I’m not doing anything. I don’t know why—” She choked as her gaze fell on Sylas, specifically his desiccated hand on her. “Fuck. What’s going on? No. No. You can’t be desiccating… the transplant...”

She lurched then and hastily lifted his arm off her, then hauled herself to the edge of the bed and vomited all over the floor, catching the drapes in the process.

As I rushed to her, pulling her hair out of her face, my gaze shot to Sylas.

He went to reach for her as well, to comfort her, but he started in shock and we both watched the desiccation heal of its own accord.

“How in Hades?” I uttered.

Sylas frowned, then looked from his hand, to Velra vomiting. “Motherfucker.”

Before I could ask what he’d just realized, Velra ceased vomiting, and I lifted her back onto the bed. With a sweep of my magic, I had the vomit cleaned away, then I settled with her, wrapping her up in my arms. “Breathe, little shadow. Take a few moments.”

“I don’t understand,” she rasped. “I’m not having a trauma spike at this exact moment… the throwing up… why?”

Sylas moved up close to her other side and stared at her in what appeared to be absolute shock—an extreme rarity for him.

Then he reached out and placed his hand on her belly again, skin to skin, because she was fully naked—well, apart from me now wrapped around her.

He hissed as his hand started to desiccate again.

He pulled it away. It healed instantly.

“Does this have something to do with the spell I saw the remnants of when I strode in?”

Velra winced. “That was… a mistake.”

“It surely was.”

Her gaze snapped to mine, and I had to resist the overpowering urge to delve into it now. I couldn’t harp on it when she was in physical distress.

But it would be delved into later.

“If it was the spell, I should have felt it immediately afterward.” She looked to Sylas. “Right?”

“Right,” he answered distractedly, his focus on her belly.

“Sylas,” I urged. “What is it?”

“The desiccation… it’s nothing to do with my sickness. It’s not the same, even though the result looks the same. This is… it’s drawing on my necromantic energy. Feeding off it. Needing it.”

“What?” Velra asked. “It… some infection I’ve come down with? When I was in that cell with Sorin, maybe he afflicted me with something? He couldn’t harm me with brute force magic, but maybe there was a workaround to the protections we had in place?”

“No. Not an infection,” Sylas spoke.

His gaze locked on mine.

The intensity in it, his shock… then factoring in her vomiting also, certain other things that I’d put down to trauma responses just like she had… even it sounding like her magic had misfired where muting her emotions from me was concerned… the realization slammed into me.

Both brutally and… beautifully.

I couldn’t… I didn’t know how to reconcile it.

This was…. unprecedented, and that didn’t even do it justice.

“Give me your hand,” Sylas urged me.

I didn’t even hesitate for a fraction of a second.

He grasped it, then placed my palm over her belly, while his covered the back of mine—a barrier to the desiccation as he employed his magic.

“Carefully,” he told me.

I nodded, then called my white power gently, while his necromantic energy emanated, his red glow flowing into me as he used me both as a conduit and a power boost to overcome even the most stubborn of magics.

And stubborn it was.

Velra looked on, eyes wide, as I called more power and Sylas spoke an incantation.

“Rescinde larvam. Tutus es. Revela te nobis.”

Drop the mask. You are safe. Reveal yourself to us.

He told us, “I’m using Soul Track in combination with a Veil Lift, just a temporary one for now, so as not to cause any destabilization or distress.”

A few moments later, I felt it—first a rush of intensity and Velra’s emotions from the Soul Brand no longer muted, which was now clear hadn’t been her doing this time at all.

And then I felt… a heartbeat.

Velra choked out a gasp. “This can’t… no… I’m part Wraith, this shouldn’t be possible.”

Sylas’ eyes flamed with his power, indicating he was doing more than just dropping the illusionary magic that had been in effect concealing this miraculous turn of events… he was studying.

He blinked as a curse escaped Velra, then he called his power back, and I snuffed out mine.

Shifting his weight, he drew in an unsteady breath, then stared out at her in a mixture of awe and shock. “You’re pregnant.”

[image: ]


She hadn’t spoken a word.

Granted, a great deal of the hour since the revelation had been spent with Velra vomiting in the bathroom, then telling us to keep out as she then showered and saw to herself in the aftermath.

I had been pacing outside the bathroom door ever since, my only comfort in the fact that I could feel through the Soul Brand that she wasn’t actually pulling away, merely processing. And given the monumental revelation, that was to be expected.

When the four of us had embarked on our relationship, specifically the sexual aspect in this case, it hadn’t crossed our minds—not even the extremely learned ones of Sylas and I—that any form of protection was needed for Velra. Due to her Wraith side, conceiving a baby should not have been possible.

However, the unique way in which her and Sylas’ power interacted had been overlooked in that respect. No, not overlooked. Neither he nor I were naïve when it came to magical know-how. It hadn’t been studied. Velra was the first and only Dark Fae-Wraith hybrid in existence.

And now here we were, life created from death magic. Hence it essentially siphoning Sylas’ necromantic energy—something that it clearly needed to sustain itself. For any other child across the supernatural world, that would have proven the opposite—absolutely harmful. But this child, our child, was a very special case.

“A little lighter on the raging footsteps, if you will.”

I slowed my pace at the sound of Sylas’ voice as he sat in the center of the room which he’d since cleared any trace of Velra’s awful—thankfully, failed—spell from, and was now undertaking a Ruminat, his palms upturned and radiating controlled crimson flame. It was a form of meditation that magic-wielders practiced to restore clarity of mind during times of mental and emotional stress.

“My apologies,” I offered.

How he was able to interact while deep in magical meditation was another thing altogether. Sylas surpassed most, though. It was a hallmark of who he was, I supposed.

I managed to lighten my footsteps a little as I continued pacing, warring between my instinct to seal Velra away in an impenetrable fortress to protect her and our child, versus respecting her agency and her ferocious capability to safeguard herself and her new precious cargo.

The former response was what had been my go-to with her months back after I’d first tethered her and the Soul Brand had formed. I would not fall back into the trap of bad habits, of toxic traits bestowed on me from too many years spent on the Celestial Plane.

I felt Sylas’ magic snuff out, and then I stopped pacing as he rose to his feet, blinking out of his deep meditative state.

“There is a way for me to sustain the baby without constant desiccation being a factor, something we can’t afford with me needing to be at optimal strength and power in order to vanquish Morien.”

“And that solution is?”

He moved to speak, but pulled up short as the corridor outside reverberated.

A moment later, the door flew open, then closed in the very next split-second.

And then a masked and hooded figure stood before us.

He removed his metal mask and flipped his hood down.

Remnant.

He wasn’t alone.

Rhyza Thaine stood with him. Actually right beside him, their hands clasped, the intimacy of it clear.

She wasn’t in her casual yet elegant attire of a blazer and neatly pressed jeans this time. Her dark hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, her amber eyes blazing with harsh emotion and urgency as she stood there in a brown worn aviator jacket and a pair of ripped jeans shoved into motorcycle boots.

Before either Sylas or I could express a single word, Remnant informed us, “The concoction has cured. The stake is prepared.”

“And its target is in our sights,” Rhyza added.

I started.

Sylas stepped forward. “Lazriel has been located?”

“Between the efforts of us all, we were drawing really fucking close,” Rhyza told us. “We’d narrowed it down to two locations on our end.”

“Two on mine and those assisting from our vantage point,” I informed her.

“The Shadowed and the Shifter Stabilization Unit also compiled a pattern alongside Velra’s Thryne intel using Sorin’s movements, much of which coincided with Victor’s.” She screwed up her face. “Victor’s sadistic, highly misguided puppet.”

Remnant slid his hand from hers and stroked her back, the action managing to soothe a feral growl starting to escape her, her eyes flaming with the sign of a shift.

I wasn’t surprised. Her son was missing and in the hands of a madman.

Remnant spoke, “We need not continue down any of those paths now. Lazriel was able to mind-link with me.” He grimaced, which said a great deal for the normally stoic Commander of The Shadowed. “His panic and pain… he weaponized it in order to form the link, despite being severely compromised.”

Sylas started forward. “Severely compromised?”

“He is being weakened and incapacitated by holy water and having been denied a single feed in all the time that he has been gone.” Another grimace sent a chill down my spine. “Given what Victor is subjecting him to… the extreme physicality of it…” He stopped himself. “Suffice to say, I now know where he is. But I’ll need assistance breaching the ward that protects Victor’s newly created pocket dimension.”

“Newly created,” I mused. “No wonder it has been such an arduous task attempting to locate them—the place has never existed before.”

“Yes, indeed,” Remnant said. He eyed Sylas then. “The ward is necromantic.”

Sylas’ eyes narrowed. “Morien is there.”

“He was there. Lazriel communicated that he left to meet with Puritas.”

Sylas gritted his teeth, but focused on the situation at hand. “Let’s move.”

As he brushed past, Remnant snatched his arm.

“What?” Sylas barked in his urgency, turning back to him.

“You were weakened recently? Very recently.”

“I’m fine now.”

Remnant frowned, and I saw Rhyza doing the same, scanning the area.

They needn’t have bothered searching because Velra burst out of the bathroom in the very next moment—thankfully fully-clothed and in what we’d termed her battle gear, her leather corset and pants. She’d obviously heard enough of the conversation. She was bone-dry, meaning she’d dried herself with her magic in her haste.

She pulled up short, however, at the look on Remnant’s face.

He knew.

He’d sensed it—heard it, perhaps?

Rhyza, albeit an Alpha wolf, didn’t possess senses as incredibly intuitive as that of an Ancient Vampire, so she didn’t determine it as quickly.

Remnant’s hand slipped from her and he walked to Velra. “You are with child.” His lips curved into a genuine and heartfelt smile. “Congratulations. A child is a great blessing. And they will be so very fortunate to be born into so much love. My son will cherish this turn of events so very deeply. Thank you—for all that you have provided him.” He looked out at Sylas and me. “All three of you.”

Velra stared at him, unmoving.

I felt her uncomfortableness through the Soul Brand.

She had yet to accept the new state of things, yet here she was now being revered for it in a way, it being stated as reality, not only a fresh revelation.

Sylas caught my eye, then intervened just before I was about to, telling Remnant, “It’s still being absorbed.”

“Ah, understood.” He smiled at Velra and stepped back. Then he was all business again as he asked Sylas, “You’re certain you are well?”

“I am.”

“Then let us move.”

Velra stepped forward and I grimaced. No. Don’t, please.

Rhyza blocked her path.

I tensed, remembering their last meeting where Velra had been very worked up. I knew she wanted to be on good terms with Lazriel’s mother, but circumstances really hadn’t facilitated that.

But then she reached out and took Velra’s hand. “You are a warrior. You wish to fight. For my son right now and always for those you love. Your family that you have taken great pains to build. It’s especially precious to you because your blood family failed you. And you will fight, pregnant or not.” She glared out at us pointedly, before returning her focus to Velra. “I did.”

“And you did very well, might I add,” Remnant spoke.

Rhyza smiled, then told Velra. “But you need to sit this particular mission out. The location is protected by Morien Morgrave’s ward. Your child is no longer hidden. You pass through into that place and Morien will sense a baby fueled by necromantic energy. He won’t stop coming for you.”

Sylas steeled himself. “That will become his new obsession. His obsession needs to stay focused on me. I can fight back, this baby cannot.”

“Between us, we can re-erect the veil that was previously shielding it,” Velra pointed out.

“Not with the baby having ingested my necromantic energy,” Sylas explained. “He’ll be able to feel that through it. I need to create another one, something I’ll imbue into the solution I’ve determined to feed it my energy without the desiccation occurring. I just need some time to develop the spellwork.”

“Yeah, okay,” Velra uttered, sucking in a breath. “All right.” She eased her hand from Rhyza’s, then looked out at us. “Just bring him back to us.” Her eyes narrowed. “And end Victor’s reign of terror upon Lazriel.”

Remnant stiffened at her words. We were about to go into battle, so he needed his wits about him, to remain levelheaded. Yet this was what Lazriel himself would likely term an emotional gut punch for him. His sireling had kidnapped and tormented his son.

“We’ll see to it,” I assured her.

Then, in the very next moment, Sylas teleported us out.

We’re coming for you, wild one.
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~Lazriel~



I threw my head back, a wolf howl tearing from my throat once again, followed by a hiss from the vampire with my fangs dropped as another bolt of pleasure from the accursed device sent me over the edge once again and I spurted all over myself.

I panted as I tried to come down from it.

But as usual, I wasn’t granted that brief break from this madness, the device Victor had left strapped to me continuing its relentless pleasure pulses immediately after I’d already come.

I could no longer even tug or thrash in the chains.

Hours or days… I didn’t know how long it had been.

All I did know was that he’d been gone.

Left me here strapped to this thing.

With the holy water still weakening me.

No feeders or blood bags, no nourishment at all.

Just forced pleasure.

Forced pleasure he’d planned to break me with.

Until I’d turned it to my advantage.

He’d thought I’d be on the edge the entire time, screaming and crying with need by the time he arrived home.

As if I’d allow that shithead to break me.

He’d called too many of the shots as it was—now it was my turn.

And when he got back he’d see that he really had no hope of twisting my mind, or making me his.

Speaking of the mind manipulation thing, I’d actually managed to reach out to my dad during all of this. I’d basically used the last of the energy I’d had to achieve that, hence me being barely able to move now. Even my wolf howl had sounded strained and raw.

Reaching out while I’d been in the throes of this fucked-up pleasure hadn’t been the most comfortable thing in the world, but even though I knew he’d realized what was happening as I’d held the mind-link long enough for him to see into the situation and determine where I was, or at least a close enough estimation, he hadn’t spoken a word about it. Instead, he’d told me that he was proud of me, that he loved me, and that it wouldn’t be long now… just to hold on a little while longer.

A rush of movement caught my attention through the pleasure sparking through me, making me ache.

A massive rush.

It had to be several dozen.

I strained to hear more.

And then Victor’s voice reached me, sending a chill down my spine.

“Do not enter my chambers. You need me, you call out. Now take position and ready yourselves. Dark Fae contingent, prepare the mind-meddling spell infused with Celestial power now. You need to be ready to intercept Cassius. Bring him to his knees. The rest of you hold off the necromancer and the Alpha bitch. I’ll see to Remnant.”

I started.

It was happening.

They were coming.

But how far out were they?

Victor would need a lot of prep time to survive them, but he was also an arrogant bastard who’d delved so deep into psychopathy and broken from reality so much that maybe he didn’t recognize that anymore. Maybe they were really so close.

A whip of wind cut into my thoughts.

And then, there he was, standing right in front of me, clad in his dark gray suit stretching across his overbearing broad and muscular form.

“Precious thing, my apologies, I was gone longer than anticipated. However, that should have worked well in your favor. You must be ready to accept me now.” His lips lifted into a devious smirk. “To even receive me, yes?”

A strained growl was my only response.

His gaze raked over me strung up fucking naked for him.

And then his entire body tensed when he saw the truth of the matter.

A sticky mess all fucking over me, covering my cock, my stomach, my thighs, even all over the floor.

“No,” he choked. “Not possible. That device was designed to torment, not allow release.”

“Yeah,” I croaked. “The thing about that… my vampire side manifested late. It took me ages to… control… it.” I drew in a shaky breath. “Not being in control like that, while wolf… and vampire slammed together make for… a whole lot of… horniness… was dangerous. Could’ve been really painful if I’d… lost control. So I learned…” I coughed, spluttering and rasping from the effort. “Learned to… get satisfaction without… touch.”

He frowned. “You learned to orgasm without physical stimulation.”

“Sure did.” I grinned. “So, thanks… this was an… absolute pleasure.”

He stared at me for several moments, unblinking, his fists clenching and unclenching.

And then his eyes flamed.

He called the vampire, his features twisting.

His fangs dropped.

And then he reached up and tore the chains clean from the ceiling with one massive burst of strength.

In a split second, he had me on my back on his bed with him pinning me down, his knees bearing down on my thighs, one hand clamping my wrists wrenched above my head.

“You think you’ve found a way out?” he hissed at me. “There is no alternative to me! I am it for you! And you’re going to experience that full force right now!”

“What are you—”

He clamped his hand down over my mouth. “Silence. The only sounds I’ll allow are your sobs and whimpers of pain. For now that’s all you’ll feel. Only then will we move to screams of pleasure.”

I bucked against him, but it was completely futile in my massively weakened state.

“Ah, yes, grind that pretty cock against me.”

I shook my head from side to side as he shoved his knee between my thighs, pushing against my cock.

“Hmm… seems you need a moment. Or several. You are indeed spent after all of that. No pleasure possible for you during these first few times together, then. No matter. It will teach you to appreciate what it could be if you’d forgo your unbelievably frustrating and foolish stubbornness.”

He shifted, pulling his hand from my mouth, but then he wrenched my hands over my mouth and covered them with his.

Then he reached down and ripped open his pants.

Or started to.

Halfway through he suddenly stilled, sensing something.

A sinister smirk spread across his face.

And then he swung his head and uttered with an aroused pant, “Daddy’s home.”

In the next second, I felt that familiar sensation.

And then a blur whipped around the room.

A moment later, Victor was ripped right off me.

I heard a thud and strained to see him with his face through the wall, a hooded figure clad in all black, just as much of a powerhouse, standing before him.

“Dad,” I breathed.

I saw him tense, the one sign he was letting show in the midst of battle that I’d affected him, that he’d registered me. After being in combat with him before, I knew how big a deal that was for him.

Red magic swept over me, then I startled as I found myself clothed and also no longer sticky. I looked down as I fought to push myself toward the foot of the bed to see that I was in my black tactical pants and my tank, even my motorcycle jacket over the top, my boots on.

I smiled. Sylas.

He’d covered me all the way. He got it. He always fucking got it—got me.

I couldn’t see him anywhere, though.

But then I felt a mammoth surge of power—his that I most definitely could clock by now—throughout the entire building. Screams and roars sounded in its wake.

A gasp escaped me as I heard a wolf roar in the distance.

Mom!

She was here too!

I couldn’t… I couldn’t believe it.

My gaze darted to the open door and then I even saw her bounding by with a vampire clamped in her jaw, in full wolf form, that auburn fur and her massive form similar to mine when I wolfed out unmistakable to me.

I managed to get to the foot of the bed, then I pushed off, my boots touching the floor. I had to slap my hand down to the bed itself to steady myself, though.

Victor caught my eye as he pushed through the partially destroyed wall, then snarled at my dad, before lunging at him in a burst of speed I could barely register in my current state.

But my dad did.

He slammed his hand forward and Victor went crashing through the wall—and another.

And another.

And even another after that.

“Contain him, Cas!” Sylas’ voice thundered in the distance. “No one leaves here alive!”

“Least of all him!” I heard Cassius reply, the sound sending a thrill through me.

I jolted as my dad suddenly burst in front of me.

In another whirr of speed, he was holding a bottle out to me full of what looked like blood, but was also glowing with a translucent film.

“Sustenance fused with the antidote to the holy water coursing through your veins.”

“Thank you,” I murmured, as I took it after he sweetly screwed off the top for me.

I started gulping it down the moment the first drop of blood touched my tongue.

Fresh blood. Not from a blood bag.

He’d had a feeder fill this up very recently, so it was as close to feeding from the vein without being able to take the time to do so right now.

He stroked my hair as I drank, feeling that chill permeating my veins easing off, a warmth taking its place as it killed the holy water, and the blood itself also rejuvenated me.

“I’m so very sorry, Lazriel.”

I came up for air. “Not your fault, Dad. Thanks… for coming for me.”

As I smiled, then gulped down the rest, he told me, “I’d do nothing less for you.”

A sarcastic slow clap sounded and I looked out to see Victor climbing through the broken walls. “So very close to actually being believable, revered sire of mine. You truly are a master manipulator. Or, is it calculating puppet master these days?”

My dad didn’t even flinch, or acknowledge Victor’s words at all.

Instead, he smiled at me and laid his hand on my shoulder. “Sit this out. You may be starting to feel better, but you also require time—sleep and further feeds.”

“Stop!” Victor roared. “Don’t pretend to parent him! To have any true affection for him! You were never capable of that, you can’t be now! And he knows it! You didn’t even tell him your true name.”

My dad did react then.

His gaze flicked to mine. “Information is not always power or connection. It is danger, my son.” He stroked my hair again. “Do you understand me, Lazriel?”

“I do.”

Victor sneered. “I already told him!”

I saw my dad’s fists clench.

“Rhodric,” Victor bit out, as if he needed the extra emphasis.

My dad’s eyes flamed dangerously and he snarled over his shoulder. “You’ve condemned my son. He will never be free of this burden now. You took away his choice.”

Victor let out a creepy laugh. “In more ways than one, yes. And it was the ultimate thrill. Mmm… I can still taste him on my tongue—his glorious mouth, his fear, his fight… so much I’ll forever cherish.”

My dad’s hand clenched around the bed post, decimating it in an instant, then lifted me off and away as the entire thing collapsed.

As Victor laughed, I heard my mom’s wolf roar again.

She wanted to come in here, to see me, to be here with me, and to deal Victor a whole lot of damage.

My dad called back in Wolf Tongue, telling her to deal with the soldiers that Victor had brought here, to stay back from this aspect of the fight. In Wolf Tongue. Shit! A vampire speaking that… it was basically unheard of. The depth of their connection… it really was something so special.

“I’ve been waiting on this for centuries, Rhodric!” Victor yelled. “You breaking, smashing and cracking for me. Just think, all it took was me developing deep feelings for your only son. The son you thought you could hide from me. You replaced me with him, now I’m replacing you with him. He’s the better version anyway. So much better. Open, passionate, so full of life. Go back to your whore wolf!”

“Victor,” my dad ground out.

It only spurred Victor on, “Ah, right, you can’t make another child with her, with anyone. It was a one-time thing only, courtesy of Jaxon Silver. Ah, and Cornelius’ Martel’s magic. They thought it would calm you, reel you in. Twenty years back, you could’ve gone either way… become much like Lucian Black in his Ravager days, but far worse with an army at your back. My betrayal saw to that. Until that whore fell pregnant.”

“It’s an oversimplification of the truth. You have always been sacred to me, Lazriel,” my dad told me, as he eased me over to a chair by a gilded dresser. He beamed down at me as he settled me onto it, earnestness emanating from him as he spoke, “Remember, you are my greatest creation. You will forever be.”

I saw a smile light his eyes.

And then he was gone, tearing toward Victor with blink-or-you’ll-miss-it speed.

I saw Victor swinging his fist, his speed very close to my dad’s.

But my dad came to a jarring stop just before crashing into him, then smashed his boot into the ground, creating one of his incredible shockwaves that tore the floor and the ground beneath into pieces and sent Victor hurtling into the ceiling above and even crashing through it.

The walls cracked in several places, the one already damaged actually even crumbling, the destruction so vast that I could see through it deeper into the mansion and view the damage my dad’s first propulsion of Victor had caused further in.

And I could see my mom bounding back and forth, whipping her tail at some magic-wielders, while ripping a vampire’s head off in her wolf teeth as she went, even crushing the hearts of two magic-wielders beneath her paws.

My breath caught in my throat as I saw Cassius surrounded by Dark Fae, like Ketheron had been that day. He was holding his hand to one ear, a silent scream forming, while he held a shield with his white power up with the other that was fading in and out.

They were trying to take control of his mind, and gold Celestial power melded with their own magic.

Sylas was battling two dozen off to the right, blasting some into the walls, even ripping through flesh in such violent ways that blood splattered everywhere, bodies literally exploding. I saw him register Cassius’ predicament.

“Teleport out now!” he bellowed over.

“I can’t just leave you to—”

“Do it! Do it or you’re lost to us! It could be hurting Velra too through the Soul Brand!”

Where was Velra? I was still expecting her to blast her way in here through a blaze of fucking glory with her purple magic, shadows, and frost all tearing through the place as one.

Cassius grimaced, then caught my eye through the wreckage.

I smiled and gave him a chin lift.

And then he did it, did what needed to be done, and teleported out.

The second he did, the Dark Fae lurched forward with no longer having a focus for the furious power they were unleashing.

And in that brief moment of vulnerability, my dad snagged hold of Victor in the ceiling who was struggling to break free, ripped him out, then literally tossed him like a battering ram at them all.

He careened into them with such force that his big body downed them all in one shot, cutting out both their magic and the threat they posed as they were knocked unconscious.

Victor snarled and somersaulted back to his feet and moved into a primed crouch, glaring at my dad in absolutely unchecked fury. “You never should have abandoned me! It’s all you do!”

“Deranged filth like you are exactly what has kept me from knowing my son all these years, forced me from so much of his life,” my dad seethed back at him.

Victor shrieked, utterly fucking unhinged now, and barreled toward my dad.

He tried to strike him, but my dad batted his arm away and I heard a sharp crack. His sheer power to break bones of somebody like Victor—he was steps beyond. And I was still trying to get used to it.

Victor caught sight of my mom as he came to a rolling stop on the ground.

He lunged at her.

My dad was there in the next second, grasping his throat and yanking him back.

But in the throes of it, Victor pulled something from his pocket—a stake.

He hurled it at my mom.

I bellowed across the distance.

My dad blurred forward, forced to release Victor, and slid in front of my mom like a shield—just as the stake plunged into his left shoulder, driving out the other side.

I saw him hiss.

“Holy water. Concentrated beyond belief,” Victor told him. “Mixed with a hefty does of silver as well. I thought I’d never harm her, but you’ve forced my hand. Can’t say I’m not always prepared, hmm?”

A chill rolled down my spine as my dad staggered back.

“Go,” he told my mom.

She swung her wolf head in refusal.

“Take your leave,” he insisted. “Get our son clear.”

Shit.

I saw Sylas register what was happening, but he was bogged down by so many Dark Fae, magic-wielders, and vampires.

Hold on.

All what Puritas would term purebloods.

No hybrids to speak of.

This wasn’t Victor’s army, the one he’d told me he’d been building through saving hybrids from extermination at Genexis.

When my dad and I had mind-linked earlier, he’d warned me not to freak out when he went in for the kill with Victor. Sylas had found a way to neutralize the death tether between my dad and Victor, meaning my dad would survive if Victor was killed.

But if my dad took his life now we’d never know where that army was holed up.

As my mom leapt toward me, barreling through the broken and half broken walls to get to me, I cursed as Victor ripped the stake from my dad’s shoulder, then kicked him into a column.

He jarred against it, but before he could recover, the holy water now in his system causing him trouble, Victor was there in his face, snarling.

Then he licked his cheek.

My dad hissed, gnashing his fangs, but Victor swept his wrist across them, cutting himself open.

Then he spread his own blood across my dad’s lips, shoving his wrist against his mouth and making him splutter.

Urgh.

A burst of Sylas’s magic neared me and I looked to see my mom shifting back, Sylas clothing her in the next instant. Then she was there, grasping hold of me. “Let’s go.”

“Mom, I—”

I saw my dad zoning out from Victor’s depraved display as he continued playing with the blood and grinding against him—I mean, he wasn’t affected at all, not one little bit. Victor’s actions were merely an annoyance to him.

Because he was focused on something else.

I saw what in the next moment as he very craftily removed a stake from his pocket, while letting Victor distract himself with his twisted actions and mockery. Trying to degrade the likes of my dad—not fucking possible. He was just… detached from it.

My mom moved to drag me away.

I couldn’t… I couldn’t let this happen.

“He has an army!” I cried out across the space. “A hybrid army spared from Genexis!”

My dad stilled and swung his head toward me.

Victor registered the stake.

The one that could kill an Ancient.

He went to snatch it.

Sylas dropped and rolled from his surrounded position with the magic-wielders, then thrust his magic out, calling the stake to himself. He dematerialized it with his power for safe-keeping.

But in having to do that, it cost him big, and those dozens of magic-wielders drove him down to the ground.

Victor swung my dad to the side of them and hauled him out through the building.

“Keep him down!” Victor roared at his army.

Vampires swirled around Sylas, keeping him trapped. He kept firing but missing because of the transcending speed.

The magic-wielders fired their power at the hole in the wall my dad had been thrown through, and I saw him pushing against it, fighting to get back inside, while others started surrounding Sylas.

No!

In the next second, I burst forward, headed for Victor.

But I never made it.

A violent explosion of green lightning erupted a moment before a shockwave swept out, not harming Sylas, my mom, me, or my dad, but ripping Victor and his vampires off their feet, then snuffing out the power of all the magic-wielders.

And then, through the mammoth flare of power, Ryker Morgan came into view, positioned in the middle of the space in a deep crouch, his palm slapped to the ground, his magic radiating out and holding everyone at bay.

He swung his head toward my dad who had already re-applied his mask and flipped his hood back up.

He registered Sylas, then set his focus on Victor. “Word of advice: don’t call in a Puritas cell to back you up when it’s one we’re actively tracking.”

Victor hissed at him, even as he was now on his knees, trying to fight against Ryker’s power keeping him down. He moved to speak, but shut his mouth again when Ryker twisted his hand at the Dark Fae and started siphoning the Celestial magic out of them, golden streams pulling from them and being absorbed into Ryker himself.

Holy. Shit.

“Ry—” Sylas started, when he was done.

“Use my card. Call me in a couple of days. We’re due a conversation.” He caught Sylas’ look. “You’re currently granted amnesty. Don’t make that order I’ve invoked to safeguard you to keep you active be in vain.”

He looked out at my mom. “Now your son is safe, Jaxon expects your answer regarding Vyrn Hollow. Don’t keep him waiting any longer.”

“I’ll see to it,” my mom told him.

In the midst of it all, I saw Sylas and my dad discreetly gesturing to one another.

Then Sylas stepped right in front of Ryker, somehow knowing that Ryker’s still leapfrogging magic wouldn’t harm him. “Sorry, Ry.”

In the next second, my dad swept across the area, snagged Victor and spirited away with him.

I listened and heard Cassius’ voice—he’d returned. It must have been in the midst of Ryker’s entrance which had masked his power eruption as an Immortal. I heard Cassius take Victor with him, a moment before my dad returned and stood in front of me and my mom.

Ryker grasped Sylas’ wrist, holding him with his magic. “Careful,” he warned. “The more lines you cross, the heavier the burden becomes.”

Sylas jerked his hand free. “He has an army. A hybrid army. He’s the only source we have to tracking them down. Or we’ll have another Puritas on our hands. But this one made of hybrids, which will reinforce Puritas rhetoric against hybrid kind that touts them as monstrous dangers. We can’t allow this. It’s just the sort of twist that Victor would have thought long and hard about creating.”

Ryker took his words in.

“Get the answers we need. But loop me in.” He looked out at me and I saw him taking in the chains, the bed, the whole disturbing setup. Something flickered in his eyes, some sort of buried pain. And then he addressed my dad, “Do what you must with Halrow. But keep that off my radar. Keep it in the shadows as you do best, Remnant.”

My dad gave a nod.

Then Ryker let out a whistle, twenty-odd Guardians teleporting in within the next moment and beginning to conduct a cleanup.

Sylas started over to us, calling his power as he went to teleport us out, and through all the organized chaos, I saw Ryker stumble.

He couldn’t hold that Celestial power for long, then.

He’d said he and Ketheron were working on something. Had he used this takedown of a Puritas cell toward making that happen, needing that Celestial magic he’d siphoned?

Damn, that was another level.

I looked away as Sylas reached us and reached out tentatively for my hand, not sure if I could handle it right now.

I smiled and threw my arms around him instead, holding him to me.

Even as he teleported us out.

Of course I could handle touch.

I could handle it all.

That bastard, Victor, hadn’t impacted me like he’d hoped he could.

I was fine.

Just fucking fine.
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He hadn’t left her side.

I wanted to believe it was the astonishing revelation he’d been made aware of when I’d teleported him and his parents to a secluded area just inside Wraeven Academy grounds.

On our way down to Victor’s hellhole, Cassius had suggested that we wait a couple of days to tell Lazriel about Velra’s pregnancy. To give him some time to acclimate, to breathe. But there was no way we could have kept it from his highly-astute senses, for one. And secondly, it was Lazriel. It would be the greatest news ever to him.

And it had been.

He’d rushed to her when we’d arrived at Velra’s dorm room six hours ago, and he’d had his head resting on her belly ever since, listening to the baby’s heartbeat.

It had been interrupted a couple of times by Velra throwing up, something Cassius and I had determined wasn’t just a case of morning sickness, but a reaction to the baby requiring necromantic energy. As was Velra’s misfiring of her magic lately.

And that was why I was at my home in the middle of nowhere right now, working on the spellwork to fix that.

Rhyza and Remnant had lingered at the dorm for at least two hours, not wanting to leave Lazriel.

But they’d finally said their goodbyes when they’d seen how immersed and content Lazriel was with us. Cassius had taken off to investigate Ryker’s siphoning of the Celestial power and to check in on Ketheron.

Rhyza had headed off to speak with Jaxon about their pack business.

And now I had Remnant in my living room on the phone touching base with his people, while I had a holoscreen levitating for both of us to view that was watching over both Lazriel and Velra as they slept in Velra’s dorm room, giving us both the peace of mind we needed.

I watched the shadow and frost magic swirling around my beaker as my crimson flecks interacted with it, working to fuse with it. I’d had to extract those Wraith aspects from Velra’s mixed magical signature to ensure no Dark Fae aspects had remained. It was the Wraith only that was needed for this.

Working on this, it had become clear that the baby had interacted with the Dark Fae aspect and created an illusion using part of my necromantic power, which was what had kept its existence hidden. While the fetus wasn’t yet capable of actual thought or decision-making, its magical energy was partially sentient and had reacted protectively to conceal itself.

The issue was that the way it’d happened had resulted in Velra’s powers being compromised and misfiring. It had also not been on our terms, meaning we hadn’t been able to monitor the baby at all. So I had to ensure we took back control—at least for now.

“What is your solution to stabilizing Velra and your child?”

I looked up from the beaker at the sound of Remnant’s voice. He scanned my equipment—mortar bowls full of crushed elements, numerous test tubes and beakers, copper funnels and piping, and many textbooks, including a couple of my own created grimoires.

“I need to create a barrier that prevents mine and Velra’s power from interacting all the while the baby is in utero. That will ensure the baby can’t randomly siphon me, preventing it from taking too much and inadvertently causing harm to itself, and also from causing desiccation in me.”

“I see. You create that barrier, then you feed the necromantic energy to the child yourself. At your will.”

I nodded. “And as I sense the baby needs. I’m also going to create a veil bolstered by Cassius’ power that will ensure no one, not even my father, can sense that necromantic energy, nor the baby itself.”

“Good. If Morien is made aware of the existence of this child—”

“I know. Believe me, I know.”

He folded his arms across his chest and regarded me. “Are you also aware that this child changes our plans?”

“How?”

“This child will need you. Above ground.”

Ah. “This isn’t the same as what happened with you and Lazriel.”

“It could very well tread a similar path if you become Commander of The Shadowed.”

“A title you want to retire from, so as to finally be free to be a father.” I eyed him. “And from what I saw with your interactions with Rhyza, perhaps even a true partner to her. Very few people know your real name. You planned to pass Remnant on to me. All your enemies would follow would be that name—all they have to go on. And your Ancient Vampire energy, something I, as a necromancer, can falsify.”

“In essence.”

“I get it. But here’s the thing, I’m already marked now. Word has spread about the horrors my father has committed. And people aren’t thinking about him as a person. They’re thinking about him as a necromancer. I’m known the world over as the most powerful necromancer alive. Morien has now turned that into a supremely negative and horrifying thing—a threat.”

“That can be mitigated when you vanquish him. I can ensure word spreads to the right people and with the right narrative.”

Before I could respond, he told me, “Are you aware that the mother of your child wishes to build a safe and happy life free of darkness and danger in a frost castle?” His lips quirked. “Very much out of a fairytale dream, wouldn’t you say? Not a horror fantasy filled with strife and pain.”

I stepped back from the beaker as I waited for the mixture to cure, scrubbing my hand over my face. “This child is born of death magic. An impossibility made possible. It will need to be shielded. Now that can happen in a frost castle or whatever Velra, Lazriel, or Cassius like. But it will be a heavily protected and magically fortified home. If they wish for it to happen above ground, for our child to live a life as though unaffected by being afflicted with this special nature that many will fear, then so be it. I’ll see to it. We’ll all see to it.”

“It will be only an illusion.”

“Sometimes that’s enough. External bullshit comes secondary to love and family. Who gives a fuck about that? This child will have us, will have love from its four parents that Cassius and Velra never experienced, that I briefly had with my mother and sister before it was ripped away, that Lazriel had with his mom, and is now experiencing deeply with you. This child won’t be deficient in any way with that. That’s what matters. All the rest is gravy, as they say.” I sighed. “There’s no perfect fairytale version of this. It’s down to what we make it.”

Remnant smiled—full-on smiled. “You are already thinking like a parent. I wasn’t sure how you’d take to the news of this child.”

“Because I’m a selfish shit?”

“Because you are damaged and deeply burdened already.”

“It’s not a burden, though. Far from it.”

“I wholeheartedly agree. It’s nice to see you going this way, instead of seeing the child as a vulnerability that could harm your seemingly untouchable façade. Then again, you’ve already experienced a change to that outlook through your interactions with my son, first and foremost.”

“He was the first to chip away at that loner disposition of mine, yeah.”

“I fully understand.”

I chuckled. “I don’t doubt it.”

“Now you must see whether Velra views this pregnancy the same way that you do, that Lazriel clearly also does. Cassius is a more difficult read, but I believe him to be enamored with this news as well.”

With all that had happened since the pregnancy revelation, liberating Lazriel, working on this spell, Cassius sealing that motherfucker, Victor, in our own pocket dimension where we’d previously held Sorin, we’d been all action and no assessment. Velra still hadn’t voiced where she was at concerning the news.

“I’m going to suggest that she returns to her normal routine at Wraeven Academy. There’s still time. I studied the baby earlier and from what I’ve gathered of the conception date, its growth is progressing like that of a standard human pregnancy, and we’re only a few weeks in at this point.”

“A sound strategy.”

“Just like that? You’re agreeing to wait?”

“We need everyone at their best. Fractured allies can prove both detrimental and dangerous.”

That was just the half of it. He was worried about Lazriel after his time in that psychopath’s captivity. And with Velra carrying our child, a child that Remnant had already witnessed being so very important to Lazriel, he was duly concerned for her as well.

His phone rang and he pulled it from his leather jacket. “One moment,” he said, as he headed out of the kitchen to take the call.

I sank back against the wall, finding I needed to take a moment.

A child.

Our child.

I hadn’t yet had proper breathing room to wrap my head around it either.

I dealt in death magic, so a baby… creating life… it had never been on the agenda.

Then again, neither had the relationship I’d formed with Velra, Lazriel, and Cassius—our family.

This, though, it was… beyond even that.

An impossibility.

A beautiful impossibility made our new reality.

A fucking miracle was what it was.
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Pregnant.

It didn’t compute.

I couldn’t quite… I didn’t know how to… I just didn’t know.

“This can’t… no… I’m part Wraith, this shouldn’t be possible.”

But it was possible and while I’d been struggling to process it, elation had greeted me, so much happiness and excitement. With no apparent need for processing.

From them, at least.

From my men.

The look in Cassius’ eyes as the revelation had hit him had been undeniable. Even without the flood of hope and joy through the Soul Brand that I’d felt from him, despite him trying to soften his reaction a little to give me time to breathe with it, hadn’t been needed. I’d seen it all over him. This was amazing to him. A gift.

Even Sylas had rolled with it, really. He’d slipped into magical research mode, into action, all that zeal and urgency for this child. He thought it was a miracle as well, a salve of sorts to his whole life spent around so much death and loss and fucking pain.

And I got that. I really did.

He’d already completed the spellwork to help me and the baby, both shielding the pregnancy completely from outsiders, while allowing us to feel it. He’d determined a way to feed the baby his necromantic energy and the precise right amount that would only help, not harm in the least. One night it had taken him to figure that out, then a few hours for the concoction he’d given me to digest to mix. Even by his standards, that had been an incredibly fast turnaround time. So, yeah, he was all in.

Lazriel? Well, he’d responded as I’d imagined he would—giddy with it, then intensely protective, then needing physical proximity, even spending many hours lying with me as I’d slept for a while, then studied, just listening to the baby’s heartbeat.

It had been extremely difficult for him to leave my side this morning to go to class.

Thankfully, some dirty sexual promises from Sylas had helped to cinch it and send him off out of the dorms and back into the heart of Wraeven Academy.

He had back-to-back classes with his favorite professor, Drenn Voxe, to start the day and take it well past midday actually with the length of each, so that had also lent a hand.

It was really what Lazriel needed—to return to normalcy. Things had been bad enough with everything else going on without him being held and tormented by that madman, Victor Halrow. This… returning to classes, would give him some stable ground to walk on, a tether. A focus. And one that wasn’t all war and terror.

We all needed this time to recalibrate, take a step back, get our bearings.

And part of that for me was trying to reconcile this absolutely shocking pregnancy news.

“You are with child. Congratulations. A child is a great blessing. And they will be so very fortunate to be born into so much love.”

Those words spoken by Remnant had been whirling around my head.

Because that was really the heart of it, wasn’t it?

Whether the baby would actually be blessed to be born into this? Into this fucked-up world with still so much prejudice, so much hatred and fear toward those who didn’t fall within the parameters of what was deemed acceptable. And this baby… it would fly in the face of all of that, defying the rules of magic, bending supernatural law, unnerving the balance.

And on top of that, to have me as a mother… was that a fucking blessing?

My own parents hadn’t exactly set an example for me to follow. I hadn’t witnessed a healthy or even safe dynamic when it came to that between a parent and a child.

So what if I couldn’t bring that?

What if I fell short?

What if I ended up hurting my own flesh and blood in deep-seated ways like had happened to me? What if I tainted this? All of it?

And with my men already so on board, what if my failure tainted what the four of us shared as well?

I jolted as my own magic zapped me.

At least it forced me from my thoughts and snapped me right back to class—where my head should have been the entire time.

The Art of Spellbreaking taught by Professor Isla Delina, an esteemed sorceress. She’d spent centuries as a member of the Guardian Movement, then moved into teaching a couple of years ago, wanting to both share her knowledge and also head off any young magic-wielders who were approaching their magic dangerously. I guess she’d seen a lot of that during her tenure with the Guardian Movement. Better correcting it at the root, than having to do so in some brutal battle that ended with once promising magic-wielders being beyond saving and imprisoned in The Void.

It was a nice sentiment, but catching the rot early wasn’t always enough to prevent its spread. We’d come up against so much of that lately with Victor, Morien, Puritas, my parents. They’d gotten a taste of it and they’d run with it. It had stayed with them and it would never leave. It just was.

Another zap from my magic had me glaring at the swirling tangled mass of purple threads, frost threads, and my shadow magic gliding through it all as it levitated over my desk.

The professor had instructed us to release our power—or each facet of it, for the hybrids in the class—and then she’d used a device that had looked a lot like a laser pointer that had erupted with a shot of her peach magic at ours and caused it to tangle.

It was a way of representing a complicated spell that needed unraveling. The key to unraveling it was different for each student, something she’d fused into the magical device she’d used. To solve the problem, we had to do the spellwork with formulas, symbology, and magical laws, and then set about physically unraveling it using our power.

Since coming to the Academy, I’d done several of these in her class, and I’d rarely had a problem. Definitely not my magic zapping at me. Jeez.

“Velra.”

I looked up to see Isla now at my desk—she was one of those chill professors who had their students call them by their first name only.

Her black curly hair cascaded down the back of her strapless turquoise top. It gave way to a white lace skirt, the whole thing punctuated with a bold jeweled-toned beaded statement necklace and a pair of turquoise stilettos that glittered as she walked.

“This isn’t as straightforward as the previous problems.”

Crap. Something I would have registered properly if I hadn’t been slipping in and out of concentration since I’d sat down.

“Yeah, I’m getting that,” I answered with a frustrated breath, yet managing to grin through it—guess that was kind of my thing lately. I looked down at the spellwork I’d done. “This is sound. It should be working. Unraveling the Dark Fae aspect first—the purple threads—because it’s the foundational aspect of my power.”

“Is it?”

“It always has been.”

“As we’ve begun to learn throughout this course, power set can shift. For hybrid beings like yourself, but also those wielding a single power like me. But my strengths and the way my power manifests, especially in different circumstances, alters over time. It evolves. As has yours.”

I frowned, looking between her and the wild magic tangled sphere levitating above my desk. “You’re saying my frost and shadows—my Wraith aspect—has become stronger.”

“Not quite.”

I sucked in a breath as the realization hit. “They’ve become even.”

“Melded comfortably, yes. Fully compatible. Given equal weight and trust by you.” She smiled. “You’ve balanced your hybridized magic. This magical tangle is linked to each student’s instinctual responses. So, in order to untangle it, you must look beyond the spellwork itself and also draw on that. The spellwork is the door forming, but the instinctual aspect is the key.”

She gestured at Draz, a vampire-sorcerer hybrid near the back of the class who had always been really volatile with his magic and his temperament, angering easily and hissing at other students aggressively several times. Most had seen only rage, but to me I recognized the frustration and vulnerability of having to achieve balance, of having to navigate different sets of abilities, often ones that seemed to contradict each other.

I watched as he levitated a trail of blood through his tangled sphere and then entwined it with his aquamarine magic. His fangs were dropped and he was hissing, but peacefully, and I saw the tangles coming out.

Isla guided me to look at another student, this one a sorcerer, not a hybrid. I jolted in surprise as I watched his yellow power implode the tangles, executing a supremely controlled blast not to unravel the problem, but to blast his way through it. It was Sven, a usually very reserved student, hesitant in his ability. And here he was solving the problem that way, trusting in himself and essentially transcending the problem entirely.

Doing it his way.

Just like Draz had been.

It clicked perfectly for me then.

“Got it,” I told Isla.

She gave a nod, then stepped away to help a Light Fae student with her tangle who seemed to be similarly stumped as I had been.

I definitely liked Isla’s way of teaching. She guided, she didn’t lecture. And she read her students and where they were at really well. If you struggled, it wasn’t a failing or just something you needed to work harder at to get over, it was a full introspective catharsis.

Her patience also melded well with mine. I wasn’t always that way with myself. In fact, I’d been pretty brutal, especially in the past. But not to others. With my men, I brought that in my interactions with them, not as a strenuous thing I needed to work at, but a natural thing. And it had served us well.

Then, with this baby, being a mother… I could see it. Something positive I could bring.

That being the case, there could definitely be more that I could bring as well.

I smiled, then sucked in a breath and focused on the tangled magical sphere.

Here goes nothing.

I called my frost to the fingertips of my left hand, something I’d seen Sylas do—something so specific, where he could channel his magic just into a very specific area in a surgical way.

I held it steady without any trouble at all.

Emboldened, I then let it stream carefully directly in front of the sphere at its center.

My shadows swirled, emanating from my very being, rather than just my hands.

It kept my right palm free wherein I then streamed my purple Dark Fae power all into the same spot, my shadows encircling the frost and purple magic.

I pushed harder, then watched as it happened.

A door made of shadow, frost, and my Dark Fae power formed right there.

I flicked it forward and it connected directly with the sphere.

The tangled mass was sucked through it, then it all absorbed into the door itself, and I watched as the door grew in size and vibrancy, as I didn’t just untangle, but I created something new from the mess instead.

I sank back in my chair, a wide, unstoppable smile spreading over my face.

There was hope to be had.

A whole fucking lot of it.

And I was done allowing all the traumatic hellscapes of late undercut that for me.

I wouldn’t go back to that.

To the cold.

To the despair.

To the self-loathing.

I was so much more than what our enemies had tried to turn me into.

Our foursome was so much more than that.

And this baby would live and breathe that. I’d make damn sure that was all our child knew—that hope reigned above all else.

No fucking matter what.
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Battling hidden demons.

That was why I’d originally come here.

And spent so much time in that fucking ring.

Graverun.

Where I’d established my rep not only as the king of the brutal underground fight venue here at Wraeven Academy, but as the king of the entire place itself.

Being revered for what I could do in the ring was the first time I’d experienced anything other than rejection from non-hybrid beings.

I’d gotten a little carried away chasing that high, needing to feed that addiction for three and a half fucking years spent here.

Until they’d come into my life and shifted things in so many ways.

After that, the thrill hadn’t been the same.

The damage, the scars, feeling like a caged beast in my own body… all that had been redirected into something else, reframed entirely.

I hadn’t needed this place anymore.

I’d realized it properly the first night I’d come back here after Velra and I had been away for a while—and while Sylas had been underground. I’d taken on a fight with a Light Fae and it had done very little for me.

Until I’d used it for another purpose.

It had become about training, putting my wolf and vampire into practice in equal measure—often both at once because I’d become so adept at it—under high pressure combat situations. Taking my dad’s advice and basically running with it.

Those original demons I’d been fighting for so long had faded.

Thanks to our foursome and what we did for each other—and to each other.

Settling into that special bond… it had meant everything to me and soothed me. In a way I’d never actually imagined being possible.

And there’d also been my dad, finally being able to build a relationship with him, the things he’d shown me and taught me.

But then after the… the captivity… it had destabilized that for me.

Or at least threatened to.

I’d been trying to focus on my classes, taking comfort in the break from all the insanity. And mostly, in the incredible, unbelievable news that Velra was pregnant with our baby.

That was what had kept me centered and kind of grounded, preventing a whole lot of painful fallout from that nightmare Victor had subjected me to from slamming into me.

Our little baby.

Our growing family.

But I hadn’t seen Velra much today. She’d been in classes for hours and then studying to catch up on what she’d missed as well.

And I was supposed to be doing the same.

I was actually late for one of my classes right now.

Inter-Realm Relations: Treaties and Cooperation with Professor Lenos Caldrith.

I’d just needed to clear my head.

Then I’d be good to go.

Just… there was nobody available to be with right now or even to talk to.

It was just bad fucking timing, honestly.

Velra was in classes.

Cassius was with Ketheron—he’d taken him back to work at Haven Initiative for the first time since Ketheron had suffered that mind-meddling torment during the CRS facility battle.

Sylas was still above ground, but he was meeting with Kai. Apparently Kai had been reaching out wanting to know the deal with Sylas’ return to power, seeing as though, until he’d witnessed Sylas back in the game during the Morien CRS situation, he’d last known Sylas as having been bound completely without his magic. And as Sylas had explained to me, Kai had been there with him for months prior to all of this fighting to find a cure for him. So Sylas was giving him the rundown. Although, I knew he wouldn’t reveal the existence of the Mystic Heart to Kai—my dad’s uber trump card, and what had made the necromantic core transplant actually possible. Knowing Sylas, he’d talk around it, hopefully even to Kai’s satisfaction.

My mom was with Jaxon and Vorzyr, having taken Ryker’s instruction to heart. Well, she didn’t do something from orders alone, so it seemed like Ryker’s words to her during my extraction had just been the little nudge she’d needed. She was going to bring back a better, stronger, more tolerant version of Vyrn Hollow Wolf Pack. Once she was done with that meeting, it was actually something I wanted to talk to her about.

I’d texted my dad, but he’d had one of his most trusted lieutenants, Arthur, text me back to inform me that my dad would be unreachable for most of the day, but he’d check back in later.

I scrubbed my hand over my face and tried to focus on the fight as I watched from the sidelines near the exit. I felt like I needed to keep out of the crowds right now. I needed to know I had a straight-run exit available.

Argh! It was all that shithead’s fault!

That fucker hadn’t managed to get under my skin from the standpoint of undercutting what I knew to be true with my love for Velra, Sylas, and Cassius, nor all the progress I’d made, nor even my strengthening relationship with my dad.

Besides, my power here was my peace—in myself and with my loves. Nothing else mattered.

That was what I’d held to while I’d been tormented by that fucker. And I’d done really well with it.

But there were… bits and pieces of the… physicality he’d subjected me to that kept… surfacing.

I could feel it coming again and I fought to focus on my surroundings instead.

Needing the roars, thuds, grunts, and screams of both pain and excitement from the rowdy crowd to drown it all out.

Even though it was the middle of the day, Graverun was hopping.

Each circular tier was packed with spectators yelling, clapping, and jumping in their seats as they watched the brutal battles going down in the glowing amber fight circle.

Right now it was a sorcerer and a Light Fae, one hell of a brutal magical whirlwind taking place.

I’d walked in here thinking I needed a fight like the old days—not just for training.

But as I’d watched, I’d realized that wasn’t the case.

My breathing quickened.

And then it happened again.

“Mmm, I’m delighting in the way you growled my name. Do it again.”

I growled against Victor’s repulsive voice sounding through my fucking head.

“Shh, pretty thing.”

Clenching my fists, I urged my talons and claws not to break free.

In directing my energy toward that self-control, it left the way open for that shithead’s taunts to blast into my mind once fucking more.

“You think you’ve found a way out? There is no alternative to me! I am it for you! And you’re going to experience that full force right now!”

I blinked, coming out of it, to see wolf hair had sprouted on the backs of both my hands. They were fucking trembling. My pulse was jumping. And I couldn’t… I couldn’t breathe properly. I was gonna lose all control of my own air in a… in just a moment of—

A hand slipped into mine, jarring me.

The touch was so familiar, the jolt of it was for the right reasons.

I sucked in an unsteady and strained breath.

Emotion welled in my eyes.

Then I turned to my right to see Cassius standing with me now.

“Cas,” I choked.

Instead of softening with me, which in my current state would probably have fucking crushed me, his eyes darkened, his hand tightening in mine.

And then he leaned in and whispered in hot words at my ear, “Unleash on me, wild one.”

“How did you… how—”

He eased back—just a little. “Sylas gave Velra his holoscreen. It’s specially crafted to evade even your astute senses and perception. She’s been watching you all day.” He stroked the wolf hair on the back of my hand. “She also knows you won’t admit that you need to unleash, because she’s pregnant.”

“I know she could take it, but it feels… the baby is…”

“I understand.” His lips quirked. “Although, to be clear, she won’t tolerate the walking-on-eggshells approach much longer.”

No, she wouldn’t.

Velra was the farthest thing from fragile.

This was just… new for me… for us.

Cassius leaned in close again, his warmth breath fanning over the side of my neck. “So, then, if you will… make me understand the rest.” He nipped at my ear. “Make me bleed for you.”

His rumbling voice rolled through me.

And that was it.

In the very next second, I clamped my hand down on his shoulder, then vamp-sped us the fuck out of Graverun.
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I came to a jolting stop right at the far end of campus in the forest, just within the confines of the powerful reinforced wards.

A brief spark of white magic filled my vision as I slammed Cassius into a massive age-old oak tree.

“Your spell to protect me from the mind-fuck high of your blood?” I asked as I fisted both my hands in his teal tee, the one that did his mammoth ripped arms a shitload of justice and pulled nice and taut over those carved-from-stone abs.

“Blended with a glamor to conceal us and magic to protect the natural environment.”

The glamor concealment I got, especially with him being my professor. But the other part? Not so much.

“Environment?”

He stroked the hips of my tactical pants. “You’ve barely had time to take an objective step back to analyze it, but since you’ve fully embraced the vampire in equal measure with your wolf, and learned well how to also draw on the Ancient blood that courses through your system, your strength has truly surged. You have great control, but we are out here now for you to unleash. Hence the safeguard I’ve put in place.”

“You’re saying I have the power to decimate this forest?”

“Indeed. My spell took effect a moment before you slammed me into this oak tree. If it had not, the tree would have ripped from its very roots.”

“Damn, that’s really—”

He grasped my jaw.

A shudder rolled through me when it should have been a thrill, desire heating up.

And it was all because of that fucking psycho, Victor. The jaw grab had been one of his signature moves.

Judging by the look on Cassius’ face, he was well aware of that—Sylas had clearly told him—and this was his attempt at helping me to disassociate it from Victor, to take away its power.

“Decimate me,” Cassius rumbled.

I sucked in a breath.

Yeah.

Yeah, I could do this.

I needed to—and I fucking wanted to.

I didn’t want that fucker impacting anything I did. I didn’t want him in my head. It couldn’t be like that! It couldn’t! I wanted it gone! I wanted him gone! Fucking gone!

“Argh!” I roared, ripping his hand off my jaw, then calling my claws and shredding his tee from his body in the next breath, baring all that hot fucking muscle.

I scraped my claws over his pecs, down his chest, grazing, then slicing as I got caught up in watching pearls of blood seep from his skin. I snarled, my bloodlust and desire crashing together as the scent of his Immortal blood hit the air and started infusing every fucking thing.

In the next second, I had my mouth on his pecs, slicking the blood up with my tongue, then biting at his nipples, before fucking ravishing his chest, my lips, tongue, and teeth all over him.

A snarl escaped me as I felt his hard dick grinding against mine through our pants.

“Lazriel…” he groaned.

Shit, my name spilling from him like that… it did things to me.

The blood, the heat, him urging me to decimate and unleash, to basically sexually destroy him… it was a dangerous combination—for the wolf and the vampire.

For him.

Yeah.

“Fuck yeah,” I growled, snagging the belt of his pants. “Break for me, Cas.”

His eyes flamed. He was fucking here for it.

And that was it—I let it all out.

Fangs dropping, I tore his pants and boxers to shreds with my claws, nicking him all over, blood trickling down his thighs.

Then I ripped him off the tree and slammed him down on the grass.

Retracting my claws, I yanked my pants off, and leapt on top of him.

His hands came up, but I batted them away with such force that harsh snaps sounded and he grunted—I’d broken them.

I saw his cock jerk, getting off on it. Yeah!

I called my talons, hooked them into his shoulders and making him roar, then I tossed him into an equipment shed fifty feet away. He blew through the solid brick wall, decimating it as he landed inside, clanging, hefty thuds, crashing and smashing sounding.

His spell had only protected the natural environment, not this.

I burst inside, ripping through the doors, and I found him pushing to his feet covered in dust and debris, and yet more blood.

I ran at him, wrenching him off the wall, only to slam him against another and another like a battering ram, until the whole place was destroyed and in ruins around us.

I dragged him away from it, then took him down to the grass again, noting the equipment shed repairing itself automatically as his power sparked a little.

I hauled him around onto his front, then twisted my hand in his hair and used the hold to shove his face into the dirt.

I sat on him, then spread his ass cheeks apart, setting my cock between them. I gathered the copious amount of blood all over him and slicked up my shaft, then ground back and forth until he was squirming as I teased the hell out of his hole.

“Go on, grind your cock on the ground,” I hissed at his ear, before sucking on it.

He trembled beneath me and turned his head, blazing eyes locking with mine. “You’re certain that’s what you need?”

Was I… I… unleashing was supposed to… there was something… wrong.

And that was when I realized… I was blocking it out… kind of subconsciously.

Because I’d been afraid.

Victor had made me afraid.

Of submitting… of unleashing in the way I needed sexually… and that was through being dominated. But when Cassius had brought it up earlier, I’d convinced myself that it meant violence to me. Me doing violence and taking control of him. But this way… it didn’t give me what I needed—nor him. The fact he’d done this for me… I couldn’t… it was amazing.

“No,” I croaked out. “It’s not.”

In the next second, he flipped us, and I was on my back on the grass, a spark of his magic stripping me all the way naked. He shoved my thighs wide apart, then folded me in half. Holding my ankles, he leaned in and licked me from ass to taint, slathering, then nipping, before also alternating with biting at my balls.

“Ah! Shit! Cas!” I screamed out.

He grinned, then I was jolting as I felt a wet warmth fill my ass—magical lube.

He spread one of my cheeks aside, then I watched with bated breath as he eased in the tips of both thumbs and opened me up.

“Ungh… oh fuck,” I choked when he spat inside, his saliva dribbling into my hole and mixing with the sticky lube. “Please… shit… ungh, yeah.” He did it again and again until I was squirming and bucking in his hold.

“Very good,” he crooned at me before using his Immortal strength to force me onto my hands and knees.

Then he shoved at my back and I was eating dirt just like I’d made him do.

“Taste it,” he commanded. “Stick that glorious tongue out while you show me how desperate you are for me by rubbing your bare cock all over the ground.”

Oh shit, I was gonna come right here and now if he kept saying stuff like that.

I moaned out at him, the sounds muffled by me licking and eating the grass and dirt like an animal, while he also had me humping the ground like a savage beast.

And it was so fucking freeing.

I went harder and faster until pleasure slammed up against pain as it abraded my shaft and tortured my balls in the process.

And then I was jolting as Cassius spread my ass cheeks apart, then pushed his big, fat cock forward, easing into me, and forcing me open for him in the most mind-whirling way.

I was panting and spluttering into the dirt and slamming my hips like a wild thing as he drove deeper and deeper, filling me so fucking good with his huge dick.

He hit that spot deep inside and a scream tore from my throat.

He reared back, pulled right out, then slammed back inside and bore down on it.

Over and over.

Slamming.

Ripping out of me.

Forcing me back open.

Tormenting that sensitive bundle of nerves.

Until I was shrieking and thrashing beneath him, completely lost to the erotic torture he was dealing out.

Ecstasy slammed into me, then I was howling out into the forest as I came all over the ground, my hot cum mixing with the dirt.

Cassius didn’t stop, fucking me through it, powering into me, until I was coming again and again and lying in a pool of my own stickiness.

“Miraculous ass,” he breathed at my ear.

Then he roughly pulled out, rolling me onto my back, then slammed back inside me.

“Fuck!” I roared, throwing my head back and digging my claws into the ground.

He fisted my hair as he loomed over me, his other hand holding my thigh up so he could angle right on that spot and drive me out of my fucking mind.

That went to a whole other level when he offered me his neck. “Drink as you fuck back on me.”

Him saying fuck like that… damn.

I dropped my fangs with a hiss, not even taking my time to find my mark as I usually did, and instead just sinking them deep into his throat.

He jerked on me, his brutal, powering thrusts faltering for a moment, as I drew hard.

My eyes rolled back in my head as his sweet blood coated my tongue and flooded my mouth.

I bucked my hips, falling into it, losing myself all the way.

I choked a little as Cassius started sliding his palm up and down my shaft.

I was right on the edge as he suddenly stilled, then ground into me, a second before I felt his cum filling up my ass.

I pulled my fangs from his throat, then clutched at his shoulders as I came all over his abs in the next beat.

I looked up at him as I started to come down from it, and I noticed that his eyes were glazed. I’d taken a little too much blood.

“All is well,” he assured me, reading my concern.

He eased out of me, then went to shift position for another round, but I sat up and pressed my hand to his chest. “No. That’s enough.”

“You are satiated already?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I am.”

“You don’t have to pretend—”

“And you don’t have to perform. I drained too much and you’re feeling it.”

He smiled out at me, then released a sigh. “You are correct, yes. I’m sorry, I—”

“Thank you.” As he clothed us with two brief sparks of his magic, I settled beside him on the grass. “Doing that for me, and the way you did… it really helped me.” I leaned against him and grasped his bicep. “Shit,” I breathed. “I fucking love you. You know that?”

“I have felt it, yes,” he said, eyes shining. Intensity blazed at me. “As I do you.”

Fuck.

I fisted his silky hair and jerked his mouth to mine, taking him in a hard kiss that he rose to instantly. My cock went wild as he sucked on my tongue, tasting his own blood that I’d drawn from him, and I had to ease away to keep control.

I pushed to my feet and gave him a hand-up, then stepped back.

Needing to focus my mind elsewhere, I addressed a little something that had needed talking about for a while now.

As he leaned against a nearby tree for support, I asked him, “Has Velra said it yet to you? Have you to her?”

I knew her and Sylas had spoken their I-Love-Yous recently, shortly after she and I had.

“Those three words we just exchanged?”

“Yeah,” I said, grinning. “Those.”

“She does not need to. I do not need to.”

“The Soul Brand, right. Just… are you sure?”

“Sure that they do not need to be spoken? Of course. She knows. The Brand could not conceal something of that magnitude between us.”

“Yeah, I get all of that. But sometimes hearing something spoken… it’s everything, you know?”

His brow furrowed and he thought for a moment or two. “Hmm. I see your point.” His gaze flicked to mine. “Thank you.”

I winked at him. “Got your back, Cas. Just like you’ve got mine.”

He smiled out at me. “Forevermore, wild one.”

“Right there with you.”
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So, yeah, I’d missed class.

The whole fucking thing.

Inter-Realm Relations: Treaties and Cooperation.

Although Professor Lenos Caldrith was a laidback guy, I was sure he drew the line somewhere—like students at least bothering to show up to his class. Especially one like me who had definitely fallen behind with everything happening lately.

I guess it wasn’t even just that for me.

Things had shifted so much, in so many different ways, some in obvious in-your-face ways, others in smaller aspects but just as profound. And it had kind of resulted in my heart not being in it lately—in continuing to keep my head above water here at Wraeven Academy, in me putting my all into it, being a part of this place, and it being the defining aspect of my life.

Some things that had seemed so important before just didn’t anymore.

Like, did I even need to get through the rest of this year to graduate?

Sylas was done with it. He’d been here under duress, forced by Ryker Morgan, but all that was moot now because of what had gone down.

And Velra had already achieved what she’d come here for—learning how to balance both sides of herself, coming out of her survival state and building a life beyond that, and finding a sense of belonging which she now had in us. She was also pregnant and while that didn’t mean she couldn’t continue her studies at the Academy, it would shift things for her, and changing that up could be a part of it.

I figured Cassius would remain teaching here. He enjoyed it and he was good at it. So there was that. He’d continue to split his time between here and Haven Initiative.

I jolted as a couple of students coming out of Lenos’ class accidentally bumped into me, because I’d been so caught up in my thoughts that I’d had my instincts offline basically. And, yeah, I was still coming down from the intense fucking with Cas. Definitely a factor.

I meandered past another three, then entered the classroom.

Lenos was leaning against the front of the lecturer’s desk at the far end of the room, sipping from a cup of coffee while he read from a leather bound book levitating before him.

His navy jeans were scuffed up and the white shirt with the rolled cuffs he had on over a black T-shirt was wrinkled to shit.

He looked out as my booted footsteps resonated down the gangway.

“Ah, Lazriel, just the student I was waiting on.”

What? “Waiting on?”

With a dramatic hand flourish, the levitating book he’d been reading dematerialized. He pushed off the desk and met my approach. “Cassius said you’d be popping by to request notes for today’s missed class.”

Cassius had done what? I’d only left him twenty minutes ago.

The confusion must’ve shown all over my face because Lenos explained, “He texted me.”

“Huh. Well… good.”

“I’m also aware of your recent troubles and I am so very sorry.”

“Cassius told you that as well?” That seemed nearly impossible, because Cas was majorly protective of us.

“Ryker Morgan made me aware.”

What? Why would Ryker—hold on. “Is this about Sylas?”

His lips twitched. “You’re highly astute, just like your work in class suggests. And your assignment.”

I frowned. “I thought we weren’t getting them back until a couple of classes from now?”

“I took an early look at a few of them.”

He walked back to the desk and opened his messenger bag. I followed him over at his gesture, as he pulled some papers out.

He rifled through them for a moment, then he handed my assignment back to me.

Inter-Realm Diplomacy in Action: Trials and Tribulations.

I raised an eyebrow as I took in the grade. “An A. Seriously?” I mean, I was pretty good when I applied myself, but that grade was still kind of rare for me when it came to theory-type classes. Hands-on was more my thing. Obviously.

“It was well-earned. Under the banner provided, you chose to explore the role of the Shifter Stabilization Unit in not only reassigning territories to incorporate draconic expatriates, but also in normalizing hybrid beings, assimilating them into pack structures with adequate support without repressing their special natures. You posed incorporating education among pure wolves and dragons to combat stigma and ignorance. And you also highlighted the benefits to opening pack structures to those with hybridized natures using language that shifters understand—power and strength.”

“Yeah, well. Just doing what was asked.”

“No,” he said, flipping back his black, shoulder-length hair. “This was above and beyond. In fact, it’s so detailed and deeply thought out, that it reads more like a proposal than a mere assignment. I’ve actually passed this on to Ryker Morgan and Jaxon Silver.”

“You’ve…wow.”

“Yeah. You’ve got a gift for this. Don’t discount that. I’d urge you to consider work in his vein once you graduate.”

“I don’t know.” A lot was up in the air right now.

“Making major decisions while you’re bogged down with trauma and heaviness is when mistakes are made. Best to stick to where stability lies for you and wait on anything more. Like walking away from said stability because it seems insignificant when thrust up against this nightmare going on beyond these walls.”

“Damn, you’re good.”

He smiled. “Just observant.”

“And you must’ve seen a lot over all the years you’ve been a practicing sorcerer.”

“There’s also that, for sure.”

“Well, thanks,” I said, tapping my assignment on the desk before turning to go.

“Your lesson notes?” he called after me.

“Right, sorry.”

“No worries, there’s a lot on your mind.” With a twirl of his hand, a navy textbook materialized, along with a parchment scroll that was shimmering with green magic—not his. He flicked the textbook to me and I snatched it from the air. “Notes are slotted inside, along with section highlights for your next set of readings that you’ll find helpful."

“That’s really nice of you.”

“Minds like yours need to be protected—fierce, progressive, and visionary.”

Was that what I was?

Instead of asking, my attention was drawn to the scroll still levitating in front of him.

He caught my eye and told me, “I need you to give this to Sylas.”

“What is it?”

“We’ll call it a compromise.”

“From Ryker?”

“And the Unity Council.”

“Really? You guys want him to work with you?”

“Collaborate would be the best way to put it. Especially where Sylas Morgrave is concerned. Tell him to review the documentation, then use the card that Ryker gifted him to set a meeting with the benevolent Head of the Guardian Movement.”

“Yeah, all right.”

Sure, I wanted to ask more, but as so often went hand-in-hand whenever Sylas was involved, there was a whole lot of cryptic that took more than one conversation’s worth to cut through. Plus, it would be best to get it from Sylas anyway. The more I asked, the more it could reveal what I knew, and I couldn’t risk that.

So, I took the scroll, thanked Lenos again, then headed on out.
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“Motherfucker!”

We watched from the shadows as Sylas swept his arm across his kitchen table, smashing beakers, test tubes, vials, and even knocking apparatus, books, and piles of notes off the surface and onto the floor, making a spectacular mess.

Ketheron turned to me. “You were correct. Our plan for today is very much needed at this specific juncture.”

“Yes. He needs a reprieve. Velra and Lazriel need some levity.”

We observed Sylas through the living room window as we stood outside his home.

I hadn’t wanted to risk interrupting his magical research if he had been verging on a breakthrough, so when Ketheron and I had teleported in we’d chosen to observe first.

Clearly, I needn’t have worried, because Sylas was flummoxed—a state he absolutely did not do well with. Unfortunately, that was worsened beyond belief with what was at stake now.

Everything.

However, since being temporarily restored by The Shadowed’s necromantic core transplant, Sylas hadn’t stopped. Even when he’d been briefly bedridden while in the Shadow Tunnels, he’d still been conducting magical research, just without magic. He’d also been calculating in order to hold onto control among the likes of Remnant.

“This is burnout,” Ketheron uttered, virtually speaking my own thoughts on the matter.

“Indeed.”

He frowned at me. “And the baby, you think?”

“It is a crucial factor. Of that I have no doubt.”

Sylas started pacing and yelling to himself then.

“I’m tired of it! First my sickness. Then the Dark Fae mind-meddling. Morien and Corvin violating the laws of magic by interacting through the Valley. That fucker resurrecting. Now him twisting necromancy in ways that go beyond violations of the balance. Those Dark Fae he had wielding his necromantic energy will die—as they fucking should—but still… that’s how fucked up him doing that is. It can’t be done without those consequences. It shouldn’t be done. He tugged at his hair. “And if that’s not enough, he’s found a way to infuse black magic and Celestial power to soup up his necromantic energy to such a level that he could pull off an extinction-level event. I mean—fuck!”

He snatched his coffee mug off the counter, then threw it against the wall, roaring as it shattered to pieces.

“I can’t locate Morien! I can’t get a lock on my core or latch onto Corvin’s magic either! All three are vital things to be able to take that motherfucker out! To stop him from launching his demented version of Risen Reckoning on the living! Fuck! Motherfucking fuck! Argh!”

Ketheron and I exchanged a look.

In the next moment, we teleported right into the kitchen.

Sylas started. “Some warning would’ve been nice.”

“So you can destroy more of the kitchen?” I queried.

“The kitchen, the living room… all of it, if needs be.”

“Now, that would be a dear shame after the trouble I went to in order to restore this home for you.”

That managed to jar him, and he blew out a breath and sank against the wall. “It would, yeah. I’m just… you know…”

“We do know,” Ketheron assured him. “You are hurting, frustrated, and afraid.”

Sylas’ eyes flashed at Ketheron’s use of that last word.

But he didn’t actually deny it. Because now that fear was for those he loved. As I’d come to learn also, that was a whole other level of terror.

“Thanks to Velra getting that intel from Sorin—the name of the leader of Puritas—it has led to a fuck-ton of leads. The Guardian Movement has taken out seven Puritas cells now. Remnant is working on those buried deeper and harder to reach as we speak, and already The Shadowed has decimated ten fucking cells. I need to be ready with this ASAP,” Sylas told us.

“You need to take a brief break. Your mind needs it,” I told him.

“I can’t just—”

“You are experiencing burnout,” Ketheron spoke. “If I do not rest my mind, I cannot solve highly complex problems either. And this problem is dearly complex. In fact, after this break that Cassius is correct in saying you need to take, I will assist you.”

“I appreciate it, K, but you’ve got enough on your plate.”

Ketheron eyed me for confirmation and I gave a nod, wherein he then informed Sylas, “Ryker and I have determined a solution to the Celestial-infused Dark Fae mind-meddling. Working with Arcanum Order, we were able to fuse the Celestial power that Ryker siphoned into the antidote for general Dark Fae mind-meddling. Ryker will disburse it across the supernatural world using the mechanism embedded into Blackline Protocol which continues on as we speak.”

I stepped forward. “Ryker has insisted on warning the supernatural populace first, though. He’ll offer everyone a choice—again, communicating through Blackline.”

“That will alert the entire supernatural world, even our enemies. The way they could react to that… it could be devastating,” Sylas warned.

“Or it could lead to them scrambling and, therefore, making mistakes,” I countered.

“Aren’t you the optimistic force today?”

“I believe you need me to be.” I gestured at the mess all over the kitchen. “You will solve this. But you need to take a step back first. And, fortunately, there is something that Ketheron and I have come to take you to that will assist.” I looked at Ketheron. “And you must focus on the other Celestial-related issue that you and I are seeing to. If you think you can do both, I will support that, but don’t stretch yourself too thin, or you will find yourself burned out too before you know it.”

“Getting rid of the Celestial power that Morien has accessed from Corvin’s stores?” Sylas asked.

“Yes,” I confirmed. “There is a way to draw it away from all non-Celestial beings, but holding it permanently is the issue.”

Sylas nodded along. “Ryker can only siphon a limited amount and only temporarily. Lazriel mentioned that he saw Ryker struggling when he siphoned from that Dark Fae contingent at Halrow’s home.”

“His ability to do that can be used as a sort of key to open the door to the process, though,” Ketheron explained. “But we need to see to the black magic aspect with this larger scale notion in play. When Ryker siphoned from those beings, he was protected with a temporary spell from his father, Gabriel Morgan, who blocked the black magic also infused in them from entering Ryker’s system. That can’t be done on a much larger scale, like that which it will take to drain all Celestial magic that exists in the hands of our enemies.” He growled. “Thanks to that despicable monster, Corvin.”

“Ambrose,” Sylas said. “He can function as that barrier.”

“You believe he could ingest that much black magic, block that much?” Ketheron asked.

“I’m sure of it. I’ve seen him do some crazy-ass things over the years when we’ve crossed paths.” He went stock-still. His eyes flamed. Then a devious smile played on his lips. “That’s it.”

“What is?” I asked.

“I’ll reach out to Ambrose. I may have a way to track Morien—through him.”

“Very good. Reach out. In the meantime, while we’re waiting for him to respond, you will take that break.”

He looked between us more than a little suspiciously. “What does this break you’re pushing for entail exactly?”

“A special surprise!” Ketheron exclaimed, unable to contain himself a moment longer with his excitement. I’d honestly been surprised that he’d managed to keep it in as long as he had—days since we’d been immersed in it. Ever since it had been discovered that my little shadow was with child.

Sylas’ gaze flicked to mine.

“A positive surprise that I believe you’ll take well to,” I assured him.

His gaze softened, his developed trust in me over all these months coming through. “Well, we could all do with some of that.”

Yes, we very much could.
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The three of us rematerialized in the familiar ravine surrounded by weeping trees.

The converted watchtower just a few feet ahead stood tall, built into the hillside, all weathered stone and wood.

Solumira.

The home to Ariana Martel, Kai Hunter, Vorzyr Titanus, and Nyx Laryn.

“This is the surprise?” Sylas asked, looking between Ketheron and me.

“This is the gateway to the surprise,” Ketheron answered.

“The current location. For now,” I added.

I gestured for him to follow as we made our way around the picturesque home, rounding the porch steps and heading to where Nyx and Vorzyr had told us they would be with Velra and Lazriel once we’d collected Sylas.

Sure enough, they were all gathered around a fire pit.

Nyx and Velra roasted marshmallows, while Lazriel and Vorzyr were discussing what appeared to be… shifter business? Hmm… rather interesting from Lazriel’s perspective. That could definitely prove a good fit for him once he graduated from Wraeven Academy.

While they talked, Vorzyr eased a rolling bassinet back and forth, peering inside every now and then, most definitely on edge, yet trying not to demonstrate that fact.

Ketheron and I watched Sylas taking everything in, just before Lazriel spun from Vorzyr and leapt to his feet off the ornate twisted wrought-iron patio chair, and then flung his arms around Sylas. “You’re here! I didn’t think they’d be able to drag you away—at least not without using Celestial force.”

“I would never do such a thing,” Ketheron interjected.

Lazriel kissed Sylas’ cheek, as Sylas stroked his hair. “Just fucking around, Keth.”

Ketheron’s lips quirked. “Ah.”

Satisfied, he strode over to where Nyx and Velra were sitting on rocks around the fire pit with their backs to us. Nyx chuckled as Velra blew a wisp of frost over his marshmallow, putting it out.

“Hey, little sis! That’s it!” he cried, before leaning over and biting into her marshmallow.

“Nyx!”

“That’s what you get.”

“Eating for two here.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s it, huh?” He grabbed a bag of marshmallows beside him and handed it to her. “Have at it, then.”

She shook her head. “It’s not the same if they’re not cooked with the fire.”

“See? You’re not hungry for them.” I saw him flinch, then dip his head a little toward her belly. “Hungry for something else though.”

“You can feel that?” she asked.

“An urgency, yeah.” He patted her shoulder. “Good timing that Sylas is here.” As he turned his head, Velra did the same.

And then she was on her feet and rushing over as well.

Sylas kept one hand glued to Lazriel’s hip and wrapped his free arm around Velra, tucking her into his side and nuzzling against her.

“You did it,” she said, eyeing me happily. “Pulled him away for a bit from his work.”

“As promised.”

A tiny cry sounded and we all swung our heads toward the bassinet.

I knew well what lay inside, but blankets covered the precious being within from view.

Vorzyr was being rather overprotective.

Nyx had explained to me that it was to be expected because it was Vorzyr’s first time taking care of the little months-old being alone.

The cries intensified and Vorzyr pushed out of his chair and reached into the bassinet.

I heard Sylas’ breath catch, because he was the only one here who hadn’t seen yet.

Vorzyr lifted out a baby dragon with black and orange scales and tiny little wings that were tinged with a silver hue and did not yet work to enable him to take flight.

Torvek Titanus, Vorzyr’s baby brother who had been in the care of Draven Vortimer and his mother, Elyrren Vortimer in the Dracoryn Realm now ruled by House Vortimer.

It was a long and complicated story, but suffice to say, this was the first time that Torvek had been outside the Dracoryn Realm. According to what Nyx had told me, it had become possible because Draven had just discovered he was to be a father. It was also my understanding that Draven was not in a relationship with the dragon in question now carrying his child, nor on good terms with her, so there was a lot that needed to be dealt with. In light of that, he’d sent Torvek here for a couple of days to be with Vorzyr. Given that Solumira was so heavily warded by Ariana, there was no security risk to him.

Lazriel eased from Sylas and Velra, then went to Vorzyr.

His eyes softened as he glanced between the baby and Vorzyr. “Can I?”

“You’ve been waiting all this time for him to wake up, so go for it. Just… gently. Really gently.”

“He has dragon hide, V,” Nyx told him with a chuckle.

“It’s not fully developed yet, Luscious.”

As Lazriel carefully stroked Torvek’s head, Nyx walked to Vorzyr and rubbed his back soothingly. “You’re doing amazingly well with him. All right?”

Vorzyr smiled. “Thanks.”

“Dragons… so soft but hard at the same time… I’ve never touched one in full dragon form before,” Lazriel murmured.

Vorzyr gave him a look. “Damn, you just had to ask. I was right here, gorgeous.”

Lazriel’s gaze flicked to his.

Tension rose as I saw Lazriel trying to get a read on him.

But Vorzyr held steady, not flinching one little bit.

And then Nyx couldn’t hold himself back, and he burst out laughing. “Ariana would have your head. And Kai would do a whole lot worse.”

“Sexually destroy you, I’d imagine,” Sylas said, striding over.

His gaze was intent on the baby, almost reverent, studying, gauging.

“You’re next-level when it comes to that, from what I’ve heard,” Vorzyr said.

Sylas’ attention flicked to him. A smirk played on his lips. “Kai’s got me with the degradation. I prefer to stay in the dirty lane.” He lifted a shoulder. “Each to their own.”

Lazriel caught my eye, then looked away quickly. I had no doubt he was thinking of our very recent sexual encounter where the sexually destroying aspect had most definitely been prevalent. Velra smiled out at me. She was well aware of what had happened, partly through the Soul Brand, but also because she’d asked me, having been so very concerned about Lazriel after his captivity under Victor Halrow.

“Cut it out,” he told Vorzyr and Sylas. “In front of a baby, assholes.”

I smiled. Trust him to attempt a lecture like that while also throwing in a curse word.

“He can’t register the content of your conversation, not even your actual words at this age,” Nyx said, smiling at Lazriel.

“But Ketheron certainly can,” I spoke up, noticing him frowning in confusion as he listened in and tried to make sense of what he could not at this juncture.

Lazriel eased from the baby and walked to Ketheron. “Don’t worry, I’ll teach you, Keth.”

“Excuse me?” I cut in. “I don’t believe that’s the best way forward.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll see to it,” Sylas called over, and I saw him finally react to Torvek who was flailing his hand toward Sylas. Sylas took it very carefully, his eyes shining.

“I would like Velra to teach me,” Ketheron announced all of a sudden.

Velra started in surprise. “Me?”

“Yes,” Ketheron told her with a smile. “I like how you explain things to me. Emotional things, hopes and dreams, relationship interactions… all of it. You’re patient and enthusiastic and careful and caring. I like it very much.”

Emotion welled in her eyes. “Thank you,” she only just managed to utter.

Ketheron smiled and took her hand, guiding her over to Torvek and the four fawning over him.

I watched then as she emerged from what I’d felt as her uncertainty and inferiority in such matters involving caretaking and interaction with an infant, and began to interact more so. Nyx signaled to Vorzyr—although he could no longer read Velra with his Incubus abilities since I’d tethered her months ago, he was still impressively perceptive—and Vorzyr handed Torvek to her.

She sucked in a breath as she cradled him to her, eyes wide with both awe and uncertainty.

I walked over, taking it all in, especially the way Lazriel’s eyes lit with so much excitement, and Sylas’ gaze darted from her belly to her holding the baby.

She shifted her hold after a few moments, growing more comfortable, and as the conversation swirled around her and she was oblivious to it all, focused only on the baby.

Little snores sounded as Torvek fell asleep in her arms.

“Whoa,” Vorzyr exclaimed. “I’ve never known a dragon to sleep when its hungry. That’s why he woke up. It was feeding time. Every two hours on the dot Draven told me.”

I saw her wince through her smile at Vorzyr’s words.

I shot a pointed look at Sylas, and he reached out and stroked her hair. “Speaking of feeding time, our unborn bundle of joy needs sustenance.”

I could see her resistance to handing the baby back already, but then Lazriel laid a hand on her belly and eased things by saying, “We have that special surprise to get to as well. Ketheron and Cassius are so excited about it.” He grinned at me, then looked back at her. “Cassius is excited, love. That’s how big a deal it’s gotta be.”

“I resent the implication, wild one.”

Vorzyr whistled. “Loving that nickname. The filthy connotations are right there. Kai is hearing about it.”

“Better than him referring to me as a fresh one when Sylas and I first… came together.”

Sylas smirked and ruffled his hair. “Pun most definitely intended.”

Nyx rolled his eyes, then gently took Torvek from Velra. “We’ll have him back here more often. Whenever you want to come by, just say the word, text me, whatever you want.”

“Okay, yeah. Thanks, Nyx.”

“Of course.”

Sylas led her away then, Ketheron talking with Vorzyr and Nyx animatedly, as he started telling them about his understanding of the physical development of infants, while asking Nyx to fill in the emotional aspect to give him the full picture.

Lazriel and I followed Sylas and Velra over to the fire pit, where Velra took a seat on one of them and Sylas knelt in front of her.

With a spark of his crimson magic, he called forth the solution that he’d created to allow our baby to feed from his necromantic energy without desiccating him.

And that solution came in the form of an ornate pewter baby rattle etched with roses—an amusing nod to those being his favorite flowers. The fact that his solution had taken the form of a rattle was an amusing nod in itself.

He held one end out to Velra as his magic flamed where he grasped the other.

She took it and placed it on her belly, and it flamed with Sylas’ magic at the point of contact. After an initial jolt, a peaceful sigh escaped her and her body relaxed, as Sylas fed the baby the sustenance it needed.

“Always right on the clock going forward, Sylas,” I spoke. “It hurts her if there’s a delay.”

Sylas frowned, looking between us. “Hurts?”

“Like kicking?” Lazriel asked.

“No, like a painful twinge that grows stronger the longer the child has to wait for you.”

“Cassius, it’s okay,” Velra assured me.

“It’s certainly not.” I eyed Sylas. “Even during your research lockdowns, understood?”

“Understood,” he said, easily. “Of course.”

He eased the rattle away when he’d finished and tucked it back away with his magic, then reached out and took Velra’s hands as he rose, bringing her with him. “I’m sorry.”

“No—you didn’t know.”

“I didn’t. But I need to. We all do, all right?”

She nodded. “I promise.”

“Good.” He looked out at me. “Now, I believe we have a special surprise to get to?”

I nodded.

“Keth!” Lazriel called over to him still immersed in conversation with Vorzyr and Nyx. “Let’s go!”

“Time to hit the bricks,” I added.

Velra and Sylas burst out laughing.

Lazriel stared at me open mouthed.

“What?” I asked.

Ketheron’s hand landed on my shoulder. “Bricks ready to be hit.”

Lazriel shook his head. “The bricks aren’t… I mean… nothing is gonna be—Sylas!”

Sylas sighed with faux exasperation. “Just… show us to the gateway.”
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The gateway came into view as Ketheron called his golden power to his right palm, holding it toward the far end of the mountain just feet from us now.

Vorzyr and Nyx had taken Torvek inside for a feeding as he’d woken up again, something I’d heard the sounds of as we’d taken our leave of them. Now was the best time, because Kai would be home from Arcanum Order soon, and Ariana would return from Haven Initiative, which would have led to us being further delayed from showing Velra, Lazriel, and Sylas our surprise.

“This gateway can open up anywhere once we settle on a location,” I informed the three of them, while Ketheron got to work opening it, sweeping his hand in tight circles, the arched doorway that had come into view beginning to fill up with his swirling gold power. “Should you like what lies within, of course.”

“Ready,” Ketheron announced.

With that, I stepped forward, leading the way through the vortex.

It swallowed us for a brief moment of discombobulation before we emerged in the magically isolated zone suspended between realms, existing beyond plane boundaries.

“A Rifted Cradle,” Sylas breathed. “Excellent.”

“Outside threats can’t breach it,” Velra uttered.

“And,” Ketheron said, rounded on us, so we all were forced to come to a halt and stare at his supremely excited face. “Ours is the only one that has this.”

In the next moment, he snapped his fingers and our true surprise came into view.

A castle brought to life in the most magnificent and opulent way imaginable.

The bulk of it was constructed from silver-gray limestone, the quartz element creating an organic shimmer when under moonlight, just like it was now. It mimicked a frost-dusted appearance. Basalt stone was used for the accents—the spires and archways that provided a majestic air. There was even a drawbridge in a rich charcoal which spanned a narrow ravine that was carved by the runoff of a glacier.

“Holy. Hell,” Velra choked, moving forward and gazing at it in absolute awe.

“You like?” Ketheron asked with barely-contained glee.

She swung her head toward him. “You actually did it. You brought my frost sculpture to life.” In the next moment, she ran at him and threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you!” She reached out to me and grasped my arm. “Both of you. This is incredible! I can’t actually believe it.”

“Fucking shit,” Lazriel uttered. “Is this—”

“Our new home?” I finished for him. “If you all wish, yes. That was our intention in creating it.”

“This is extraordinary,” Sylas spoke. “Truly.”

“We call it Glacialis Arx,” I told them.

Lazriel frowned. “Frozen Fortress?”

“Yes!” Ketheron cried, before I watched him and Lazriel slap-shake, as Lazriel had termed it.

“Roughly translated,” Sylas said.

Velra nudged him playfully at him being so particular.

He was still struggling to ease from that mindset. I’d been in his company enough now to know that he wouldn’t be able to come out of it any further until he found the answers he sought and solved the magical puzzles at hand.

Being here now like this was very significant, though. He was making a great effort. And it was also helping him to be around this love and care—this familial unit.

“Our home,” he uttered, the raw emotion in his every word drawing our attention. “This is it.”
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A squeal escaped me as my back hit the bed, bouncing on my dorm mattress roughly.

Lazriel was there in the next split-second pouncing on me and caging me in.

Before I could catch my breath, he stole it, taking me in a deep, all-consuming kiss.

After checking repeatedly with Sylas and Cassius on the way back to campus after we’d dropped Ketheron back at Solumira because he had dinner plans with Ariana, Lazriel had finally accepted that he could let loose on me.

And he was certainly rising to that now, already stripped naked as he devoured my mouth and ground his already hard dick over my leather pants.

It was animalistic.

Rough.

Fucking wild.

And I loved every moment of it.

“Couldn’t wait for me to even shut the door,” I heard Sylas chuckling.

“He’s certainly ravenous,” Cassius responded.

Lazriel pulled his mouth from mine, panting, as he gasped over his shoulder, so overcome, “One of you… now.”

They got the message, and then I was grinning at Lazriel as Sylas stripped me naked with his magic in one shot.

“Yeah,” Lazriel groaned, diving down and swallowing my breasts, one after the other.

Licking, sucking, nipping… he didn’t stop for a second, nor between each erotic action.

I fisted my hands in his hair, grinding against him as he rutted on me, and I gave it right back to him.

He was so wild, wilder than he’d ever been, really.

I felt him try to escape my hold on his hair so he could trail lower down my body. Judging by the way he snagged my thigh and opened it wide, much lower down.

“Not so fast, my naughty little wolf.”

I hooked my leg around his hip, then jerked to the side, flipping us, so I was astride him, then slamming his hands down at his sides, pinning them there.

I met his wide-eyed gaze with a sly smirk, a moment before I dove down onto his cock and swallowed him whole.

“Fuck!” he bellowed out into the room.

I went hard and merciless and he was shuddering beneath me within moments.

“It’s vampire now, too, Wraithqueen,” he managed to choke out, just before he showed me, dropping his talons, then breaking my hold on his hands and driving them into the mattress, shredding a whole lot of it in the process, as he did it again and again.

I smiled through my mouthful of him as Sylas climbed onto the bed beside Lazriel, almost completely naked now.

He trailed his fingers over my hair, his free hand stroking down Lazriel’s ripped torso and making him undulate and shove deeper into my mouth in response. “Yeah, more,” Sylas urged him in his gravelly sex voice. “Work that cock, babe. Feed it to her.”

“Cocksucker,” Lazriel cried out, throwing out his hand and digging his talons into Sylas’ arm, making him hiss and grin. “Driving us fucking crazy as always.”

Sylas slid his fingers along Lazriel’s tongue and Lazriel went wild, lashing and sucking. He bucked his hips until he was fucking down my throat and a hot thrill went through me at his sheer need.

Sylas reached under me with his free hand and had me squirming in moments, sparks of pleasure assaulting me as he dragged his fingers through my soaking folds, alternating between flicking and rolling my clit.

“Little shadow,” Cassius breathed at my ear, then I moaned out around Lazriel’s cock as Cassius ran his hand down my back, then eased two slick fingers into my ass, slow and teasingly, one inch at a time.

Hell.

There was so much sensation, and Lazriel’s eyes were burning into mine as he opened his mouth wider and took three of Sylas’ fingers and his thumb into his mouth.

Sylas began pumping them roughly down his throat until Lazriel was thrashing on the bed, jackhammering down my throat, and his pre-cum leaked all over my tongue.

Just as Cassius eased his fingers from my ass, Sylas started slapping my pussy. I screamed around Lazriel’s cock and he pulsed in my mouth, right on the edge.

Then all the breath shot from my lungs as through Sylas’ erotic brutality, Cassius eased his cock into my ass, massaging my cheeks as he did, drawing it out, not just carefully but in a sexy tormenting sort of way. Over our times together, Sylas had definitely rubbed off on him.

When he was fully-seated, he twisted his hips, making me cry out and pull my mouth from Lazriel’s cock.

“More!” I panted, saliva and pre-cum dripping down my chin.

Sylas swiped it up and stuffed it down Lazriel’s throat.

“Talons,” he ordered, and then Lazriel retracted them.

In the next second, Sylas and Cassius were easing me onto Lazriel’s cock, while Cassius kept himself buried inside me through it and the sensation of him shifting had me beside myself.

That hit another level as I felt Lazriel sink deep, gliding up against Cassius in my ass.

I was so full, I could barely breathe through it.

It had me losing it and then I was scraping my nails down Lazriel’s chest and riding him in a fury, pushing back on Cassius too, and setting the rhythm.

They both went with it, getting off on me taking it there, as they met my wild pace and fucked into me.

Sylas settled on his knees behind Lazriel, then tipped his head back, and shoved his cock down his throat, making him lurch and splutter.

“Good boy, swallow it all the way down,” Sylas crooned, stroking his head, while he fucked his throat roughly.

A roar sounded from Lazriel and he lurched, then came inside me.

It set me off and as bliss wracked my body, Sylas and Cassius spread open my pussy, then started brushing and scraping, then even slapping.

Cassius’ arm banded around my breasts as I shuddered, coming again and again, when they didn’t stop, when I didn’t want them to stop.

Lazriel started slamming up into me, while Cassius powered inside my ass, and I couldn’t take my eyes off Lazriel swallowing Sylas down to the root, his devilish tongue tormenting him for extra measure.

Even through the domination, Lazriel had his own form of it, as he started to break his control and I saw Sylas’ jaw clenching, his free hand slamming down on the mattress.

I clutched at Cassius’ bicep, as another wave hit me.

He was licking at my neck, my cheek, my shoulders then, in a hot-as-hell frenzy, before Sylas set him off when he ripped from Lazriel’s mouth and sprayed all over my spread open pussy.

I shrieked, coming again, just as Cassius filled my ass with his cum.

The clenching and filthiness sent Lazriel over the edge again, and he lurched up, clawed at my breasts and Cassius’ arm, as he shot inside me.

“Oh God,” I breathed, collapsing against Cassius as he sank against me also.

“That’s how we do it,” Lazriel chuckled. He grinned at Sylas who flopped down beside him and also possessively hooked his leg around mine. “Dirty bastard.”

Sylas grinned out at us. “Never gonna change. That’s my vow to you.”

I giggled. “That’s some vow.”

Lazriel tickled under my chin. “Love that sound.”

“Careful,” I said, nudging him. “I know how ticklish you are, remember?”

“And where?” Cassius teased.

“Definitely.”

It was too late then now it was out there, and then I was lunging at Lazriel and tickling the crap out of him.

Cassius and Sylas even joined in.

And as mindless as it was, it was just… perfect.
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It was time.

It was the weekend now, which meant no classes, for one.

But beyond that, this needed to be done either way.

No matter what.

There was no more waiting, no more delay.

The sweetness of last night, the four of us connecting on every level in the wonderful way we had, Ketheron and Cassius revealing the beautiful home they’d created for us… it had been just what we’d needed to get through this last hurdle.

And that was what it would be—just one last hurdle.

Then we’d be free of it all.

Puritas.

Morien’s threat.

Victor’s insane fixation on Lazriel and desperate revenge fantasy toward Remnant.

The Dark Fae mind-meddling and leverage plot.

The destabilization to the Valley of the Dead because of mine and Sylas’ deaths, combined with Corvin and Morien’s interference.

Our enemies would be gone, it would finally be over and done with.

I stared out at the swirling activity in my dorm room as I perched on the edge of my desk eating a Cinnamon Cloud Muffin that Cassius had ordered in from Vantiqe. He’d had the place enforced with his own Celestial-level wards so that it could stay open during Blackline Protocol.

He’d done it for me. Of course he had. It was the sort of amazingly considerate thing that they each did for me.

I smiled to myself. I couldn’t believe how loved and cared for I was by the three of them. And together we’d helped one another, soothed one another, each giving the other a sense of peace that we’d never had before. Not like this.

I ran my free hand over my belly reverently as I watched Sylas typing rapidly on his phone organizing his meeting with Remnant. A meeting that concerned Victor Halrow and the bastard drawing his last breath. But also other things… something we’d been waiting on him to bring up, to divulge, but which he hadn’t yet.

Cassius conjured a tactical glove for Lazriel who couldn’t find his left one, and Lazriel beamed at him as he slid it on. Lazriel was on edge—partly because of the Victor aspect, but also because he was meeting with his mom to discuss an idea he’d had about working in tandem to her when she relaunched the new incarnation of Vyrn Hollow, an idea that Professor Lenos Caldrith had helped him with, which he’d told me about excitedly shortly after it had happened.

Just like he’d told me about the scroll that Lenos had given him for Sylas—another thing that Sylas hadn’t mentioned yet.

I sucked in a breath, then spoke to the room, “I’m really excited about the idea of moving to Glacialis Arx. For us and for our baby... raising our baby there together.”

Sylas stilled with his typing and eyed me in surprise.

Lazriel grinned excitedly.

And Cassius gave me a knowing look, having already felt my processing of the pregnancy through the Soul Brand.

“Is that so?” Sylas spoke with a lift of his lips, cautiously hopeful.

I gazed between them. “Absolutely. In fact, I have some ideas for the nursery, how we should ward the place, which Academy we can send him or her to, what their abilities might be like, how to introduce the Cloud Muffin thing and when…” I trailed off at their stunned looks.

“I have a notebook full of parenting approaches,” Cassius announced.

Lazriel, Sylas, and I stared out at him.

He lifted a shoulder. “It will prove useful, I am sure.”

I beamed out at him. “Of course it will. That’s really lovely.”

“Yeah, that book I sent you about emotional intelligence has really had some major knock-on effects,” Lazriel said.

Cassius ruffled his hair.

Unfortunately, the levity was too short-lived, as I saw a spark in Lazriel’s eyes as he looked over at Sylas.

He couldn’t hold it in any longer.

It was coming.

Now.

He stepped up to Sylas and snapped, “Of course, none of this is gonna work well if you’re fucking off ninety-percent of the time down in the Shadow Tunnels, and cut off from above ground by going against whatever Ryker’s orders were in that scroll Lenos handed over to me.”

Sylas moved to speak, but Lazriel slapped his hand to his chest and continued heatedly, “I knew my dad was offering you something like that—a place in The Shadowed, and, yeah, maybe even to take his role as leader. But this… us… the baby… it changes things. Or at least it should.”

“History isn’t going to repeat itself. I won’t leave you like your father did to—”

“Urgh, I’m not making a comparison between his treatment and relationship with me and mine with yours. Don’t… don’t ever say that again.”

Sylas’ gaze flicked to mine and then Cassius’ knowingly. “You know what I mean,” he told Lazriel, realizing he needed to tone that aspect down.

“No. This is about our baby and you as one of its dads.”

Sylas drew in a weighty breath, then revealed, “Remnant asked me to become Commander of The Shadowed.”

“That makes strategic sense, especially given his clear intent to be granted a reprieve from such a heavy burden so he can further his relationship with Lazriel and Rhyza,” Cassius spoke. “Having a powerful necromancer as Commander would ensure full protection for the vampiric underground in a way that could not be achieved through anyone else.”

Lazriel glared at him.

Cassius held up his hand. “However, it would also be detrimental to you, Sylas, And our familial unit. You would constantly be torn between two duties which do not mesh well.”

I pushed off my desk and walked over. “But this is also something you’ve wanted for a while—a way through the red tape and constraints that have been plaguing you, hindering what the Guardian Movement calls your vigilante activities, but which is you seeking justice and righting wrongs that they can’t.” I eyed Lazriel pointedly. “We understand that, don’t we?”

“Yeah, of course,” Lazriel admitted, stepping back from Sylas. “But it’s just—it’s also—”

“There’s another way,” Sylas cut in.

“Another way?” I asked.

He scrubbed his hand over his face, then explained, “I’ve been communicating with Remnant about it. At first we’d come to the conclusion that we’d split the Commander role between us. The only viable compromise available at the time. Until Ryker’s communication through that scroll.” His lips lifted. “Well, his proposal. I haven’t run all the details, numbers, or any of that yet, because I’ve had my priority set on the immediate issue of finding Morien, the core, and Corvin’s magic. But the gist of it is that Ryker is offering a bridge between above ground and The Shadowed, something that would take the load off Remnant in a major way without weakening the organization—actually, it would enhance it. And it’s something Ry wants me to head in conjunction with being his conduit to The Shadowed—at a much deeper level than Cornelius’ mysterious support to them currently is.”

I smiled.

He’d done it.

He’d chosen us.

His lone wolf disposition and previous unilateral action approach was no longer leading the way. He’d just proven that because this whole thing, being offered such a vital role in The Shadowed… it was major, especially to him.

But he hadn’t succumbed to it.

He hadn’t pulled away.

He was here with us.

Here to stay.

I saw Lazriel relax.

“Well done,” Cassius spoke, coming to Sylas and grasping his shoulder.

“Yeah,” Lazriel breathed. “Good. Thank fuck.”

Sylas grinned out at us. “Told you I’d never leave you. Now can you finally trust in that?”

I answered by throwing my arms around him.

He chuckled and held me tightly to him as Cassius and Lazriel gathered right up close as well.

Everything was headed in the right direction. A positive, happy, and loving direction.

I had no worries there. We’d all be okay. We were ready to be with each other in every way, to build our lives together, far beyond the confines of even Wraeven Academy.

Now all we had to do was get through this last hurdle with all this external shit, and then we could be free to do that.

I couldn’t wait.

And it was such a powerful thing to hold onto through what was coming.
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I stood back observing as Remnant embraced Lazriel, stroking his hair, the scars on his face, and generally offering him the fatherly tenderness that Lazriel had long desired.

Remnant had insisted on coming here to a concealed area of campus glamored by his magic-wielders to check in on his son before we saw to Victor Halrow once and for all.

Initially, Remnant had promised Lazriel that the two of them would end Victor together.

But that had been before he’d gotten to know his son properly. He’d come to see just like Velra, Cassius and I did, that Lazriel didn’t find comfort or closure in punishment and death. He found it in peace.

And he was already well on the way to doing that where Victor was concerned.

Cassius had told Velra and me about the breakthrough Lazriel had experienced when Cassius had urged him to unleash on him, where Lazriel had been so brave and claimed who he was, stuck to his wants and needs sexually, despite what Victor had tried to warp for him. Last night he’d also been his usual sexually voracious and fierce self, so that had been a fantastic sign. And most importantly, he was looking to his future—and doing that based off what he’d learned, how incredibly he’d evolved and grown lately. He was meeting with his mom today to set out on a path to change the nature of the systematic setup for hybrid shifters across the supernatural world. This would be beyond his work with Crossborn—a whole other level.

I smiled. He was a true force of nature. I’d known it the moment I’d encountered him.

He just hadn’t recognized that in himself back then.

And now… he’d fully accepted his vampire side and reconciled it with his wolf in such a powerful and poignant way. He’d fought through his abandonment fears and formed this familial unit with us. And he was building a strong relationship with his father.

With a burst of speed, Arthur, one of Remnant’s top lieutenants arrived with a feeder in tow for Lazriel. Although Lazriel would be escorted by Cassius to Rhyza, who was at the headquarters of the Shifter Stabilization Unit under heavy wards, before our Immortal then headed out with Velra, Remnant and I weren’t taking any chances. He needed to feed properly, to be at his strongest. Although the Victor threat had been nullified, there was still Puritas who wanted Lazriel buried. Him being taken once was fucking bad enough—never again.

I watched Remnant say goodbye. Lazriel waved over at me.

And then Remnant burst over to me. “Let’s make haste.”

My eyes narrowed at what was coming—dealing with that demented motherfucker.

“Yes. Let’s,” I ground out, before sweeping us up in a cloud of crimson teleportation.
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Bound and broken.

More mess than monster now.

And the most darkly delectable part of it was that we hadn’t even truly started yet.

There Victor Halrow was, his head in his cuffed hands as he sat on the dirtied, damp floor of the cell that had once been home to Sorin—before Cassius had done the world a favor and ripped that twisted fucker’s life away.

The creak of the cell door as Remnant and I stepped inside and I sealed it closed behind us, had his head jerking up.

He’d been drowning so deeply in his thoughts that he hadn’t even registered our approach, something decidedly shocking for an Ancient.

Good. He was damaged. And clearly feeling that damage painfully.

His gaze flicked between us, then went to the door, trying to see into the corridor. Heavy disappointment played on his features when he realized nobody was there.

I gritted my teeth when it became immediately apparent to me that he’d been expecting Lazriel.

That fury was given further breath when he actually dared to fucking voice it.

“You didn’t bring him?” He ran a shaking hand through his mussed up shock of ebony hair, his chains rattling.

The shaking was a result of us drying him out. He hadn’t fed for days, but that wasn’t enough to weaken an Ancient so I’d sped up the process with magic. Right now he would be feeling like he hadn’t ingested a drop of blood for decades.

The chains were essentially for degradation’s sake. Fucking payback for what he’d done to Lazriel—chaining him up like a possession, one he’d wanted to warp to his liking.

Sick piece of—

“My pretty thing.”

My eyes flamed with my power at the broken emotional plea spilling from him for Lazriel.

Remnant stepped in front of me and strode toward Victor.

He crouched down before him and then snagged his jaw in a vise-grip—flipping one of Victor’s signature moves against him. “He was never yours, could never be, and will never be.”

“Because he’s your son,” Victor struggled to utter against Remnant’s brutal grip.

“No. Lazriel is not my possession. He has agency, his own wants and needs, hopes and dreams, his own will. He doesn’t exist to serve. He belongs only to himself.” He hissed. “He is not a doll, not a plaything. Not a mind to warp into a version that pleases you down to every minute detail. That is not love. It’s projection and empty, dangerous obsession.” He tightened his hold and I heard a crack of bone as Victor grunted. “What you did was beyond control, beyond being a supposed apex predator as you have been so unduly fixated on for too many years. You did what filth does. You proved that is truly what you are now, how very far you have fallen.” Remnant’s fangs dropped and he jerked Victor to him, just shy of driving them into his throat. Victor trembled under the authority of his sire up so close and personal as Remnant seethed, “You took away his choice.”

He released him abruptly, but remained crouched in front of him. He had such a powerful physical presence, that even not standing or looming, he served as a mammoth threat and dominating force. “In this life, without choice we are nothing. We have nothing.”

“I wanted him to be mine. It wasn’t just—”

“You wanted him to be me.”

“I—”

“He is not.”

“I know that. He’s not cold and biting. He wouldn’t abandon.”

“To this day, you still paint it that way.”

Victor slammed his hands forward, the chains clanging violently, as he flipped on a dime as warped minds were want to do. “How else should I see it? You left me! Disowned me! A sire forsaking his sireling! His first sireling at that!”

Remnant didn’t flinch even with the violence of Victor’s explosion of temper right up close to him.

“The megalomaniacal mindset that you delved so very deep into is what fractured our relationship. Your refusal to entertain restraint and any consideration of the broader picture. Many a time I attempted to reach you, but you proved yourself beyond redemption and severely undeserving of my forgiveness, let alone my trust. Your fixation on being the ultimate apex predator fueled your every action. And it is that which turned even the love once between us to ash.”

“No! The love between us was destroyed by that wolf whore of yours!”

Remnant fisted his hand in Victor’s hair and ripped his head back, making him hiss. “Watch your tongue.”

“I call her that because the moment you laid eyes on her she had you under her spell. An Alpha wolf for an Ancient Vampire… I understand the infatuation. But you let it become more than that. And it ruined everything!”

Remnant jerked him closer. “If you recall for one truly lucid moment, our relationship had ended for centuries before my beloved was even birthed unto this world.”

Victor frowned. “That isn’t… centuries?”

“Yes.”

I saw a brief moment of clarity and recognition flit across his face. “Fine, maybe that’s… maybe it’s right… but if she hadn’t remained, you and I could have—”

“Nothing. We could have nothing.”

“You loved me, Rhodric. I know it. My memory of that is clear unlike… unlike… some other things.”

Rhodric.

Remnant caught my eye. Victor had just revealed the true name of the Commander of The Shadowed in front of me.

Well, for many reasons, it would stay only with me. I saw Remnant recognize that unspoken promise in my expression, and he gave a nod, then focused back on Victor.

“I turned you as my first because I loved you. Deeply so. We were together for two centuries.”

I started at that revelation and leaned against the cell wall, watching on as Victor’s eyes shone at Remnant’s confession.

He reached out with his cuffed hands and clutched at Remnant’s shirt, holding him to him desperately. “Yes. Yes. You remember. I remember it every single day.”

“Do you, Vic?”

“Vic… you haven’t called me that in so long.”

Remnant grasped his hands on him, then leaned in close, hissing then and making Victor tense up. “Do you also remember betraying me for Vincenzo Daza?”

Vincenzo Daza? The Ancient vampire who had been a longtime enemy to Lucian Black? He’d been reviled by Ryker, almost destroyed his connection with Lucian twenty years ago, almost destroyed Lucian, and then he’d been killed by Mia Snow, Ariana Martel’s mother.

Victor shuddered.

Remnant pulled away. “He promised you power and you knelt before him. Until he left you in the dust for his true obsession with Luc.”

“No… no… that was… you forgave me.”

“I’m sure that’s how you’ve had to remember it in order to absolve yourself. Just as I’m sure you’ve also neglected to remember how you continued to come at me after that, threatened those under my charge, those vulnerable who I took to protecting with my creation of The Shadowed also. How you came for everything I built and attempted to destroy all.”

He suddenly shot out his hand and wrapped it around Victor’s throat, ripping him from the heavy duty chains that could hold back most Ancients, then hauled Victor up against the wall, cracking it in several places. “And now you’ve come for my son!”

“I’m sorry. Please! Once more… forgive me once more. That’s all…”

“Sylas,” Remnant spoke, gesturing for me. “Please proceed.”

“Proceed with what?” Victor asked, struggling uselessly in Remnant’s indomitable hold, his steel band of a hand wrapped around the fool’s throat as he held him against the wall.

I swept forward, flipping my palms down and calling my crimson power.

My voice rumbled through the cell, drawing Victor’s attention to me now. Something he absolutely did not like judging by the narrowing of his eyes. “It takes a fuck of a lot to desiccate an Ancient. That’s why even though you feel the spelled weakness of having not fed for decades, you’re still standing there—correction: hanging there—without the slightest gray tinge plaguing your body.” I cocked my head to the side. “Not for long.”

My power sparked on my right palm. “Remnant tells me that in your entire wretched existence you’ve never actually experienced desiccation. How fortunate. I wasn’t as lucky. Thanks to your allies in Corvin and my father. For three years I suffered from that shit. Every day. Several times a day eventually. I endured the kind of brutal, relentless pain that would break most beings.” My eyes flashed. “But you didn’t need an assist there, did you? Megalomania is what drove your madness, broke your fucking mind.”

“Necromancer,” he hissed, dropping his fangs, features twisting as he vamped out. “I warned you. I’ll break every bone in your body, grind them down to dust.”

“And I’ll tear your fangs from your venomous mouth.” I grinned. “Or, let’s go this route.”

In the next second, I stripped him down to his boxers with a flick of my fingers, then I streamed my necromantic energy forth.

My crimson magic fused with a shadowy darkness spread over his chest and upper arms and the expected growls were forthcoming as he began to desiccate, that telltale grayish tint spreading.

Lazriel had told me that Victor had a staggering pain tolerance. But this was beyond any of that.

That was proven in the next few moments as I thrust my palms forward, driving a whole lot more necromantic energy into him, essentially breaking him down from the outside in.

Those growls graduated to screams of utter agony.

Through it, Remnant’s determined expression didn’t change as he held Victor there in an unbreakable grip, despite his flailing and failed attempts to bite and scratch at him.

“The location of your army,” Remnant ordered, his booming voice carrying over the shrieks.

“That’s what… this is… about? Not just… punishment?” Victor eked out. “Fine! I’ll… tell you.”

I continued streaming, the desiccation spreading down both his arms.

“I swear it! And I’ll tell… where… Genexis is.”

Remnant swung his head toward me.

I ceased my steaming, but kept my hands at the ready.

Victor choked, grimacing and groaning. I hadn’t healed the desiccation, I’d just ceased making it spread further. “You were… desiccating me to… reach inside my mind to… find out?” he asked Remnant.

It was common knowledge at this point that Puritas members couldn’t be broken through interrogation techniques, especially not physical torture.

However, Victor was a special case—his sire link to Remnant provided an in, a point of vulnerability that wouldn’t normally be possible. If he was weak enough, Remnant, as his sire, could reach into his mind through that link to forcibly extract memories and intel.

It was clear that Remnant’s earlier conversation with him had been highly strategic and honestly tactically brilliant, because he’d used it to effectively break Victor emotionally.

The desiccation was no longer tactically necessary—although, it was immensely satisfying and due justice for the crimes the heathen had committed against Lazriel.

“Speak,” Remnant rumbled, releasing him, wherein Victor dropped heavily into a slumped position against the wall, shuddering and grimacing against the pain still ravaging his body.

“My… army… useless to me now. Without you… without my pretty thing… there’s nothing,” he murmured and struggled through the anguish. Anguish he’d brought upon himself.

Remnant wasn’t having it. He saw through Victor’s attempt at pity and shut it down with a hard, “Where, Victor?”

“Krestaz.”

I frowned. “The volcano? You have an entire army sequestered inside there?”

“The lava blocks… scenting. Even from… the best. And as for magic… blocked by your daddy.”

“Morien is aware of the army?” I asked, stepping forward.

“Yes. But… not where. Gave me his… magic to… ward and protect. But if he wants to… seek it out… he could.”

I eyed Remnant and he shook his head. “He speaks the truth. There is no hint of a lie.”

“What about Genexis? Where is that disgusting extermination facility? Where is the entrance point to the pocket dimension?” I pushed.

A sinister smile spread over his face, somehow in spite of the agony, as he held my gaze. “Glasswake Settlement.”

I jolted, my magic flaming unstably.

No.

It was just the sudden and unexpected mention of the place. Nothing more. It couldn’t impact me in the severe way it used to. I’d been dealing with it, seeing to the guilt and regret, the grief. I wasn’t… raw to it like I used to be. I’d seen to that.

I snuffed my power out and cocked my hip, regarding Victor steadily.

He went on, “Perfect place… under the radar. After it was forsaken, abandoned… considered tainted ground. Because of you… the massacre you… perpetrated.”

“The massacre Corvin Morvain engineered,” Remnant corrected him.

“Not how it feels, is it?” Victor asked, grinning at me, between gasping and convulsing.

“Wrong,” I ground out. “You’re the only one being tortured here. The only one who is powerless, a powerlessness that you’ve brought upon yourself with your vile actions.”

As Victor went to utter another ruthless retort, Remnant intercepted with a burst of speed forward, snagging Victor’s jaw with one hand, then shoving his hand against his forehead with the other.

“Ah!” Victor cried, trying to jerk away, but failing in his weakened state, and the mental hold Remnant had clearly just activated. He was reaching into his mind using their sire link.

Victor’s eyes flickered wildly for several moments, before Remnant abruptly released him, and the nightmare collapsed in a heap shuddering and whimpering.

Remnant came to me, informing me with absolute certainty shining forth, “The entrance truly is currently at Glasswake. If any high-ranking members are compromised, however, there is a schedule in place that marks the move to another location. I was able to pull it from his mind. Although Victor has been removed as a Puritas member, they have still not moved the entrance from Glasswake, likely because they believe Morien can protect it should Victor lash out and attempt to destroy the facility. They don’t know Morien is playing both sides. Victor’s death will be felt. He is an Ancient with much power, much blood on his hands. That will not go unnoticed by those attuned to influence and power. It could push Puritas to not only move the entry point, but to also revise their schedule.”

“And we wouldn’t know where the hell they move it to next. Back to square one.”

“I’ll mobilize The Shadowed. They will take Victor’s army. You meet with Ryker Morgan, give him the coordinates to Genexis and allow the Guardian Movement to see to that. And broker the deal he wishes to make with us both.”

“Yeah? You’re on board with his proposal that I showed you?”

“It’s the way it needs to be.”

“For now?”

His lips quirked. “We shall see. For now, at least, it will provide both you and I with what we want, what those we love need from us also.”

“All right, yeah. We’re in agreement.”

He nodded. “Very good.”

And then I saw him tense.

In the next moment, he was holding his hand out expectantly. “If you will.”

I knew well what he was asking for, and I conjured forth the stake imbued with holy water and magically-infused sunlight, that which had the means to take the life of an Ancient.

Just as he clasped it, I heard scuffling behind him, where his body was blocking my view of Victor.

In the next second, he shoved me back, making me stumble a few feet into the sealed cell door.

Then he spun around, just as Victor lunged with the last vestiges of his strength, clearly being driven by a shitload of adrenaline borne from rage, heartbreak, and grief.

Remnant snagged his shoulder as Victor moved in for the bite, stilling him just a moment before he plunged the stake into his heart.

He lurched, gasping, his fangs retracting as his eyes shot wide.

He latched onto Remnant’s leather jacket with trembling hands.

“Rhodric,” he spluttered.

His skin visible in his shirtless state began disintegrating rapidly.

Remnant twisted the stake, earning a weary grunt from Victor, then leaned close to Victor’s ear and uttered in pained words, “As your maker, I unmake you.”

He ripped the stake out, then kicked Victor to his knees.

He didn’t remain there long, as the decomposition accelerated, and then he collapsed into a heap, his eyes on Remnant.

Victor’s body exploded in a mass of ash, blood, and bone fragments, until that was all that remained of him over the cell floor.

It was done.

Victor Halrow was no more.

Another enemy fallen.

And soon they would all follow.
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~Cassius~



We came to another jarring stop as Velra’s teleportation spell cut out.

Once again.

It was not a result of her magic fritzing or misfiring, as Sylas termed such a thing.

It was simply due to the nature of how we were having to track our targets.

Via Velra’s Watch of Warding.

She grumbled as she stared at the black band with the iridescent face. Warlow Boyd had crafted it for her many months ago as a means to provide warning should anyone within her bloodline draw too close to her.

Velra had come up with the inspired idea of reengineering its purpose to use it to actually seek out those in her bloodline. Our targets today. Her mother and father, Lavra and Arvent Tenebris.

“Sorry,” she murmured, taking in the empty fields around us. “The middle of nowhere. Once again. It’s super frustrating, I know.”

“I am not frustrated. I am concerned about your rapidly rising levels of frustration, though.”

“I’m fine. I just want this done.”

I took to looking out at the scenery—or lack thereof—as she reconfigured her watch, her purple power spidering in and around it.

“Just say it, Cassius,” she snapped all of a sudden.

“Excuse me?” I queried, turning my attention back to her.

She stopped her spell and strode the very short distance to me, glaring heatedly, but with a noticeable hint of nervousness present. “All that stuff about me using black magic that you’ve been holding at bay. The fact the reason you’re concerned about my frustration levels is because of that, because you think it’ll push me toward crossing that sort of line again.”

“I see.”

“Yeah, you do. So just say it at long last. For fuck’s sakes, just say it.”

“You believe I have not mentioned it because I think you fragile at this juncture? Both from what you’ve endured as well as you being with child?”

“Maybe.”

I reached out and took her hand and she started, frowning, not sure what to make of it.

“I haven’t mentioned it because you are strong.”

“You… what? I don’t understand.”

I smiled. “I realized that you did not need a lecture from me in order to turn away from that dangerous path. You did so on your own. Not just from Sylas’ commentary on it either when he interrupted the spell, because that would not have been enough to dissuade you in the grand scheme of things anyway. You did so because you have grown stronger than your trauma, beyond your fears and pain.”

“Then… what I’ve been feeling from you… the holding off with it?”

“That was me coming to that conclusion.” I kissed her knuckles. “I may have come a very long way with my emotional intelligence capabilities, however, I still lag on the processing front when it comes to something decidedly complex. Especially because you were reeling at the time with the news of the pregnancy, trying to reconcile it all, which complicated my assessment.”

Her lips quirked. “Well. Huh.”

I brushed my fingers over hers. “That spell came from a place of needing to help, to find Lazriel and bring him home to us. That was never lost on me.”

“I just… I saw a way through.”

“And you thought it was the only way through. Clouded by terror for Lazriel, I understand. It’s not as if I haven’t acted dangerously myself in defense of those whom I love. That Puritas cell? Your brother? But black magic—”

“I know. It has to be a hard, immovable line. And it is now. I will never go there again.”

“I have every confidence.” She eased her hand from mine, so she could loop her arms around my nape and sink into me for a moment.

My conversation with Lazriel returned to me all of a sudden.

“Sure that they do not need to be spoken? Of course. She knows. The Brand could not conceal something of that magnitude between us.”

“Yeah, I get all of that. But sometimes hearing something spoken… it’s everything, you know?”

This was it… now.

Perhaps strange when factoring in the bigger picture of where we were headed, and the weight of the mission before us, but right for this particular moment.

For us.

As she moved to ease back, I grasped her hips, holding her to me.

Surprise flickered as her gaze snapped straight to mine.

“I wish for you to know… I mean to state it plainly that… the unquestionable fact that I… what I feel for you is—” I grunted. “I love you, little shadow.”

I wasn’t actually sure what I had expected her reaction to be to those words from me.

But when she offered a frown in return, I realized that hadn’t been a part of my expectation at all.

“Velra?”

Her frown gave way to a smile. She seemed… amused?

“Lazriel spoke to you, huh?”

“He… excuse me?”

She took my hands in hers. “My sweet and thoughtful warrior angel, always trying so hard, learning and growing for me, for us, for our family. I know you love me. Just as you know I love you. So fucking deeply.”

“Yes, of course. I just—don’t you need the words spoken?”

“Do you?”

“No. I already feel it. It is already sure and steady.”

“Exactly.” She tightened her hold on me. “It’s different for us with the Brand. But for Lazriel, he needs verbal reassurance. Partly his abandonment issues, partly just because of how he is. He also needs the physicality. Sylas… he goes by feeling, but recognizes the need in others for it to be verbalized. And Lazriel advising you and I to speak what we already know is him needing to lock in our familial unit, how he knows we’re safe and solid.”

I gazed down at her in utter reverence. “You are truly remarkable.”

“And so are you. All right? I want you to recognize that. You’re done, Cassius. You’ve been working so hard for us, you need to focus on your own needs as well now.”

“I am. This… what we all have… it fulfills me. Fully.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded. “It’s not effort to me… not in a negative sense. I cherish it, all of it. Something, as a former warrior of the Celestial Plane, I never thought possible. These are my choices, it’s my will, my path, and my love for you all. Being a Fallen… it’s not a disgrace to me anymore. Being lesser in terms of my power… it means nothing to me. It doesn’t factor in now that I have built this new life—something the three of you are integral to.”

She beamed up at me, then took me in a deep kiss that I rose to in an utterly all-consuming way.

When I eased back before the need to take her down to the grass and ravish her entirely took me over, we were both panting.

Regrettably, we had to return to task. “So, now that is all suitably settled, are you ready to continue our search?”

She squared her shoulders, her gaze hardening as she entered her warrior mentality, strength surging forth without her even calling her magic.

It seemed like quiet strength, but it was not.

And soon, when we found those who had betrayed and abandoned her, those who were now escalating those wrongs against their own daughter into actions that harmed the entire supernatural world, that strength of hers would roar in powerful fury.
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We rematerialized again from Velra’s teleportation.

This time it was far from being in the middle of nowhere.

Her watch was blazing in warning.

We were right upon our targets.

The location had my stomach roiling in utter disgust.

Because it had been warped into cruelty and a horrific nightmare brought to life.

Sanctum Sands Beach.

It was a special beachside zone where all species could come together safely and peacefully.

The warm peach-gold sand was magically temperature-regulated. Crystalline tidepools dotted the shoreline and cliffs enveloped the space with resting pavilions situated atop them.

There was Tenebra Cove, a crescent-shaped beach alcove specifically developed as a vampire sun-safe zone that was shielded by a dome that filtered sunlight into a harmless ambient glow, allowing vampires to walk, recline, and swim freely. Black and silver parasols and chairs lined the area interspersed with beverage carts.

There was also Tenebra Walk, which was the sun-shielded entry point for vampires to reach the Cove from inland.

As a result of the efforts of the Shifter Stabilization Unit, a dragon-friendly zone had become a new addition to the area also. Darkened volcanic sand was located to the east side of the beach, along with sand craters for dragons in their non-human form to lounge and relax. There was even a magical surf that reacted to draconic energy and produced steam arcs.

Sanctum Sands Beach was a place of leisure, fun, warmth, and unity—a place Ketheron had been so excited to visit in the near future as well.

And now, right before our very eyes, it was being twisted and abused.

Neither Velra nor I could contain our horror at what we were bearing witness to.

It had become a playground of cruelty under the illusion-shielded command of Lavra and Arvent, and the three dozen Dark Fae that followed them.

Vampires from Tenebra Cove were being dragged against their will into the sun through Dark Fae mind-meddling. The Dark Fae were uttering commands, the vampires repeating them like they were their own thoughts. Then, as the vampires burned almost to death state, a snap of the Dark Fae’s fingers released them from the mind-meddling, and they burst back underneath the Cove’s shielding from the sun, where they were then doused with water as raucous laughter echoed all around them.

Cheers and more despicable laughter sounded over by the east side of the beach where the mind-meddling madness was forcing draconic beings in human form to shift into their dragon forms, and they were then being ridden by the Dark Fae like beasts. Others were made to perform perverse forms of dancing as they were struck with magic like lightning.

Upon one of the dragons, I caught sight of Arvent Tenebris, who I recognized from my research on Velra months ago. Her father. He was in all black regal robes, clearly thinking himself royalty. His features were sharp and severe, amber eyes gleaming with disdain at all those he looked upon as though they were so very far beneath him. He was tall but of a lean stature.

I tracked Velra’s mother, Lavra, next, finding her clapping and urging her husband on, while she had a female vampire between her spread legs underneath her dress pleasuring her.

“You cannot get enough of this honor of tasting me,” she was uttering in a hypnotic tone, a different facet of mind-meddling. “Demonstrate your appreciation.” She assaulted the woman with whips of her gray magic across her back that shredded through clothing and skin alike and had her whimpering.

As if that was not enough of a violation of free will and a crime against one’s humanity and autonomy, Lavra was holding a dragon steady with mind-meddling, commanding his frozen position as he was forced to hold his mouth open and breathe fire, while she continued to pour ice upon it, making him choke and his eyes flicker with panic. She laughed, flipping her dark hair back in the wind, as the dragon convulsed, yet couldn’t break position to cough and retch like he needed to in response to what she was doing to him.

“Oh my God,” Velra breathed from beside me.

I looked to see her utterly sick with what we were witnessing.

“Cassius,” she uttered, grasping my arm.

“I know, little shadow. I know.”

“I don’t feel any black magic, but they’re definitely using Celestial magic for some of this mind-meddling.”

“Yes.”

“It’s a risk to you. They could take control of your mind as well.”

“You are suggesting I stand by as you go in alone?”

“We can’t wait on this, can’t wait for help to come. Everyone is taxed right now, so much on their plates. And this… what these beings are enduring… I can’t… it needs to be stopped right fucking now.” She pulled out her phone and rapidly typed away, telling me, “I’m calling in Thryne.”

“They will be ill-equipped to handle the Celestial power in play.”

“Can you siphon it?”

I studied the area, the usage, taking a read, needing to gauge the potency. “Yes. Temporarily. I will need to unload it very swiftly afterward. If we are detained, it will release into the atmosphere and cause untold devastation.”

“What about you?”

“Me?”

“The damage it will do to you, Cassius?”

“No damage. Nothing permanent. Just a little weakness.”

“I know you,” she said, giving me a look. “You’d be incapacitated if it couldn’t be released in time, right?”

“Yes,” I admitted. I gestured at her phone. “While you have that out, alert Ketheron. But he cannot, under any circumstances, come here. We will go to him at Haven Initiative immediately afterward.”

She nodded, typing rapidly, before then stowing her phone away, and squaring her shoulders.

“You’ll need time to gather it, yeah?”

I nodded.

“All right,” she said, calling her purple Dark Fae power to either palm, her shadows also swirling around her. “I’ll create a distraction, buy you some time, and draw their attention to stop this madness at the same time.”

My urge to have her stay back was intense.

But she wasn’t a thing to shield. She was her own powerful person, a warrior. She was to become a mother also. More than ever she needed to know she could protect all that she held dear, that she wouldn’t be sidelined either, that her power was enough.

And of course it was. It always had been. I’d known that from the moment she’d rescued me from the Celestial Plane during the Severance.

“Go,” I told her.

She nuzzled against me for a moment and we breathed one another in, then she used her swirling shadows to pass through the barrier functioning as both a ward and an illusion that ensured what lay within wasn’t perceptible to most—except Celestial-touched beings like me and those with illusion magic capabilities like Velra. And, of course, Sylas, with his learned ability to see through illusions after the tragedy of Glasswake Massacre.

I fought to focus to call my power very carefully, as siphoning other Celestial magic was a complex and delicate feat.

That focus was hard to come by as I watched Velra walking across the sand toward the heart of the nightmare within, her shadows swirling around her, her palms upturned with her flaming purple power, and her frost crackling along the path she walked, sweeping forward two feet ahead of her in a protective move.

“And here I thought my big, bad brother was the depraved one in the family,” her voice rang out.

As she’d predicted, it did jar her parents, both of them swinging their heads in her direction and stilling.

She pushed on, walking across the sand, and looking between them. “Looks like the two of you take the cake there, huh? Quite the disgusting accomplishment.”

Lavra ripped the vampire female from between her legs and rose to her feet.

With a snap of her fingers, everything stilled—the cruel games, the twisted revelry… all movement of their minions.

My muscles locked, my white power that I’d called to both of my upturned palms flickered unsteadily, as all eyes were on her.

The attention of almost forty enemy hostiles.

All focused on the woman I loved so very dearly.

The terror for her was undercut all of a sudden as Velra sent a stream of her purple power to the magically pouring ice being used to constantly snuff out the victimized dragon’s flame beside Lavra.

It shattered the magic entirely and the dragon was released, gasping and spluttering, and collapsing with relief on the sand.

Still in a state of danger, yet at least no longer suffering under such torment.

Arvent kicked his heels into the dragon he was riding and touched down on the beach upon the poor being, barreling over to Velra.

“Disgraced spawn,” he seethed as he forced the dragon to a stop just three feet from Velra—just outside the range of the frost lining the sand in front of her protectively. “How dare you come where we are?”

Velra maintained a steady gaze. “The disgrace is all yours.”

I smiled to myself. Well done indeed, little shadow.

My power stabilized, and I began carefully forming concentric circles of swirling white magic levitating before either palm, wherein I would then use them to draw the Celestial power present in the mind-meddling taking place into the center points of each and hold it there until it could be released somewhere more permanent.

“She’s come for punishment,” Lavra spoke, sauntering over, her dress brushing the sand. “For the shame she’s visited upon our name.” She hissed. “For killing our dear, beautiful son. We know. We know it had to have been you!” She swept her hand in a sudden arc at Velra, slicing her cheek open with her gray magic.

Velra hissed, her head snapping to the side, but her footing remaining steady.

The urge to forgo our strategy and move in instantly was indeed overwhelming.

But then all would be lost.

Our chances of confiscating this Celestial magic.

Liberating the victimized and wronged without hefty collateral damage.

And Velra achieving closure and empowerment at a time when she dearly needed it.

I had to hold to our agreement. She had earned that from me several times over. My trust. My respect. My belief.

I watched as Velra merely smiled, then swept a wisp of her frost over her cheek and healed it with her left palm easily.

Lavra’s eyes widened, but she swiftly forced her shock into disgust, which Arvent then voiced as he told Velra, “Sickening hybrid heresy.”

“Wow. Coming from you and what the two of you are doing here, that’s some next-level hypocritical bullshit,” Velra spoke. “And that’s without even factoring in your bigger-picture goals. Goals, by the way, that your supposed dear son gave me the full lowdown on.”

Lavra and Arvent exchanged a look, their worry clear.

“Now get the fuck off him,” Velra demanded of her father upon the dragon. “And end the rest of this shitshow while you’re at it.” Her eyes flashed. “I’m sure your revered leader, Gregor Varsellis, has enough data to work with from this twisted display to determine how useful the mind-meddling capabilities you’ve offered to weaponize for him will be.” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine Darethor sanctioning this alliance with the leader of Puritas.”

“That fool is inconsequential!” Arvent snapped.

“You’d think.” Velra shifted her weight, making a calm, composed show of weaving her purple power between the fingers of her right hand, while doing so on her left with her frost, while her shadows continued to swirl around her. “The thing is, he’s still King. By blood, which is very important in the Dark Fae Realm, as I recall. As members of his Royal Fae Court, you completed an induction ritual, remember? One that included your blood and power briefly melding with his, something that represented unity. On the surface. But beneath that, it was still a magical ritual. Did you neglect to factor that in with your betrayal? With believing you were able to act independently and in ways that your king will not take well to?”

I could feel Velra’s urgency through the Soul Brand, despite how well she was doing with not showing it at all to them. But she was sick about what was still happening to the dragon and all the other beings in the immediate area.

I knew she’d made peace with her parents’ treatment of her, so she didn’t need to interact with them now like this, nor did she want to, but she was affording me time to forge the magical means to siphon.

She could not end the mind-meddling while so much Celestial power was present.

I stepped as close to the illusion barrier as possible, still keeping out of sight, as I began to spin the circles on either palm, gathering my power, preparing it to be able to siphon suddenly from such a vast expanse, and several sources—all three dozen corrupted Dark Fae currently using it infused in their mind-meddling.

Ryker had been able to do something similar because of his special makeup, wherein he could nullify magical energy. There was a barrier employed there essentially that prevented that draw from impacting him directly—at least for a time.

I did not possess such a makeup.

“You dare to threaten us?” Lavra demanded.

“Threaten?” Velra answered, arching an eyebrow beautifully, in a way that conveyed so much. “These are facts. And it really seems with how surprised and freaked you both are that your power hungry determination really blinded you to it. Big time.” She gave a faux grimace. “I guess that means you aren’t prepared at all that I advised Thryne to inform Darethor, to strike an alliance with him. With what you’ve done, that’s now become viable.” She cocked her head to the side. “Funny, isn’t it? How all this is going to come back on you and actually put them and Darethor on the same page after all this time? Now it will no longer be a resistance movement. It will be the way of running the Dark Fae Realm actually supported by the king himself.”

“No!” Arvent yelled. “You understand nothing. There are complexities that—”

“Oh, you’re referring to Darethor being weakened? Him essentially wasting away due to dangerous magic usage for too many years?” Her eyes glinted. “Yeah, about that… he has more incentive to align with Thryne than I just mentioned. With my heretic-like abilities as you call them, I have the means to spare him.” She lifted a shoulder. “You know, so long as he proves himself no longer a threat.”

Incredible work, my love.

I registered many of her parents’ minions reacting to that claim.

They appeared to be reconsidering their alliance.

Lavra screamed and started forward, intending to strike Velra again.

But with a flick of her hand, Velra’s shadows ripped the harpy off her feet and sent her careening into Arvent, which, in turn, tore him from the dragon.

The dragon still could not move, bound by Arvent’s mind-meddling.

As Lavra helped her husband to his feet, the two of them called their power in unison.

But Velra was already steps ahead, sweeping her frost at them, which had them both screaming as it spread up their fingers and forced their power to snuff out, while causing severe frostbite in the process to the point that they couldn’t even move their fingers.

As the Dark Fae minions reacted, Velra swept her shadows up and out all around her.

They passed over the victimized vampires and dragons, but tore into the hostiles, knocking some back, while tearing others off their feet.

And then it was time.

I stepped through the barrier, sparks emitting from the concentric circles spinning before me, and then the minions were crying out in protest as I began to siphon their borrowed Celestial magic, gold streams weaving their way toward me from each of them.

“Stop him!” Arvent roared.

Velra threw up a wall of her shadows in front of me, one I could still siphon through, because she was allowing me to be unaffected by her magic. But one that the minions were having to fight to break through.

She sent out pulses of her purple power, forcing many of them to duck and dive to avoid direct hits.

I saw her parents healing their hands, while Velra was distracted holding back their minions.

And then Arvent stepped forward and went to invoke the mind-meddling spell against me before I siphoned all the Celestial magic, gesturing for minions nearby to bolster him.

Lavra lunged at Velra.

But sudden rapid-fire surges of power pulled her mother up short.

In the next moment, a small army of fifty Dark Fae materialized right there on the peach-gold sands.

Fronting them was a fierce blond figure who I knew from Velra to be Graceyn, the current leader of Thryne. To her right was also a familiar face in Kelsana Torl, Velra’s friend from Wraeven Academy.

And then somebody else emerged through the crowd, that had both Velra and I reacting in surprise.

Jet-black hair tousled in harsh waves framed his youthful face that belied his true centuries of age. He wore a fitted black shirt and leather jacket which combined both modernity and a distinct regal heir. He stood broad-shouldered and muscular, albeit with faint brown markings marring his skin, evidence of the magical sickness afflicting him. A twisted gold crown glinted vibrantly making itself known, especially with the multicolored gems adorning it.

King Darethor of the Dark Fae Realm.

Collective gasps ran out.

A third of the minions released dragons and vampires from their mind-meddling and dropped to their knees, bowing their heads.

Their vampire victims collapsed in the shaded areas, clutching their heads and whimpering, dealing with the aftermath of what they’d endured, the fact that the mind-meddling wear down took time to reconcile.

The handful of dragons who were now free shifted back to their human forms and sank onto the sand weakly, curled up into themselves.

All this damage… it was beyond sickening.

As I continued siphoning, holding my magic steady despite what I was witnessing, Darethor took clear note of Velra’s wall of shadows protecting both my process and defending against personal attack from her parents and those minions who had not knelt at the arrival of their king.

He stepped forward, his voice booming through the area, as he glared at them each in turn. “Warped subjects, kneel to your King. Beg for my forgiveness.”

Another handful over by the Cove lowered themselves to their knees, shaking and fighting pained utterings as I continued siphoning, pulling harder as I felt it nearing its end—just moments now until all the misused Celestial power was collected.

The golden streams weaving toward me sped up, coming faster, more determinedly, and it had me taking a couple of staggering steps back as I fought to absorb the weight of it.

“I was able to gain us access to Celestial power!” Lavra shouted at Darethor desperately. “And now you stand here allowing him to take it from us!” She gestured angrily at Velra just a few feet from her and Arvent, shielded by shadows. “And you witness this hybrid filth using magic against our own and simply allow it?”

“Hmm… hybrid filth,” Darethor mused, seemingly calm, yet his palms had sparked with his power, a deep blue tinged with black, and now glowed more vibrantly with every passing moment. “You speak such foul words against your own daughter.”

“She is not our daughter!” Arvent bellowed.

“Certainly not! Don’t let her actions reflect upon us,” Lavra spoke.

“Oh, I won’t.”

They frowned out at him, their minions calling their power in preparation from a snap of Lavra’s fingers. She and Arvent readied themselves also, magic flaming before Thryne, very careful not to actually aim at the king himself.

Darethor took note, but didn’t address it directly, moving closer to Lavra and Arvent, as his gaze flicked to me, studiously assessing the state of my siphoning.

Then he looked upon Velra’s despicable parents. “You beseeched me to banish one of our own, one who now stands here defending not just these creatures, but the good of our people and the kingdom?”

“She’s not one of us!” Lavra hissed.

“Because her blood is no longer pure Dark Fae?”

“Of course.”

Darethor looked at Velra, his lips lifting, before he glared at Lavra and Arvent. “That matters not.”

I jolted, a grunt escaping me as the last of the Celestial power was absorbed into my being.

It garnered the attention of Velra and Darethor.

“It is done,” I rumbled, eyeing Lavra and Ardent.

“No!” Lavra screamed. “This is not happening! We’ve come too far!”

They could not strike me through Velra’s shadow wall shielding me.

So they turned their attention to her.

Darethor slid in front of Velra, just as their streams hit.

And caught them.

In either palm.

His eyes flamed a wild blue.

There was definite struggle there, sweat glistening on his skin, his body trembling a little. But he held steady in spite of it.

He lifted his chin at Graceyn. “If you will, enlightened one.”

Graceyn’s lips quirked at his wording.

And then she commanded Thryne to contain the remaining loyalists foolishly still supporting the warped ideology of Lavra and Arvent Tenebris.

“Unleash chaos!” Lavra called out.

In the next moment, those still with them ramped up their mind-meddling, taking control of the dragons and vampires in even crueler ways—sending vampires out into the sun but not tugging them back into the shade at the last moment this time, which forced Thryne to use their efforts to shield them and protect, rather than to subdue the hostiles. They also forced draconic beings to turn back into their dragon forms, wherein the minions then whipped and cut into their dragon hide with their magic.

And a handful of others fired upon Thryne itself, forcing it into a protective and defensive position.

A dangerous rumble sounded from Darethor, a moment before his blue magic flared exponentially.

And then he thrust his palms out, his power and that which he’d caught of Lavra’s and Arvent’s detonating over them and sending them careening fifty feet across the sand.

I saw him move to finish it, but he then noted a set of the minions coming at me, intending to go through Velra, all to force me to return the Celestial magic.

I collapsed to my knees, unable to remain upright a moment longer.

The Celestial magic threatened to burn me from the inside out because I’d had to ingest so much of it. I needed to unload the power, and I needed to do it now. But with this current calamity, that could not be.

Velra’s eyes swam with emotion, her worry clear—not to mention the pangs I could feel from her through the Soul Brand.

She looked away and squared her shoulders, then grasped the king’s arm. “You can’t cut out the mind-meddling, can you? Even with the Celestial aspect now gone? In your current state, it’s not possible like it would normally be?”

“Correct.”

“I have an idea. But I can’t leave to…” Her gaze flicked back to me.

Darethor laid his hand over hers upon him. “I will see to him. For all our sakes.”

“Go,” I told Velra. “All is well.”

She steeled herself, then gave me a nod, before striding deeper into the heart of the battle, clearing the way with her shadows and frost alike.

Darethor swept his arms up and out, his blue power arcing high and wide and forming a glimmering shield just as Velra’s shadow wall had to fall so she could do what needed to be done.

He completed the process just before the first blast from the minions hit.

I saw him grind his boots into the sand to maintain stability, while he was not in optimal condition.

I dug my fingers into the sand also, my instinct to push back to my feet leading the way, until I caught myself. I could not enter battle either way. I couldn’t unleash any magic while I was containing so much Celestial power. It would erupt from me in an uncontainable rush. My magic was not just mine at current.

I collapsed onto my side, having to just watch as more minions joined the assault now they already had Thryne distracted with trying to counteract the awful acts of the mind-meddling.

“There comes a point where the price for amassing great power is a debt too great. The pursuit loses all meaning and all it offers in return is pain,” Darethor spoke to me over his shoulder as he held the shield steady. Regret pierced his eyes. “This is the last note in a symphony I wrote long ago.”

“You’ve seen the error in it, you’re attempting to rectify it.”

“Alas, the damage will resonate.”

“Then how fortunate it is that you are immortal.”

His lips lifted. “That is worth noting, yes.”

“Lavra and Ardent, they are the ones truly beyond saving. Today you’ve made it clear that you don’t fall into that same category. Now you just need to see it through.”

He nodded. “And I shall.”

My attention was drawn to an explosion of Velra’s shadows sparking with her purple magic and also infused with her frost.

I grinned as I watched her standing there at the heart of a violent funnel—her being the source of said funnel, and all that amalgamated power.

The minions and Thryne were equal parts shocked and enraptured by it as she stood in the center of Sanctum Sands Beach, essentially cutting through the battlefield as she invoked the full scope of her power.

She thrust both palms forward and her shadows, frost, and magic rushed forward and forged a door in the fabric of reality itself, shimmering, swirling, crackling with frost.

Her own special form of a portal.

Her voice rang out, cutting through the chaos. “Attraho… Evano.”

I watched in absolute awe as a shimmering film spread over each minion—then shattered, one by one—releasing sparks of magic that burst into the air.

Each spark, an essence of the mind-meddling power that had controlled them, shot skyward, rushing toward the portal Velra had forged.

She was extracting the mind-meddling essence from all of them at once.

The sparks passed through the portal rapidly.

The dragons and vampires were released.

And then Thryne was free to subdue as had been the original intention.

In moments, they were swarming the minions, overpowering them, bringing them to their knees, and binding them with magical cuffs on the sand.

Velra turned, guiding the last of the sparks, and I saw her eyes flame vibrant amethyst, and moment before the portal door pulsed violently then sealed shut.

She staggered back and dropped her hands, breathing heavily.

But a little smile played on her lips.

“Truly remarkable,” Darethor breathed.

With the mind-meddling down, Thryne arrived, blasting away the minions assaulting the shield, and Darethor disposed of the remainder.

Thryne was gathering around the victimized, assisting them, and Graceyn and Kelsana had their phones out communicating with the Unity Council and reaching out to the Shifter Stabilization Unit to get those harmed some help.

They would be well.

The fact it had come to this in the first place was the despicable thing.

“Cassius!” Velra cried, rushing over to me.

As she did, I saw Lavra and Arvent stagger to their feet.

Before I could so much as utter a warning, Darethor was there in a burst of teleportation, barring their way.

He snagged their throats, holding them in place.

His blue power glowed, spreading over their skin where he was grasping them.

“Woven by blood. Trusted in blood.” His eyes narrowed and he growled, “Betrayed in blood.”

Velra came to a jarring stop as Darethor’s magic surged to a blindingly-bright degree, and tore into their bodies, blue shimmering cracks forging all over their faces, their bodies, shattering them bit by bit.

Their screams rang out, their struggles futile.

And then Lavra and Arvent began disintegrating into billions of sparks until they were nothing, and they whispered away on the wind.

“Oh my God,” Velra breathed.

Darethor called his power back and turned to her. “I’m sorry you had to witness that. They could not be allowed to survive this battle. They were so very dearly beyond redemption—and reason.”

“I know. Honestly, I made my peace with their cruelty and rejection already.”

“But your brother was recently killed, another necessary and just kill, so witnessing this has it all too fresh.” He laid his hand on her shoulder. “Grieve. Not them, but what they brought upon you. Then concentrate on moving forward. They do not deserve your regret, nor another moment of your pain.” He smiled. “And I thank you. You and Thryne. When steeped in darkness for so long it is hard to see the spark of light through the rest, and that is what can lead to corruption. You and Graceyn have spared me from that, and I will be forever grateful.” He squared his shoulders and adjusted his crown. “As will the Realm. You are welcome going forward.”

“I’ll keep my promise. To heal you.”

“I don’t doubt that you will. In exchange, know that Thryne will no longer be considered a resistance movement, nor outlaws. In fact, I have discussed it with Graceyn, and they will stand beside me as a revitalized incarnation of the Royal Fae Court.”

“Wow. That’s gonna change a whole lot.”

Graceyn strode up to them. “Hopefully also the negative way the supernatural world currently sees Dark Fae beings.”

“There is more work to be done,” Darethor stated.

“More out there being used by Morien Morgrave and Gregor Varsellis,” Graceyn grunted.

“Indeed. They will be seen to. We continue on,” Darethor spoke.

As Graceyn and he began to delve deeper, Velra said her goodbyes, blew a kiss to Kelsana in the distance, then rushed the rest of the way to me.

Her arms were around me in the next moment. “Let’s get you to Ketheron right away to siphon that Celestial power out of you.”

I let out a strained chuckle. “I am all for that.”

“You were amazing, you know that?”

“No. It is you who performed the truly amazing feat.”

She grinned. “I know, right? I can’t believe it.”

“I can. And so will Lazriel and Sylas.”

Her eyes widened. “They’re gonna be furious when they find out about the stakes of this, that I was struck, that you were incapacitated.”

“Sylas must be inside the pocket dimension with Remnant and Victor still. Unlike Lazriel who wouldn’t have been able to feel even Celestial power being in play because of the heavy illusion your parents cast, Sylas does have the means to see through it, to feel through it. The fact he didn’t blast his way in here points to him being completely unaware, outside sensory boundaries of this realm.”

“Well, as soon as I get you to Ketheron, we’ll reach out to both him and Lazriel.”

“Very good.”

She beamed at me, then swept us up in a rush of teleportation, her purple power enveloping us.

A great deal had been accomplished here today.

And between the four of us we would continue in that vein until all threats were nullified.

Then we would exist in wellness and peace together, our child able to be born into a safe and happy life.

All would finally be well.
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~Sylas~



It was making me anxious.

I’d gone from one pocket dimension wherein Remnant and I had dealt with Victor Halrow, to another one here and now where the despicable Genexis was located.

Meaning it had put me out of touch and beyond reach of Velra, Cassius, and Lazriel.

For longer than I was comfortable with.

Especially with the threats out there.

Especially with our child in the picture, Velra pregnant.

And not to mention, I needed to be reachable in general—to everyone.

I was also still fucking waiting on hearing back from Ambrose. He’d become a key path toward finding my father, so I could stop that madman before further damage occurred.

Damage like the hybrid massacre he’d performed at that CRS facility using a twisted version of Risen Reckoning.

And damage like this that I was witnessing here and now.

This fucking extermination facility. Built to take the lives of hybrids just because of what they were, as per Puritas rhetoric.

The actual structure was a decaying gothic monastery, the only thing within the pocket dimension, all the rest just an empty, gray space, even devoid of any sort of grounding base—soil, rocks, grass, even water—except that which the monastery sat upon.

I sank against the cold brick wall of one of the finishing rooms as we’d discovered Puritas called them. They referred to the mentally and physically breaking of hybrid beings for sport and punishment before they then killed them.

One of the rooms had been in session when we’d arrived. It had taken me, Ryker, and two dozen Guardian Movement members time to break through the place, to dispose of the guards, run through every fucking room, before reaching these four at the farthest corner of the facility. Three had consisted of beings murdered many days ago, still lining the floors, some even still strapped to the magical torture chairs. But this one room, when Ryker and I had burst in, ten beings in it had only just been killed by a mixture of magical desiccation and internal implosion.

As a necromancer, I had the ability to pull the freshly dead back into the living world without harming the integrity of the Valley of the Dead or upsetting the balance. It had been within that brief and fragile window.

So, I’d managed to resurrect them all before they’d crossed from the Veil into the Valley itself.

I watched now as the Guardian members escorted them out, intending to take them to the infirmary at the Guardian Compound then rehabilitate them after the horrors they’d endured.

I just needed a moment.

I’d seen a lot before we’d even made it to this room.

Yeah, I was a Master of Death Magic, which meant I’d seen more death than most ever did. But this… the grotesque nature of it… the cruelty… it was something else entirely.

I jolted as Ryker burst back into the room, his green lightning let loose, and I watched as he decimated everything in seconds—the restraints, the equipment, even the dead bodies of the Puritas assholes who’d been in here murdering and torturing when we’d entered.

I’d told Ryker I couldn’t bring them back along with the rest.

Of course I could.

He was no fool either. But we’d left it unspoken between us.

He called his power back, hands shaking as he brought them to his face, scrubbing them over it and breathing heavily, before uttering a slew of curses.

As he started to come down from it, he registered me standing in the dark corner.

“I thought you were meeting me outside.”

“I needed a moment,” I responded, walking to him in the middle of the now completely trashed room that was just ashes and debris. “Great minds, it seems.”

He nodded, then shoved a hand through his hair. “We’ve been searching for this nightmare of a place for so long. Now it’s finally done with. But… getting to this point… so many who’ve suffered and died here at their hands… it can’t be undone.”

“Even with all your power and having the Guardian Movement at your disposal, the supernatural world pretty much wired—above ground, anyway—you can’t control everything. You can’t stop all atrocities.”

Our eyes locked.

“I’m glad you said that.”

“What?”

“It’s something you need to accept too.”

“Doesn’t seem like you’ve accepted it, Ry.”

“That outburst you just witnessed is a mark of me accepting it. Because it’s not easy, it’s painful to swallow down, so there are times when I need to unleash that frustration. But accepting it is necessary. Otherwise you become a maniacal striver for ultimate power.” His eyes flashed. “Like Morien.”

“He didn’t become that way from a place of wanting to protect.”

“No. It was from wanting to be above control. They are similar. In both cases, if there’s not a line, one you live and die by, you become like him, like so many who’ve been corrupted by power.”

As those heavy words hung there between us, he stepped up to me. “The Guardian Movement is finishing with the cleanup here. The victims have already reached the Compound and are being seen to. The Puritas fuckers still breathing are being processed. Cornelius will be here in moments to disintegrate this pocket dimension. Everything is in motion.”

“That gives you and me some time to talk.”

“Yes. We need to iron out the proposal. And there is also something else I need to make you aware of.” He gestured around us with a grimace. “But not here in this hellhole.”

“Agreed. But—”

“You need to check in with your loves. I understand. Believe me. Nor do we have time for an hours-long meeting of the minds.”

“You’re being pulled in every direction.”

“Par for the course as Head of the Guardian Movement.”

“When war comes knocking.”

“Yeah.”

He held out his hand.

And then, with a flare of his green magic, he was teleporting us away.
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We rematerialized in… a living room?

I turned to my left seeing a dark leather tufted couch with brass stud detailing adorned with sapphire and black throw pillows. A midnight-black and emerald-green woven rug with a runic pattern was positioned in front of it with a charred wood coffee table taking up half its surface area. The whole setup faced a stone fireplace. Upon the mantle were several trophies from won competitions at both Maven and Lotus Coven—the covens I knew Ryker had once belonged to. Back in the days when there hadn’t also been academies to choose from, and only educational institutions just for magic-wielders had existed.

There was an oversized cream armchair with gold accents in the far corner just to the right of an open door that I could see a small kitchen through. Adjacent to said chair was a heavy mahogany bookshelf full of magical volumes and very heavy reading and research material.

To the far right of the front door behind me was a staircase leading to the upper level.

“My cottage,” Ryker said, off my look. “Nestled deep in a forest in the middle of nowhere.”

“You… what?” None of that… computed.

His lips quirked. “I got this place during a time when I’d become far too much of a celebrity in the supernatural world and I had people knocking at my door in droves wanting assistance and favors—back before the Guardian Movement could serve the way it does now, when it was an elitist fuck-fest basically.” He grinned, then lifted a shoulder. “I needed some peace and quiet. Didn’t last long with the rise of Draco, but I adapted and now, here I am, head of the same organization I once detested.”

I folded my arms across my chest as I regarded him. “You’re drawing a comparison, thinking I detest the Guardian Movement also?”

“You believe it to be ineffective, reactive rather than proactive, and restrained when it should be the opposite.”

“Well, there is that, yeah. There are issues.”

He nodded. “Here’s the thing, though. When I took control, the Guardian Movement’s reputation was in shambles. There was little trust left in it as an institution. Cornelius had made some mistakes, sure, but it ran deeper than that, and Draco’s rise exposed all those cracks. The organization had also become seen as more elitist than for the people. This was at a time when the people really needed to feel seen and supported. Things were at a tipping point. Cornelius needed me to take command, because the supernatural populace respected me, they liked me, and I’d been very obviously showing my distaste for the elitist snobbery of the place for years. They didn’t trust the Guardian Movement, but they trusted me.”

He leaned against the back of the couch as he went on, “To maintain that trust, I had to be very careful. Walk a very fine line. I couldn’t overstep—at least not publicly.”

“Not publicly… you’re referring to you being aware of Cornelius’ underground activities and his alliance with The Shadowed.”

“Yes.”

“Huh.”

“The Guardian Movement must always remain for the people. As such, I can never, under any circumstances, stray from that. Just like with me ensuring people get to choose whether they want to be incorporated into the world-sweeping antidote spell that will protect everyone from Dark Fae mind-meddling. You see it as ineffective, as taking undue time to do what needs to be done. But the moment you take away choice at that level, you are endorsing autocratic rule. And there, I’ve become the very thing I fought against and made a vow to never be.”

“I get where you’re coming from, Ry.”

“Only partially. For what we’re about to do, you need to understand fully.”

He held out his hand, raising it near the side of my head. “Let me show you.”

I gave a nod, then his palm glowed with his green power. “Twenty-odd years ago, this is what had transpired, before the Guardian Movement became what you know it as today.”

In the next second, his power flared, and I was pulled into a past situation.

Ryker materialized in an explosion of green energy in a low crouch to the left of Jaxon Silver, one palm slapped to the ground and sending leapfrogging lightning ripping across the ground. As it hit, it took out every single magic-wielder’s power in an instant, leaving them fumbling and staggering back. An army of them that appeared to be surrounding Jaxon. Not only them—vampires and wolves were in the mix also.

As the vampires and wolves moved to step in with the magic-wielders now powerless to assist, a sharp whistling sound had them stilling, just a moment before a glowing bronze missile shot from the sky and slammed into the ground just inches from them.

Ryker rose to his feet, his lightning still radiating out, while his right hand flamed with his green offensive power, just as his father, Gabriel Morgan, materialized on his left side.

Somebody who I recognized as Hugh Clayborne, who was these days the leader of the Unity Council, yet clearly not at this time many years ago, signaled the army that I was registering as being his, to stay their hand.

“Ryker and Gabriel Morgan. I never thought I’d see the day.” He smiled at Gabriel. “Long time, old friend. Your son has certainly followed in your stead. He challenges the rule of the oligarchy like you used to. Like you still do from what our intel confirms. He challenged them during the reign of the Beast, he bends archaic and bureaucratic rules in favor of what’s best for us lesser supernatural beings.”

“My actions were to fight my own subjugation, Hugh. My son is concerned with those beyond himself.”

Hugh eyed Ryker. “Your one mistake was saving the Guardian Movement that day. We could’ve been free of those elitist, apathetic fools who are no longer up to the task of safeguarding any of us. Draco’s rise and rampage proved that.” He gestured at Jaxon. “It’s why we went to Jaxon. He shared our vision. But putting our faith in him was foolish, as it turns out.”

“Thinking you can wield Immortal Descendant magic as your own is what’s foolish,” Gabriel said. “It’s toxic to other beings. It will first corrupt you, then burn you from the inside out.”

“The Orb can guard against that.”

“That’s only a rumor, not a fact,” Gabriel warned him.

Hugh’s eyes flashed. “Then what do you suggest we do? The current state of affairs is hurting the entire supernatural community! The Guardian Movement is—”

“Out of touch,” Ryker cut in, stepping forward.

He pulled his defensive magic back and his offensive, then folded his arms across his chest, indicating he was standing down.

They looked stunned by his actions, that he was risking himself, making himself vulnerable in front of an entire army.

He eyed Gabriel whose power was still flaming on either palm in full force. “Dad.”

He resisted for a moment, before he complied and pulled his magic back, albeit still tense with his eyes darting around on high alert.

And then Ryker went on, “The Guardian Movement is all the things you say.” He added pointedly, “All the things you now fear following the events months back. Cornelius is aware of this and measures are being taken to remedy the current situation. These steps require time, patience, and perseverance, all things your original plan didn’t have, didn’t want to entertain. That’s what Jaxon has been trying to convey to you.”

“What measures are you talking about? As I’m sure you know, the Guardian Movement isn’t exactly transparent or communicative with us lowers.”

“You aren’t lowers. We’re all a part of the same community. One such measure, one that will happen before all others, is Cornelius Martel stepping down as Guardian Head.”

Gasps and whispers erupted all around.

“I will become Head of the Guardian Movement,” Ryker revealed.

“Head, or Martel’s puppet, him intending to use your popularity and ambassador status to exert control over us through you?”

Gabriel scoffed. “My son is nobody’s puppet.”

“Pain in the ass to the Guardian elite is more like it,” Jaxon commented.

Ryker held out his hand to Gabriel and his father conjured a vial of shimmering silver magic.

He levitated a portion of it out of the container, then flicked it toward Ryker.

“This is the magic of Cornelius Martel. The Immortal. The Silver Ghost. The Almighty. The strongest being across all the realms,” Ryker told them all.

And then he flicked his right palm up, his green lightning erupting.

It swirled around the silver energy, then descended on it.

Within moments, it snuffed it out.

Hugh choked out a curse and his reaction was mirrored by the hundreds of onlookers.

Ryker pulled his magic back and closed his hand. “I cannot be subjugated.”

Hugh smiled. “Well, then. That’s certainly something.”

“There will be a Council I’ll answer to. Representatives throughout the supernatural world will be appointed through election. There will be no more elitist or autocratic approach. Decisions and policies will be made to benefit the supernatural world first and foremost, not to keep the already powerful in their revered positions. The status quo is undergoing a fundamental shift. For the benefit of you all. A new day is coming, one without fear, oppression, and devaluing. The supernatural world will become what it’s always had the potential to be—a close-knit community.”

“Under your rule,” Hugh mused.

Ryker shook his head. “Under a collaborative effort.”

Hugh stared at him for several moments, taking everything in.

And then he stepped forward and offered Ryker his hand.

Ryker took it and they shook firmly.

Applause and cheers erupted.

When they pulled apart, Ryker conjured one of his cards and handed it to Hugh. “Call me and we’ll discuss your seat on the Council. The same goes for anybody else here who wants to be a voice for the people.” He eyed Jaxon. “You too, Jax.”

“Us? After the war we almost started?” Hugh questioned.

“Those actions were driven by fear and anger, of not being heard. I need people like the two of you who see things differently, beyond the boundaries, those who recognize, like I do, that there are no lesser supernatural beings, that we all need to be viewed as one, and to act as one.”

“As a community,” Hugh said.

“Exactly.” Ryker gestured at the hundreds still gathered. “Now, disband your army. You have what you want, what you’ve needed for far too long.”

“Thank you.”

“Of course.”

Gabriel stepped forward and rumbled, “Keep in mind that all of you will be monitored for the next while to ensure there is not another insurrection or threat to my son and—”

“There won’t be,” Hugh assured him, before looking to Ryker. “Not now. Not with this development.”

“I’ll hold you to it, Hugh.”

Ryker gave him a chin lift.

Then Hugh turned and walked to his army, speaking with them, and disbanding them.

I sucked in a breath when the memory faded away, and I was back in immediate reality as Ryker pulled his hand and power away and regarded me.

Before I could process it fully, let alone get a word out, Ryker pulled a piece of paper from his pocket, unfolded it, then read very familiar words:

“The Guardian Movement is stretched thin, drowning in policy, borders, and politics. While you debate jurisdiction, innocents die in the cracks. I’m proposing a sanctioned strike division—hybrid-led, independent of territory and bureaucracy. Give us clearance, resources, and autonomy, and we’ll do the work you can’t afford to touch. Fast, quiet, and merciless where needed. A surgical answer to supernatural chaos.”

I swallowed. “My words.”

“Your mission statement for a proposal you were working on, the overarching higher-level goal of your vigilante activities.” He stared at me intently. “And here you had me believing that you were in it for the judge, jury, and punisher thrill of it, something led by old wounds and trauma due to Morien’s actions and you losing your family at such a young age.”

“Well, I’m rarely just singularly focused, and certainly not shortsighted. Those traits actually lead me to the conclusion that it was Kai who gave you that.”

“When you were unconscious in Aetheric Wing, Kai went with Lazriel to retrieve your serum. While searching for every vial possible, Kai came across this research you’d been conducting, this strategy you’d put together. He brought it to my attention shortly after you had your magic bound. It was his attempt to try to spare you by explaining a bigger-picture design that you had for the greater good.”

“But you were never intending to punish me or lock me up. Not beyond sending me to Wraeven Academy.” Not according to what Cassius and Lazriel had reported Ryker telling them in the aftermath of the battle at the CRS facility when I’d spared them from Morien.

“You’re not beyond redemption like those who are locked up in The Void. And you are needed. For one, with Morien, but also to fix what you destabilized with the Valley of the Dead, something I understand you have a solution to. We’ll get to that after this proposal, after you work with me to see to Morien—a way in which we can limit collateral damage.” He pocketed the piece of paper. “But as for the proposal itself, you’ve read the scroll that I had Lenos pass to you through Lazriel? Every detail?”

“Yes. You’re authorizing the creation of a division that will essentially bridge the gap between the Guardian Movement and The Shadowed, that will also act as a conduit of sorts, and will both check The Shadowed to an extent that won’t harm its effectiveness, but will also take pressure of Remnant and offer him protections so he can emerge above ground. He would have influence over both, as I would with this and The Shadowed. There would be limited oversight from you, and this division would also not be knowingly affiliated with the Guardian Movement, nor known to be authorized by you personally in order to keep plausible deniability and allow you to walk the fine line that you must to project stability and confidence in the supernatural populace.”

“Yes. Requital.”

“Apt name.”

“Indeed.” He shifted his weight. “There is somebody else who will also have a role in it.”

I tensed. “That wasn’t in the proposal.”

“Because I hadn’t been able to locate him to offer up the position at the time. I have now.”

“Who is it?”

“Charles Petrone.”

“Really?”

“Someone you trust, your chief underground contact—before Remnant, anyway.” He smiled back at me. “I thought you’d approve.”

“I do.”

“Change takes time, those who are willing and courageous enough to challenge the status quo, and to often suffer for it in the process.” His lips quirked. “Charles Petrone’s mantra, I believe.”

“How do you—”

“He’s been consulted regarding our proposal. He’s also been a person of note for a long time.”

“You’ve been secretly looking into and lining up people like him and me for something like this to be rolled out?”

“We can’t remain stagnant. As the world shifts, so must we.”

I took a few moments to digest it all. “I’m not the only one on board with this. Remnant has given his go-ahead.”

“He wants to rebuild with his son. Just like you want to be there for your child.”

I jolted. “My… what?”

“Yes, I know about Velra’s pregnancy.”

“You… no… I protected that information.”

“During our extraction mission of Lazriel from Victor Halrow’s captivity, you stepped into my magic, I snatched your arm.”

“You read me,” I choked.

“You were very close to Remnant, I needed to determine your intent. Especially before I allowed you to see to Victor Halrow without due process.”

To murder him, he meant.

“No one else has been informed. It will stay with me. I know what it’s like to be desperate to protect a supremely powerful child who you fear the world won’t take well to.”

“Yeah, Ariana went through a lot where that’s concerned.”

“You will do better for your child. Each new generation is granted that chance.”

I shoved a hand through my hair. “I can’t begin to do any of that until he’s dealt with. If he knew about this…” I turned away, the weight of it, of all of it threatening to get the best of me, especially with all this heaviness added on top.

My phone buzzed in my leather coat pocket.

Four times in a row.

I turned back to Ryker and pulled it out to find a series of texts.

Velra: My parents are gone. Darethor took them out. Stopped Dark Fae mind-meddling, dozens apprehended by Thryne. Cassius absorbed Celestial magic. We’re okay.

Cassius: We are with Ketheron who has absorbed it into himself well. No damage will come to him, given his unique makeup. Velra and our child are well.

Velra: They weren’t using black magic with the Celestial power and mind-meddling, so don’t worry. Cassius wasn’t infected. The baby and me weren’t around it either.

Kai: See them texting you. Here with them at Solumira. What Ketheron took is the max he can absorb. The rest that the Dark Fae under Morien’s control are using and those Dark Fae Gregor has need to be contained somewhere else. I suggested the Celestial children at Haven Initiative, but Ketheron didn’t take well to that. Run it by Ryker, though. But with those fuckers fusing it with black magic, you need to get Ambrose involved. The kids can’t ingest that.

“Motherfucker,” I uttered, as I absorbed all of that rapidly—too rapidly. Even for me.

Instead of dictating it all, I showed my phone to Ryker, and he read over it quickly.

As I pocketed it, he said, “It needs to be the Celestial children. Ariana and Ketheron can act as conduits to provide a protective layering and to filter the power according to each child’s capacity to contain it. It would need to be contained eternally, so the capacity has to be correct. Going another route would require channeling all that power into an object. All it would take then would be the wrong person accessing it and we find ourselves back in a similar situation again.” He eyed me pointedly. “The instrument, or weapon, or whatever it is precisely, that Remnant has access to needs to be disposed of as well. I assume, given what I know of him, that he’s already aware being in possession of such a thing could only ever be temporary?”

He knew about the Mystic Heart. Well, not precisely what form that Celestial magic was taking, but that Remnant had it, nonetheless. “We’re gonna use it to repair the Valley of the Dead. The damage is too severe for me to be able to fix it with my necromantic energy alone.”

“I know it is.”

“You ran the numbers too.” I arched an eyebrow. “What was your plan to fix it, then? You knew I’d be involved, but if you knew I wouldn’t be enough?”

“I was going to assist you, use my defensive magic to draw out the damage, then have you seal the tears.”

“Fuck, Ry, that would have drained you to near-death.”

“The near part being the acceptable aspect.”

“How many times have you been forced into that position?”

“I’ve stopped counting.”

It was spoken with dark humor, but there was definite pain there behind it. He wasn’t alone in that. And with the way he looked back at me, it was clear he knew that and recognized it in me.

“Thank fuck we don’t have to go that route now.” I shifted my weight. “Regarding the siphoning, if I can get Ambrose in place, he’ll be the barrier to the black magic, then we’ll have him absorb it. Only Celestial magic will pass through to Ariana and Ketheron, and they’ll distribute it to the Celestial children. And at that point I’ll see to Morien. With the black magic pulled from his army of fools, they won’t be able to use Undead Domination on non-death-touched beings, so the Guardian Movement won’t be held completely helpless. You’ll just need to keep the vampires, Wraiths, and Shadowmancers away at that point.”

“We’ll move in and do a sweep, apprehend them all alongside Gregor Varsellis.” He shifted his weight. “Now, while Ketheron and I were able to determine that we can ascertain the energy signatures of those under Morien and Gregor using Celestial power and have the siphoning from the children lock onto that from a distance to draw it out, there is something we couldn’t determine.”

“What’s that?”

“There is no known signature to identify hybrid beings.”

I started. “There was for Ketheron. You developed something to contain him when he was being puppeted by Corvin Morvain a while back.”

“We identified his chaos signature. He’s a Polygenus Entity. He has so many aspects, utterly hybridized. Hybrid beings in the sense that we’re referring to are of two natures combined only. Not… chaotic enough to discern a single signature.”

“Hold on. It was my father’s claim that he would do that for Puritas, identify that signature, latch onto it, then use Risen Reckoning to specifically target hybrids and wipe them out in one extinction-level event from hell. Why would he—” A chill rolled down my spine and I saw the realization Ryker had already come to.

“A set up.”

“Yes,” Ryker confirmed.

“To get us to move all hybrids into one location for him to target. We actually have three sanctuaries, but that is still obviously dangerous. We’re creating the illusion of the locations moving using powerful magics employed by my daughter. They also exist in pocket dimensions, like our enemies are so fond of employing against us. But hybrids are coming to us constantly wanting sanctuary, so the danger lies in the moments of them being transferred to the locations causing a security risk, the potential for the locations to be tracked. At the same time, they can’t be denied a place of safety.”

“You’re saying it’s only a matter of time before they’re found.”

“We need to find the enemy first. I have Guardians scouring the supernatural world. Kai and Cornelius are also sweeping it with a tracking spell constantly. Morien is in hiding. As is Gregor. Very likely they’re together. With the Guardian Movement and The Shadowed taking down over thirty Puritas cells in a matter of days, they’re running scared.”

“But when people like Morien run scared, they come back wielding hell itself.”

“They do, yes.”

“Ambrose is off the grid. I’ve been trying to get a hold of him, my theory being that I can track Morien through Ambrose’s black magic signature, as Corvin infused Morien with Ambrose’s power—one of the things that made it possible to resurrect that motherfucker in the first place.”

“Keep trying to contact him. But I’ll also have Calla Coretti track him via black magic means. She’s incorruptible due to a nasty process that Cornelius put her through years ago. Black magic can’t harm her either.”

“She did that for your father? To be with him?”

“Partly, yeah. Also because she saw what it can do to people when my father was corrupted by it for a long time, and it became a point of trauma for her and that process was the cure. But most don’t survive it. So much so that Cornelius destroyed the spell, one that took centuries to crack.”

Him and his unilateral decisions that impacted so many. The danger of that sort of thinking had been slammed into me over and over lately, and this was yet another instance of it.

“Fortunately, you have been found to be naturally immune to the effects of it.”

“Unfortunately, though, it’s not something you can replicate. The death magic running through my veins won’t allow that.”

Before he could answer, this time his phone buzzed.

He pulled it out and swiped it open, then I saw him frowning.

Then a smile spread over his face.

He stowed it away and told me, “Remnant has just contacted me. He’s raided the location of Victor Halrow’s hybrid army and turned them all over to the Guardian Movement.”

“That’s his version of a peace offering to you.”

“Yes. And it’s a powerful one.” He stepped up to me and laid his hand on my shoulder. “I need to head back now. You get to your loves. Keep me posted and I’ll do the same.”

“I will.”

“This must be done as a joint effort for us to succeed, Sylas.”

“I know,” I admitted. “I’m not planning any wild unilateral moves. Too much is at stake.”

He nodded, then led me out of his home flanked by a forest.

In the next moment, he teleported out.

I was about to do the same, when I realized I needed to take a beat before heading to Solumira.

Decisions would need to be made and they would be met with a lot of heat and worry that I’d have to allay. Kind of hard to do when I was worried myself.

Things were different now.

It wasn’t just about me.

It wasn’t just about saving unknown people to me either.

This was my family.

Our unborn child.

Before I knew it, I’d walked a good two hundred feet into the forest.

I pulled out my phone and sent a text back to Velra and Cassius, then one to Kai.

And then I called Lazriel.

It rang and rang, but he didn’t pick up.

Yeah, it had been a long shot, because I knew he was in deep talks with his mom, Jaxon, and Vorzyr right now. And when Jaxon was leading those sorts of meetings with the Shifter Stabilization Unit he didn’t like any external distractions.

I went to put my phone away, but rustling through the trees caught my attention, pulling me up short.

It wasn’t windy.

The rustling wasn’t… normal.

I spun around, peering through the gaps in the trees, which was easy to do given that it was still daytime.

There was nothing.

The rustling intensified.

I moved to employ Soul Track, which would enable me to lock onto any living souls in the immediate area.

I was hoping it was Ambrose finally making contact and just doing so in a dramatic way.

Something slammed into my back and I stumbled forward.

Before I could turn around, another slam assaulted me from the side.

Another and another, until I hit the grass on my back.

I called my power instinctively and even used it to burst back to my feet as my crimson flames flared on either palm.

Rushes of movement swirled around me faster than I could discern.

And then it all stilled and I found myself surrounded.

What. The. Fuck?

I never forgot a face.

“Necromancer,” one of them seethed at me.

One of many.

All from that Puritas cell that Cassius and I had taken care of—all those he’d obliterated before I’d been able to lift a finger with the same intent.

Another whirl of movement had me looking over my shoulder to see more figures had materialized.

The Dark Fae contingent that I’d murdered at the CRS facility that Morien had been using.

I couldn’t… feel them, though.

They were… they weren’t alive.

But they also weren’t dead.

With a burst, one of them slammed into me, making me stagger back.

They were corporeal, then.

No doubt about that.

A gray film covered them and they all had a gaunt appearance.

The Valley of the Dead!

The damage had worsened.

That was how they were here now standing before me.

I readied myself as they moved in.

But then a blast of gray power ripped through the trees, downing several of them and making those surrounding me hiss and spin around in fury.

It was enough for me to thrust my palm out and blast back those behind me, breaking the circle they’d formed. I captured them in Undead Domination in the next moment, lifting them off the ground and holding dozens of them immobile.

My reaction was compromised as I took a few seconds to call the baby rattle forth, then send it away to the closest one of my loves to my current location. I couldn’t risk falling and having it locked away with my magic and our baby missing an energy feed.

The moment I’d discreetly completed the task, I then turned to deal with the Puritas contingent and trap them in Undead Domination as well to give myself time to determine a solution to this unique problem.

But it was too late then, as I felt a burst of power behind me a moment before a hand wrapped around my throat.

“Apologies, distorted revenants, but your vengeance will have to wait. Not to worry, he will be joining you in the Valley of the Dead rather quickly.”

“Father,” I strained against his constricting grip.

Before I could move to strike him, a familiar form of a toned guy in a silver cape teleported right in front of me. The Light Fae with the staff topped with a glowing peach orb, the one who’d led the attack on my home.

The one we now knew to be Gregor Varsellis.

Leader of Puritas.

He blew a whole lot of glimmering power in my face.

No.

My father holding me in a body lock prevented me from turning my head to avoid inhaling it.

And then it was infusing me, burning through my lungs, and forcing a head-spinning weakness in mere seconds.

Light Fae dust infused with Celestial…

My thoughts tapered off.

I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

The forest faded away.

And then… it was all gone.
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Laughter ran out all around me.

It was ours.

My mom’s and mine.

We were running in wolf form together through the grounds of her secluded home.

It had been way too long since we’d done this.

I’d really missed it, just like I’d missed our closeness.

With everything that had been happening since the start of my fourth year at Wraeven Academy, we hadn’t even managed to keep up with our regular calls, let alone our dinners. The dinners had been something I’d never missed before. But then she’d been called away by the Shifter Stabilization Unit and everything else had gone down.

A whole fucking lot.

But now, here we were—running and bounding, leaping over rocks, weaving through trees, just letting loose and enjoying the mother-son moment.

We’d just come back from a meeting with Jaxon Silver and Vorzyr Titanus where we’d been ironing out the relaunch of a revitalized version of my mom’s former wolf pack, Vyrn Hollow.

Not only was it going to be the first fully-inclusive pack ever, not just focused on the pureblood shifter concept, but it would also function as a haven and learning environment for shifter hybrids. They were going to incorporate my idea into the creation of it, and it had been locked down now that I’d be taking a position to oversee it, alongside some older experienced wolves who weren’t backward or old guard types.

It was going to change so much.

Right now, in fact, Jaxon Silver and Mia Snow were consecrating the former Silverwood Wolf Pack grounds to rid it of the tainted nature of the massacre that had taken place there a couple of decades ago when Draco had risen. It would become the new site of what was gonna be termed Vyrn Hollow Shifter Habitat.

Everything was in motion.

And that was what I was focusing on to tamper down the uneasy feeling I had about the Victor thing happening today—my dad and Sylas ending his life. I didn’t like things going that route, but I did understand it was necessary for a vicious beast like him. It was also bringing up some shit, though. I was working though it, but of course it still affected me. I was actually going to see the specialist Healer, Brandise Parker soon, so I figured that would help.

I was pulled back to the moment as my mom suddenly leapt right over me, her auburn fur flying by my vision.

I called my fangs as she spun on me in challenge and an excited howl sounded from her. Yeah, it was the first time she was seeing me bring my vampire side alongside the wolf. It had to be a major thing for her. Just like it had been for me when I’d first pulled it off.

I took it further, calling my claws and talons at once, which afforded me some major grip. Then I burst forward with my vampire speed, shot up the oak tree just behind her, my talons and claws stabilizing me as I tore all the way up, leapt onto the highest branch, then somersaulted in full wolf form, before landing right in front of her in a deep crouch.

Her eyes shone at me.

Then she trotted forward and laid her paw on my head, patting and stroking.

“I’m so proud of you,” she told me in Wolf Tongue.

“Thank you, Mom.”

She bumped her snout gently against mine, then we bounded back toward the house in the distance, racing, then leaping at each other in good fun.

We reached the patio at the rear of her timber lodge.

I padded to where I’d left my clothes on the wall near the torches emitting multicolored light, heavy magic coming off them that warned of the presence of magical beings. The whole place had also been encompassed within a blood-magic ward by my dad’s magic-wielders as an extra precaution to protect us—especially with Puritas still wanting to make an example out of me to further their twisted agenda against hybrids.

I blinked those disturbing thoughts away. At least for the time being.

And then I shifted back.

As I set to dressing myself, I heard my mom over on the other side of the patio doing the same.

“I’m sorry, Laz.”

I started as I finished up, pulling on each of my tactical gloves in turn. “Sorry for what?” I asked over my shoulder.

Her hand landed on it, and I turned to see her dressed in her jeans and dark blazer, her go-to look. Just like my tactical gear had been to me. Something I’d moved away from for a while, until things had come to a head. Hopefully, once this last leg was done, I could go back to moving beyond that state of constant battle readiness.

“Mom?” I urged, as she stood staring at me, emotion welling in her eyes.

While she’d never been cold with me or anything, she wasn’t particularly emotional, and she had a way of just swallowing things down.

But right here and now that wasn’t the case. It was all over her.

Pain.

“I’m sorry for what I did. For keeping you away from your father. For having Oblivisca performed on you that erased that one day in your childhood that you actually spent with him.”

“Well, Dad really knows how to paint a vivid picture, so it was almost like I remembered when he told me about it.”

She shook her head sadly. “You don’t need to inject humor to absolve me. You don’t need to make me feel better. I know I failed you. Keeping you from him, you suffering from so much shame and identity confusion. It hurt you. I hurt you through the decisions I made on your behalf.”

“There were issues, yeah. That’s undeniable. But it’s all over now. We’ve all moved beyond that. Things are becoming better.”

“Lazriel—”

“Mom,” I said, grasping her hands and holding them between us, needed her to really hear me, because I didn’t want this festering for her. She’d endured a fuck of a lot too.

And I was done with it.

Done with the regret and pain.

The shame.

The mistakes of the past impacting the present.

No.

It didn’t need to be that way.

“It was a complicated, majorly difficult situation. You did the best you could. It didn’t always pan out how either of us wanted, but what matters is that you fucking tried. I know you did. You worked so hard to protect me, to raise me, in a dangerous and fucked-up situation when you were hurting too and under a shitload of pressure as Alpha. No kid comes out of their childhood unscathed. Things happen, mistakes are made.” I smiled. “And I’m sure I’m gonna experience that firsthand from the other side with my kid coming into the picture shortly.”

Her lips lifted and she gave my hands a squeeze. “You surely will. But you will do better than I did.”

That familiar feeling rolled through me, before we were both jolting as my dad appeared behind my mom in a burst of speed.

She smiled as he linked his arms around her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder. “Than we did. We were equally responsible for the failings of Lazriel’s parenting, my beloved. Don’t carry that alone. I won’t allow it.”

“She won’t be carrying anything. It’s done. The past. Things are different now.”

My dad gazed out at me. “I wholeheartedly agree.” He kissed my mom’s cheek.

I smiled then looked around, frowning. I’d expected Sylas to teleport in. “Where is he?” I asked my dad.

“Victor has been disposed of. His army has been found and they are being processed by the Guardian Movement as we speak.”

“You turned them over?” my mom asked, in surprise.

“We’ll call it a tactical olive branch.”

She nodded, not needing more than that to understand his complicated thought process.

Before I could ask more, or even begin to fully process the news that Victor was gone, my dad went on, “Sylas is with Ryker Morgan and the Guardian Movement. Before Victor met his demise, he gave up the location of Genexis.”

And the shocks kept on coming.

“This is incredible,” my mom uttered. “A massive hit to Puritas.”

“Indeed it is. My sources confirm the facility has been taken and cleanup is underway.” My dad eyed me. “Ryker will be meeting with Sylas to discuss the new division that will change the face of interactions between the supernatural underground and overarching authorities like the Guardian Movement and the Unity Council.”

“Wow,” I breathed. “So this would really mean that you could emerge above ground and stay above for much longer without the danger it currently puts you—and us—in?”

“That is correct.”

I fell quiet and it didn’t escape their notice for even a moment.

“Laz?” my mom spoke, concern bleeding from her.

“Fine. I’m fine. Just… processing.” My gaze flicked to my dad. “I get that it was complicated for you… with the Victor part, I mean. He was your sireling and—”

“It wasn’t complicated.”

“Dad.”

“The moment he laid hands on you, the complicated nature of it dissolved. Entirely.”

I grasped his shoulder and he leaned in and held me to him.

As we pulled apart, I saw my mom beaming out at us.

“There is more to celebrate also, as I’ve been made aware. Congratulations to you both,” he said, looking between us. “Vyrn Hollow Shifter Habitat has now been officially mandated and the schematics are most impressive, particularly the systematic recalibration of what it will mean for hybrid kind.”

“What? How do you… it just happened.”

His lips curved. “Word travels swiftly in what outsiders refer to as my whisper network.”

My mom gave him a look. “Especially when you have agents specifically cloaked on SSU territory during the very meeting that laid out all of those plans.”

“Seriously?” I asked, looking between them.

My dad actually broke into a laugh.

“She knows all too well how I operate.”

She brushed her knuckles over his cheek. “When it comes to those you love so dearly.”

The sweet intimacy and familiarity between them was really nice to witness, kind of comforting as well.

Unfortunately, it was interrupted all too soon as my dad flinched, then swung his head toward my jacket that was hanging over one of the patio chairs a few feet away. “Your phone is buzzing.”

I’d been so immersed in our conversation that I hadn’t picked up on it at all.

I burst over there and pulled my phone free, swiping it open to see the Group Chat had some new messages.

Velra: My parents are gone. Darethor took them out. Stopped Dark Fae mind-meddling, dozens apprehended by Thryne. Cassius absorbed Celestial magic. We’re okay.

Cassius: We are with Ketheron who has absorbed it into himself well. No damage will come to him, given his unique makeup. Velra and our child are well.

Velra: They weren’t using black magic with the Celestial power and mind-meddling, so don’t worry. Cassius wasn’t infected. The baby and me weren’t around it either.

Sylas: So much for just doing recon. Glad you’re both unharmed. We’ll talk more when I get to Solumira. Heading out from Ryker soon. Got some updates, one that Lazriel is gonna be over the moon about. For now, I’ll just say that the deal is done.

I also saw a missed call from Sylas from a few minutes after the texts. I frowned. He hadn’t left a voice message.

“Dammit,” I uttered. They must have all come in while I’d been running in wolf form with my mom.

“Go. Get back to your loves,” my mom told me as I turned back to her and Dad.

Before I could respond, an eruption of crimson magic sliced through the atmosphere and a tiny portal opened up.

My dad’s lightning-fast reflexes had him dodging in front of me protectively to take the brunt of whatever it was.

But then something even tinier shot through straight into his hand.

“Shit,” I rasped as I saw it was the pewter rose baby rattle.

My dad looked down at it, a rumble starting in his throat. Because he knew what it meant. Sylas had sent this through to me. And there was only one reason he’d do that.

If he’d been compromised.

The portal closed and dissipated into nothingness, then my dad turned to me and handed the rattle over.

“No,” I uttered, as I turned it over in my hand. “No.”

I was vaguely aware of my dad stepping back and pulling his phone out, mobilizing The Shadowed, then my mom reaching out to Jaxon.

But in the moment all I was fully aware of was the fact that it took something absolutely major and painful to take down Sylas Morgrave. Or some really twisted means.

He couldn’t be… he couldn’t be dead.

Sylas couldn’t… no.

Morien must’ve come for him. But even that was just a step away from death itself. That fucker’s plan for Sylas had been made all too clear.

So, if he had him now… it meant… it meant that….

Fuck.

Sylas was at death’s door.
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My fingers tightened around the rattle to the point of painful pressure.

Blackline Protocol had been amplified and that resonant hum had now become an undeniable reverberation. The additional intensity was only to last for a few hours as Ryker used the system to disperse the Dark Fae mind-meddling antidote.

The deadline for anyone who didn’t want it to touch them had passed. Only handfuls had contacted the Guardian Movement to reject it. So soon most of the supernatural world would be immune to it going forward. Not only that, once the antidote was ingested via the magical sweep of Blackline Protocol that Ryker was embedding it within, anyone infected would also be cured, be free of that control.

But that majorly good news and all the relief that went along with it had been wrecked to pieces two hours ago when Lazriel had come bursting in here to report that Sylas had been taken.

By Morien Morgrave and Gregor Varsellis.

Sylas had sent the baby rattle to the closest one of our foursome to his geographical location at the time, which had been Lazriel. That act alone had signaled that he’d been in dire straits, believing that he would fall, because the rattle was vital to our unborn baby’s wellbeing. He wouldn’t have given that up under normal circumstances.

Since then both The Shadowed and then the Guardian Movement had determined where it had been sent from—very close to Ryker Morgan’s former home.

They’d picked up both Morien’s signature and Gregor’s, along with a mass amount of black magic and Celestial power. No wonder they’d been able to incapacitate Sylas. It took a fuck of a lot, and that combination was certainly it.

Ryker had gone there himself and even brought Ketheron along, and they’d picked up on something else as well—energy reads that shouldn’t have been there. That shouldn’t be anywhere. They were messed-up versions of revenants that had been there, dozens of them surrounding Sylas. Beings that were beyond death-touched, and should have been inside the Valley of the Dead. But they’d come through to the living world, indicating that the damage to the Valley had worsened. Majorly.

Ryker was with Gabriel trying to determine a patching solution until the place could be healed properly.

There was also an issue between Ryker and Remnant right now, despite them starting to get to a good place with Ryker’s proposal in play. Ryker knew Remnant and The Shadowed were in possession of something that could heal the Valley of the Dead—with the assistance of death magic from a learned necromancer—but Remnant was refusing to hand it over to Ryker. He wouldn’t until Sylas was back in the picture. He only trusted it in his hands and with the addition of Sylas’ necromancy.

Cassius, Ketheron, and Ariana were at Haven Initiative briefing the children on the plan to pull Celestial magic from all non-Celestial beings like Morien, Gregor, and their army.

And with black magic master, Ambrose Wisteryn, still missing and having not answered any of Sylas’ communications, Kai and Nyx were currently inside Kai’s lab here at Solumira with Lucian Black working on a way to gather the black magic users that Corvin Morvain had used before his death months ago. Their plan was to use them to intercept black magic that was infused in the Celestial power being used by those fools, so it didn’t connect with the children. The idea was they could soup-up Lucian’s coercion ability as an Ancient so he could make them do what we’d intended for Ambrose.

My phone buzzed as I rose from the couch inside Ariana and her love’s home after finishing feeding the baby the necromantic energy from the rattle.

I pulled it out to see a text from Lazriel.

Lazriel: Vorzyr and I have a trace we’re following now.

My heart leapt into my fucking throat.

Velra: You’ve managed to pick up Sylas’ scent?

Lazriel: Yeah. Ryker’s idea of having Jaxon with us to clear the magical interference away has made it possible. The trace is really weak, though, so it’s gonna take time, and it keeps petering out, causing us to have to double back. But wanted to tell you there’s hope there now that we can find our almighty necromancer.

Velra: Thanks. It is hope.

Lazriel: You okay there, love? The baby?

Velra: Baby’s just been fed. I’m fine. Thryne will be here soon.

Lazriel: Smart idea bringing them in to track the Dark Fae illusion aspect. Not just everyone focusing on Morien and Sylas’ signatures. Makes so much sense with them having a massive chunk of Dark Fae in what’s left of Puritas.

Velra: And illusionary magic is distinctive, more than the random and differing scents of vampires, wolves, and the other magic-wielders making up Puritas.

Lazriel: This is gonna work. We’re gonna find him.

Velra: I know we will.

Because it couldn’t be any other way.

It just fucking couldn’t.

Lazriel: Everything okay with Cas? Soul Brand check-in?

Velra: He’s doing well, focused. Him, Ketheron, and Ariana are readying for the massive undertaking ahead.

Lazriel: Good. Really good.

Velra: Please be careful out there.

Lazriel: I’ve got Jaxon right here, Immortal Descendant-Alpha Wolf, along with Vorzyr. And The Shadowed are covertly following my every move.

Yeah, I knew all of that. I just… he’d been taken once. And now Sylas too.

But the logic was what I needed to hold onto. Lazriel was as protected as if he was here within Solumira’s powerful wards created by Ariana.

Lazriel: I love you, Wraithqueen.

Velra: I love you too. So much.

I smiled as he sent several heart emojis through, then we said our goodbyes.

I pocketed my phone and headed on out of the house and down the porch steps.

As my boots hit the grass, I put the rattle away with a spark of my magic, then ran my hand over my belly. I wasn’t showing yet, but I’d taken to doing it already. It had become both a form of connection to my baby, and also comfort. And a reminder that the four of us would have this—our growing family, our peace.

It would come.

We were just in the eye of the storm right now.

I jolted as a slew of angry curses caught my attention, then I swung my head to see Kai stomping around the side of the house, having left his lab for the first time in hours.

He was shoving his hands through his hair and muttering to himself.

His angry pacing had him inadvertently reaching me, and he jolted when he noticed me there, and pulled up short.

“The spell’s mixing,” he told me. “Everything will be fine. We’ll bring Sylas back.”

“You just don’t like things taking undue time to reach fruition?”

“Something like that.”

“Or could it partly also be because you know there’s another way to find Sylas?”

Intrigue sparked in his eyes and he seemed both surprised and impressed. “Yes,” he admitted. “There is another way. One that they’ll all realize soon. The delay in that realization being a lack of deep necromantic knowledge.”

“But with you spending so much time working with Sylas lately, you’ve picked up a great deal more knowledge in that area.”

He lifted a shoulder.

“A Blood Trace. That’s the other way,” I stated.

“Something that won’t even be entertained beyond theoretical state.”

“You’re about logic, not emotion.”

“Correction: I was. I’ve struck a much better balance now.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Sylas wouldn’t want this, sweetheart.”

“It could find him without any of the rest of this.”

“Technically, yeah. But it would also alert Morien, which could cause a knee-jerk reaction that could severely harm, if not kill, Sylas. Not to mention, to perform this spell it would have to draw from your unborn child’s blood. Even with you to absorb the toll of such a spell, it’s still brutal. You’ve seen it performed on Lazriel and he can take an inordinate amount of pain. We’re not just dealing with you here, it’s what the child can take before… before the damage is irreparable and even fatal. The risk is too high.”

“There’s no way to do it without it being so brutal, to shield my baby?”

“No.”

He wasn’t telling the whole story.

Which meant, there might be, but it would require experimentation, which was a danger in itself. And I’d never allow a child of mine to be experimented on.

“You don’t want this either, you wouldn’t allow this, so why bring it up?” he asked me.

“Like we said, it’s not just us who will come to realize this is an option.”

His gaze softened. “You won’t be forced into anything, the baby neither.”

A flash of blue hair caught my attention before Nyx rushed out, headed toward us. “Damn fucking straight it won’t,” he said, almost seething with it. “The number of us powerful beings anyone would have to go through to force that… there’s no way in hell.”

I smiled out at him and he came to me and wrapped his arm around me.

“There’s always gonna be crisis situations like this, situations where the stakes are sky-high. But there has to be a line when we make decisions in the midst of the madness,” Kai spoke. “If we cross those lines, we betray ourselves, we lose our humanity, and nothing and no one is safe or sacred. That’s an unacceptable state of affairs. It’s not about doing whatever it takes, consequences be damned, just because we can with the power and knowledge we hold—it’s making the hard choices as to when we shouldn’t. When we should pull back and hold the line.”

“Wow,” Nyx breathed. “I can’t imagine you saying this a couple of years ago.” He grinned. “Proud of you, brother.”

“Live and learn, right?” Kai looked out at me, determination flaming in his eyes. “Sylas is one of the hardest motherfuckers in the entire supernatural world to put down. We all know this, it’s just getting lost in the chaos surrounding us, in the stakes attached to his kidnapping. To permanently put down a necromancer of his caliber… even with Morien in the picture wielding black magic and Celestial power… Sylas will be far from helpless.” He tapped his head. “It’s not just his power, because, yeah, that could be compromised right now. It’s his mind.”

“And his insane level of stubbornness—and arrogance,” Nyx cut in, offering some light humor in the face of it all.

Kai’s lips quirked. “Well, there’s a reason why he and I hit it off so well.”

A small laugh escaped me. “Yeah.”

Nyx eased from me and asked Kai, “Ready to get back to it now? You’re calmer.”

He was reading him.

Kai nodded, his gaze flicking to me. “We just both needed a reality check and a moment to step outside the intensity. Yes?”

“I’m good. Thryne will be here soon and I’ll have them working the Dark Fae angle.”

“Very good,” Kai said. “You’ll keep busy working on your elixir to heal Darethor?”

“I will. And the grimoire you gave me when we got here is helpful in figuring out how to draw out the damage safely. Something I can use my abilities to do… the storage issue was the problem.”

“Once I’m done with this, I’ll give you a hand. If you need it. The way I’ve heard it, especially after what you were able to achieve at Sanctum Sands Beach, you’re capable of a great deal, especially when it comes to magical workarounds.”

Yeah, I was, wasn’t I? That had been a major feat.

And as Nyx smiled between us knowingly, I could see that he’d had words with Kai about it, and it was very likely why Kai was bringing it up, because coming from somebody like him, the reminder of what I could achieve was a great comfort with everything else going on.

“Always looking out for me, huh?” I said to Nyx.

He winked. “Absolutely always.” His gaze dropped to my belly. “That includes this little girl or boy now too.”

A sudden explosion of silver power cut through the immediate area, and then I startled as Cornelius teleported in.

It had Nyx and I tensing, and Kai spinning around to face him.

Cornelius’ gaze went to me for a moment and he registered my hand stroking my belly—subconsciously now apparently—then gave me one of his sweet smiles. “All will be well, my dear.”

Kai frowned at him. “I’m not a fan of that look on your face. That hard-edged determination with a flare of dark intensity.”

“You’ve come here with a plan,” I realized aloud.

Kai was right about that look.

“No more struggling to seek out the enemy,” Cornelius announced.

“You want to bring the fight to us?” Nyx asked. “Draw them out?”

“Coax them out,” I breathed as the realization hit me. My gut twisted. “With what they want most. Hybrid targets served up on a platter.” I eyed Cornelius. “You’re thinking of a massive illusion with scent and magical signatures baked into it to enable it to fly as being real?”

“Not exactly. That won’t fool Morien or even the likes of Gregor—he is a centuries-old defected Light Fae who has been running Puritas for years, oftentimes utterly concealed. He even managed to keep himself and his role as leader unknown to us all for too long.”

With a whoosh of vampire speed, Lucian burst into the fray from Kai’s lab. “What you’re about to suggest, Ryker will not sanction,” he warned Cornelius.

“Ryker will see that it is the most optimal solution to our current predicament.”

“The most optimal solution isn’t always the right one. You’ve learned that painfully over the years. At least I thought you had—we all did.”

“I have,” Cornelius gritted, Lucian’s words clearly poking at old wounds. “We need a large group of hybrids in order to draw out Morien and Puritas. A group out in the open beyond wards and protections. Warlow and I have been seeing to just that. In case it came to something like this.”

“Warlow agrees with this madness?” Lucian questioned.

“He’s been sidelined because of Puritas. Crossborn has essentially ceased to function because of it. The CRS facilities have all been evacuated. Fifty seeking sanctuary were murdered when Crossborn was supposed to represent safety. So, yes, he’s on board. We’ve been gathering many within the clandestine sanctuary zones who wish to fight back. There are many like Velra, here, and Nyx, Lazriel, who haven’t retreated into the sanctuary zones. Many within the Academies and Covens who have refused and continue on with their lives, partly as a form of protest against what Puritas has been trying to take from them. We have over two thousand hybrids who wish to stand and fight.”

“Holy hell,” I breathed.

Kai pinched the bridge of his nose, slipping into quiet assessment of Cornelius’ plan.

And Nyx looked out at me, a knowing look passing between us as fellow hybrid beings.

“If this happens and things go south… they’re not just signing up to fight… they might not survive it,” I warned.

“They are well aware of that fact, I assure you,” Cornelius told me.

Lucian blew out a breath. “That would be for Ryker to determine to his satisfaction.”

“And I am well aware of that fact, Lucian. No move will be made without his command.”

“We’d need to spin the narrative really fucking carefully,” Kai spoke up. “It needs to be seen to the enemy that there is a time limit on the hybrids being out in the open—perhaps them all gathering to be transferred somewhere else—so that Morien has to act immediately. Otherwise, he could wait, which would not only keep his focus on taking Sylas’ power and his very fucking life, but speed up that process so he can see to the hybrid decimation. Immediate. Fucking immediate action to be required. Do you hear me?”

My gut twisted and I started literally doing that with my hands from the fear of how perfectly it needed to be timed to spare Sylas. And even then… fuck. It was too close… to fucking close to Sylas not being able to make it through this.

No… stop!

“Sylas will not be forsaken,” Cornelius spoke, eyeing me pointedly. Reassuringly.

Lucian stroked the tie of his three-piece checked black suit. “I will run this by Ryker as soon as he returns from the Valley of the Dead assessment with Gabriel.”

“Him agreeing to this will make drawing out the black magic from Morien and company even more vital,” Nyx pointed out. “We need to speed up our work on the solution.”

Kai nodded. “We’ll see to it.”

Cornelius came to me. “I’ll remain with you working on the elixir for Darethor. Having him functioning at full capacity will prove imperative once this is seen to and the Dark Fae Realm begins stabilizing. He’ll need to work hard on re-establishing its reputation also. Thryne will be arriving shortly, yes?”

I smiled. Of course he was that clued in. He had eyes everywhere, even beyond the scope of his unofficial alliance with The Shadowed.

“Any moment, yeah.”

“Good. In the meantime, show me where you are working.”

As Kai, Nyx, and Lucian headed back into Kai’s lab, I led Cornelius around the house on Solumira grounds. I’d set up my stuff close to the current entrance to the Rifted Cradle where the home to our foursome and Ketheron had been created. A home we’d be able to move into once this nightmare was over and done with. Where we could be safe, loved, and happy, and raise this baby.

I smiled as Sylas’ words when we’d first laid eyes on the majestic castle played on my mind.

“Our home. This is it.”

The emotion in it, the raw statement of absolute fact.

Mirroring what we’d all felt.

And what we were now all fighting for.

That home didn’t work without him.

It wouldn’t have to.

We’d bring him back to us.

And we’d finally end this thing.
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Well, this wasn’t good.

It took me major effort just to open my eyes fully.

Even then, as I managed it, an unnatural weariness permeated every part of me, willing me to slip back into sleep.

Willing me to be still.

A clear result of that Light Fae dust infused with Celestial power that I recalled Gregor infecting me with.

Somnoria as it was commonly known.

An incapacitant.

One very effective on the likes of me, wherein supreme concentration and focus were required in order to wield my power—both successfully and safely. Especially with the death energy aspect factored in.

And who would know that better than my psychopath of a father.

I had no doubt he’d had it formulated especially for me.

It wouldn’t be enough, though.

Not even close.

Neither would me finding myself tied to a wrought-iron chair with magical binds that were part chain, part rope, my hands confined to the arm rests.

I was in a dark room, just the chair barely visible from the lone lightbulb in the stone ceiling. I couldn’t see beyond the heavy shadow, but I could feel how expansive the space actually was. Along with the chill rolling through me from both the lack of heat, and the fact that I was shirtless and barefoot.

Lovely.

Straight out of a horror scene and quite the intimidating setting in which to wake up lone and bound in.

Well, to most.

I didn’t exactly operate within the norm.

And that had played to my advantage in a lot of cases—if not all.

I ground my jaw at the audacity of it. Them coming at me. The kidnapping. Restraining me now.

I’d fought through more pain, more offensive spells and attacks, more brutality and damage, than most beings alive—or fucking dead.

I went to call my power. I could call it through anything.

A lesson I learned long ago? Arm yourself first, assess the situation second, then react accordingly.

“I really wouldn’t advise that, boy.”

I stiffened, just a hair’s breadth away from calling my power as that nasally voice rang out.

The air rippled in front of me, the sign of an illusion being tampered with.

And then sparks of gray light erupted and Morien passed through, the rippling ceasing as the illusion was solidified.

With my magic not called and me also compromised by the mental acuity dulling of Somnoria, I couldn’t see through it.

Yet.

His red velvet cloak had the hood flipped down so I could see his full face and all the black veins and cavernous rot plaguing it, his sunken eyes that pulsed red. His magic had once been that color too, like mine. But years of intense black magic usage had turned it into that gray with black flecks state. Gray as a color of magic was fine on its own, but not for a necromancer like him. His dark straggly long hair hung brushed his black shirt beneath the open cloak. There were bloodstains marring it, along with his ill-fitting pants. It even dripped from his boots.

Likely the result of either torture or black magic rites involving blood sacrifice.

If the latter was the case, he would be at a supremely heightened state of power. For a black magic user, that was much like a vampire who had just fed a great deal.

“Offering fatherly advice? At this stage of the game? I think we’re just a tad beyond that, don’t you?”

His lip curled. “Suit yourself. But before you do, at least let me inform you that the chair you’re bound to is one such device used by Puritas on their hybrid victims. A torture chair is the unflattering pedestrian term they use.”

“What?” I ground out, looking down at my hands bound to the arms of the thing.

Specifically, the binds themselves.

Flowing with magic, yes. But… not just in service of restraining me.

Fuck, they were seeking out magic usage. My magic usage in this specific case. And they were prepared to react to it the moment they registered a spark.

“These devices are rather ingenuous. The brainchild of Gregor himself. In essence, they turn a supernatural being’s magic and abilities against them. In the most painful way imaginable. The effect varies depending on one’s abilities and, of particular note for you, their power levels. For example, if a Celestial being attempted to invoke their power while attached to this device, agony akin to the flames of Hellfire would rage through their veins.” He cocked his head to the side. “And let us use an actual hybrid as an example. Your lover, Lazriel Thaine.”

I growled low in my throat and he grinned at getting a reaction from me.

“If he dropped his fangs, the device would magically generate dozens of fangs that would drive into his flesh. The same with his claws and talons. If he started to rage while calling on his vampiric nature, magically-manufactured blood would fill his throat, his lungs, and drown him over and over. Being immortal, he would keep resuscitating and experiencing it repeatedly, until he ceased invoking said abilities.”

My fingers dug into the metal to the point of pain.

“You see, this chair was first designed to recondition hybrids to being unable to invoke one side of their abilities, with only one remaining, so they would become pure beings once again. That was until Gregor learned of the growing comfort of the supernatural world with them, and culling became his modus operandi—along with torture to indulge his sadistic side and to punish them of course.”

I drew in a centering breath, masking the necessity as a sigh of exhaustion from the incapacitant running through my veins.

“You’ve gotten yourself in quite a bind, Father.” I smirked. “Pun intended.”

He started. “What are you talking about? I just explained the nature of that chair, you’re the one tied to a torture device and severely weakened. Helpless, Sylas.”

“You gave me a warning, meaning you can’t have me hurt. At least not to the degree that this device will deliver said hurt. At the same time, you need my power currently disabled. However, you also know me.” He thought he did. “So you’re duly concerned as to what I might do.”

His eyes lit up with what actually appeared to be some sort of twisted fatherly pride.

And that was almost more disturbing than the wretched sight of what he’d turned himself into.

Almost.

“Yes, you’re correct. In everything.”

For him to admit I was right would be seen as a failing, as him being wrong. So this didn’t track.

I braced myself, knowing well that something was coming. Something he had up his sleeve, something I couldn’t foresee or ascertain in my current state.

He took a sweeping step forward.

“However, my concerns as to what you might do are rather tempered.” He swept a glowing gray hand in front of me, dispelling the illusion just straight ahead, not around the other three sides. “By this.”

Adrenaline shot down my spine as I took in the cave-like space, the alcoves stained with dried blood, the skulls embedded in the stone itself and lining the floor. Bones scattered everywhere.

I knew this place.

“Corvin Morvain’s lair.”

“That’s right. Restored by his black magic users who were loyal to him even beyond his death, which you were largely responsible for.” He gestured slightly to the left. “Never mind that for now. This is what we’ll term my insurance against you doing something unadvisable.”

I looked to see an altar forged of bone and skulls, blood literally dripping from it.

And in the center of all that gore hovered a vibrant-blue flame within a cylindrical transparent containment cylinder. “Corvin’s magic.”

“Indeed.”

But that wasn’t what took my attention the most.

It was the shimmering dark-red gem blazing within another containment cylinder.

My necromantic core.

The portion that Corvin had taken from me three years ago.

I jolted and couldn’t hide my visceral reaction, even pulling at the binds.

After all this time… the desiccation, the pain, the withering away, then the necromantic core transplant as a temporary solution that had been the most agonizing fucking thing I’d ever experienced… here it was. The part of me that had been ripped from my own body. Right there with Corvin’s magic.

Both the keys to making me whole again.

To restoring me permanently.

“As you are aware, this is a subterranean crypt. Alas, if you were to unleash your power and manage to endure the horrific agony that the chair would respond with, the magical fallout would no doubt decimate that which you covet so dearly. That which you need to survive.”

“You sadistic motherfucker!” I roared, bucking in the chair.

His whole face lit up at my snap. “Unfortunately for you, I’m not the sadistic one.”

A flare of magic caught my attention, a moment before hands landed on my shoulder.

I jerked and managed to turn my head just enough to see that psychopathic leader of Puritas, Gregor, standing there.

He wasn’t concealed by his silver cape this time, so I was able to look upon him fully.

Pale blue eyes gleamed down at me. His hair was in a buzz cut that was half brown, half black. He looked to be in his mid-forties by human discernment, but known to be many centuries old in reality. He was decked out in regal silver robes.

“Get your hands off me,” I seethed.

His eyes flamed with peach-colored magic and then he started sliding his fingers down over my collarbone, over my pecs, even skating down to my abs.

I grunted as he brushed my belt.

“Gregor, this is not what we discussed,” Morien grumbled.

“Because I knew you wouldn’t care for it. But if you want me to break his mind, this is how I need to begin. Given who he is.”

Morien hesitated, before then giving a nod and averting his eyes.

Break my mind? So my father had discovered that he couldn’t take my power and basically become me without that additional step.

Hmm.

Revealing that in front of me had just become a dear fucking mistake.

“Lower,” I spoke.

Gregor’s hands stilled just as they were headed back up my chest.

“Excuse me?”

“You want a piece of me, want to feel me up? Do it properly. In fact, let me give you some pointers, because the way you’re going about it is honestly sub-par.”

“What are you—”

“You’re trying to dominate a Dominant. That alone is a failure of a setup. Let me guess, you think you can force pleasure from me? Degrade me? Induce shame? Make me beg for you in the end? Then only offer up punishment after punishment to further the shattering, until I’m both begging you to stop and to give me more—until I don’t know which way is up, what is my will and pleasure and what is yours?” I burst out with a dry laugh. “By all means, give it your best shot.”

“Foolish youngling,” he snarled at my ear.

Then he fisted my hair and jerked my head back. “Your hubris will be your downfall.”

“That’s your affliction, not mine.”

He released me roughly, then spoke to Morien over me who was scrubbing his hand over his face now and shaking his head, “Send a unit to obtain more dust from the Light Fae Realm.”

“You use too much and you’ll break his body, rather than his mind.”

Gregor grunted, then rounded me and slapped his hands down on my thighs, glaring heatedly. “There is not one soul that I haven’t been able to break. Every mind breaks eventually. All you’re doing is extending the process, inviting more torment.” He started fondling my pants, stroking up and down my thighs, while intermittently brushing over my cock. “Haven’t you endured enough, Almighty Necromancer? Wouldn’t you rather go peacefully?”

I held his gaze steady. “There’s no death wish here that you can exploit.”

He snarled again and dug his nails into my thighs.

“Yeah… harder,” I breathed in mock-pleasure.

With a roar, he was in my space and grasping my chin, forcing my head back at an uncomfortable angle as he got up really close and stared into my eyes.

“Seems I’ve caught you at the perfect time,” I rumbled. “While you’re on the edge having just suffered through so many of your Puritas cells being destroyed. The Guardian Movement and The Shadowed really bring it well when they work in tandem, hmm? No judgment to you losing your grip from all that failure. I mean, your despicable empire is crumbling around you. All you have left is this Hail Mary of Morien taking my power and using it to wipe out all those hybrids you so dementedly despise. And now you discover that you can’t break the one thing standing in the way of giving my dear father what he needs to become powerful enough to accomplish that.”

He released my hair, then reared back and struck me in the face—with his magic.

As my head snapped to the side, I tasted blood.

Perfect—as my lovely Dark Beauty would say.

Fucking perfect beyond belief.

He’d just unwittingly opened up a blood-magic connection I could exploit.

Game on, motherfuckers.

The magical binds tightened then untightened, the mixture of magic belonging to two different beings while my blood was in the air being registered too, confusing the mechanics of the device.

Just as I’d predicted.

“Get back!” Morien cried out.

I smirked.

His eyes widened, and then he hesitated looking at the containment cylinders and the door, a moment before he teleported out in a burst of gray power.

In the very next second I called my power in a sudden surge.

Searing pain started to tear through me—but only for a second.

Because then I burst from one of the restraints with my magic and snagged Gregor, wrapping one of the binds around him and sealing him to the chair with my own power.

I ripped myself free all the way and with what I’d done, he took the brunt of it, shrieking and convulsing as he hung off the chair bound there by one hand as my magic usage punished him.

Poetic justice had never been sweeter.

“Come!” he shrieked. “Subdue him!”

I swept my hand around the room, ripping away the illusion.

The altar was still there.

The core. The magic.

The only addition to the space that had been hidden were the other walls and a door to my left.

In seconds, part of what remained of Puritas came barreling through.

Before I could tend to that insanity and the few hundred fools rushing into the space, trying to shove through the door, unstable surges of magic caught my attention and I looked to see the chair about to detonate.

What Morien had warned about.

I went to dart toward the containment cylinders, but blasts of magic began raining down on me, making me hiss as they burned into me.

I pushed on, blasting back at them.

But there were so many and that Light Fae dust was compromising me.

I stumbled.

Vampires burst in front of me, physically blocking my path.

My intent to use Undead Domination was cut short as two of them slammed into me from either side and ripped me off my feet.

I hit the rough ground, grimacing as skulls and bones crunched beneath me and I felt some disturbing shit through my fingers too.

Even for a necromancer, this was grotesque.

Magic rained down on me, blows from Puritas vampires, werewolves, all of them working desperately to put me down.

I caught sight of the chair through it all where part of the army had come to Gregor’s aid.

Good luck with that.

He was being held there at my will and I wouldn’t give that up, no matter how much they beat on me.

Grunts filled my ears and I realized they were my own, as bones cracked, sharp and blunt pain collided as one.

I managed to call a shimmering red shield, but my hands were shaking just holding it right now.

I strained to crawl forward.

I was just feet from the core and Corvin’s magic. I couldn’t… stop.

“Use it! Now!” I heard Gregor roaring.

A rush of power shot through the area and I turned with a struggle to see gold and white streams shooting toward Gregor.

Then a roar tore from my throat as it broke my bind on him, the force of the reverberation sending an agonizing jolt through me.

Gregor was helped from the chair by his minions and then he was being handed that staff with the peach orb. But it was glowing with Celestial power now.

He took aim at me.

I lunged forward just as it hit.

It didn’t make direct contact, but it blew me into the altar.

I threw my hands out and sent my magic forward in a rush, managing to catch the containers before they hit the ground.

But I had to drop my shield to accomplish it.

I rolled onto my back, clutching the containers in one arm, my other palm flaming with my crimson power.

The army closed in.

Gregor staggered to the front and took aim with his staff.

I braced myself.

In my current state I didn’t know if I could actually hold back a shot like that.

Under the best circumstances, Celestial power couldn’t be withstood as it was.

I usually employed workarounds to manage that.

But right now that just wasn’t possible.

“I will shatter you!” Gregor thundered. “Break free, try to run, it will still happen! You are slated to crumble and fall!”

The ground rumbled.

Ear-splitting creaks sounded.

The minions jolted, many losing focus and looking all around.

Gregor registered it, but it didn’t hold his attention for long.

He was very one-track right now.

The king of torment and debasement didn’t take well to having that upturned and tasting it himself.

The rumbling intensified.

I tried to invoke teleportation, but I fucking couldn’t.

It just… I couldn’t maintain more than what I was already managing.

Ebony smoke caught my attention.

It filled the area so quickly that even the vampires barely had time to react.

And then it slammed up and out into the walls, sparking into black flames and tearing the place apart, shooting up through the ceiling and fucking decimating the place.

Vampires grabbed magic-wielders and wolves and started bursting through the door in panicked escape.

Gregor hesitated as many others tried to urge him away.

Through the chaos, a black funnel cloud tore through what was left of the ceiling and ripped through the room, headed straight for me.

I was aware of more of the army escaping, and I lost sight of Gregor in the craziness.

And then a hand shot through the funnel and snagged my arm, while black smoke wrapped around the containers, and dragged me and them straight into the funnel.

In the next moment, I was steadied, and looking upon a familiar face.

The face of an ally.

“Ambrose,” I rasped.

His navy studded cloak was whipping in the wind he was invoking, the hood down and his white hair flying about his face.

His lips curved into a smile, the black veins all over his face seeming to twist with the movement.

“My apologies for the delay in getting back to you.”

“I’ll consider this your recompense.”

His white eyes blazed with his power as he thrust the funnel up and out of the hellhole, before he enveloped it and us in a mammoth cloud of teleportation.
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“Almost got it.”

“I have no doubt,” Cassius responded and I caught his sweet and supportive smile in my peripheral vision, as he stood by the arched window of the bedroom, while I perched on the edge of the massive bed where Sylas lay unconscious.

Sylas.

Sylas was here.

Back with us.

About a half hour ago, a massive surge of black magic had swept around Solumira.

It hadn’t been able to enter because of the Celestial potency of the ward that Ariana had in place, something that had even been reinforced by Ketheron recently, just for extra overkill.

But then Ambrose Wisteryn had materialized outside the boundary—with Sylas in his arms.

An unconscious Sylas.

Bruised and bloodied.

Magically tapped out.

But alive.

And here.

Ambrose had broken him out with black magic.

We’d get all the details soon enough, but our priority was to see to Sylas.

Nothing came above that.

Kai had allowed Ambrose through on the condition that he would only use his black magic when within Ka’s lab and nowhere else, because he was concerned about it infecting the environment, specifically Ariana.

I forced myself onward, watching as my purple power continued to draw the dust particles from Sylas, amassing them in a levitating ball in the air above the bed.

Until it was all out of him, Cassius couldn’t heal him effectively.

That Light Fae shit, Somnoria, compromised mental acuity needed to wield magic, the usage itself, and a supernatural being’s healing capabilities.

It was some nasty stuff.

The fact it had been infused with Celestial power in order to significantly impact somebody of Sylas’ caliber was fucking disturbing beyond belief.

Cassius had already pulled out the Celestial power itself.

But actually drawing out the dust itself was a task best handled by me. It was Fae magic, something I was obviously familiar with, even with this being Light rather than Dark Fae in nature.

Finally, I watched as the last of the dust crowded around the sphere, and I cut out my purple power and stepped back with a breath.

“Very well done,” Cassius said, coming over and calling his white power to either palm.

He placed his hands either side of the sphere, his magic flaming and infusing it, until it was swallowed entirely in a burst of white light.

Gone.

That nasty stuff was obliterated.

He brushed his hands, then shrugged off his black jacket and laid it over a cozy oversized ivory chair in the seating area a few feet away underneath the window.

As he strode back toward the bed, those big biceps of his flexed, his muscles rippling beneath his form-fitting black T-shirt. Much to my surprise, given the situation, it sent a lick of desire through me.

Of course he felt it through the Brand, cocking an eyebrow at me.

And then the door flew open and his eyes darted behind me, while I spun around, just as Lazriel burst on in.

“Holy hell,” I choked as I took in the sight of blood dousing him, all over his dirtied tactical gear, staining his hands, dripping down his face, and even in his hair, obscuring the green highlights.

“It’s not mine,” he told us. “Once you got word to me, Jaxon, and V that Sylas had been rescued and where from, we hit that subterranean nightmare. Some Puritas assholes were still there trying to rebuild it under Gregor’s orders—orders from a distance because that shithead is apparently in hiding now. So we put that contingent down. Jaxon’s taken their badly beaten unconscious bodies to the Guardian Compound for processing.” He turned his nose up as he sniffed his arm. “Most of this is the rancid blood shit that was all over that place. Fucking thing was destroyed once by the Guardian Movement, but those assholes rebuilt it. Well, no more. It’s gone again, and Jaxon’s gonna cleanse the grounds with Mia Snow’s help so it can’t be brought back again or anything.”

Wow, that was a lot of information to process.

Lazriel didn’t wait, and made a beeline for the bed, then was all over Sylas, stroking his hair, nuzzling against him.

Cassius grimaced at the blood from Lazriel getting all over him and the white and blue-gray colored sheets. “You’re very fortunate those aren’t open wounds.”

Lazriel eyed him as he stroked Sylas’ hair. “I knew they weren’t. Highly-attuned wolf and vamp senses, Cas.”

“When you’re riled up, those don’t always win out over your urgency.”

“Well, we’re good now.” His brow creased then as he ran his hand carefully over Sylas’ ribs. “There’s internal damage here.” He listened carefully. “Internal bleeding. Straining.”

“We are aware,” Cassius assured him. “Velra has just extracted the Light Fae poison that was slowing his healing, so now I can effectively heal him with my magic.”

“Good. Good. Do it. Do it now,” he said, kissing Sylas’ forehead, then jumping back from the bed with a burst of speed.

He moved right beside me, and I swept my hand over him, cleansing him of the blood and dirt.

He jolted and grinned down at himself now wearing just a pair of forest-green boxers. “Really, love? Stripping me? Right now?”

I wrapped my arm around him and glued him to my side, wherein he snaked his hand along the small of my back. When he was in a heightened state, it was well known that Lazriel was soothed by physicality. So that’s what this was from him. But my go-to wasn’t usually that, yet that flare of desire I’d had with Cassius out of the blue moments ago and then feeling the same now as I’d cleaned and dressed Lazriel made it clear I was gravitating toward the same sense of solace. Maybe it was the pregnancy altering that for me. Maybe it was the fact when Sylas had been taken, me, Lazriel, and Cassius had been in different places, not around one another, so now it was hitting harder that we were again.

We watched as Cassius swept his magic carefully over Sylas’ prone body, back and forth measuredly, healing him.

A rush of relief rolled through me as I watched the bruising and grazing fade bit by bit, that gaunt look dissipating and life and energy breathing back into him, because as Cassius healed him, it enabled Sylas’ power to flow again without compromise.

After a few moments, Cassius snuffed out his power and smiled out at us with a definitive nod.

He went to step back, but then we all jolted as Sylas’ hand shot out and grabbed Cassius’ throat.

Cassius choked.

Sylas’ crimson magic sparked.

“Sylas…” Cassius rasped.

I saw him move to call his power, but stop, not wanting to hurt him.

As I started forward, Cassius moved to exert his Celestial strength to peel the fingers from around his throat. But he grunted as Sylas’ magic shocked him, sparking dangerously.

Lazriel burst forward to intervene.

“Stop!” I cried out.

Lazriel’s insane reflexes had him pulling up short just a fraction of a second before making contact. He swung his head toward me.

“Necromantic power flaming wildly,” I told him. “You’re part vampire.”

“Shit,” he uttered, taking a reluctant step back.

Sylas’ eyes snapped open, flaming with his power too.

His gaze flickered unstably, his confusion clear, disorientation leading the way.

And then he registered Cassius fully, his flaming eyes quieting.

I saw his grip loosen.

Cassius sucked in a breath.

But Sylas didn’t release him, and his magic was still sparking around Cassius’ throat.

“Something is wrong,” he rasped. “My magic… it’s destabilized.”

“It’s all right,” Cassius told him. “You cannot kill me like this. You know that.”

“Hurting you isn’t acceptable either. Rip my hand off.”

“Sylas—”

“Do it.”

Cassius grimaced, but then snatched Sylas’ wrist. With a burst of his white power, he used a combination of his strength and his magic to break his grip.

I winced as I heard a series of resounding cracks, followed by a pained cry from Sylas.

He panted and cradled his now broken fingers.

And they were still sparking with his power.

“What’s happening?” I asked, moving toward the bed.

“No!” he cried. “Stay back.” His gaze dropped to my belly. “Keep away. Keep him safe from me.”

Him?

What the—

“Come, love,” Lazriel spoke, urging me back with him.

Cassius stood just out of physical reach of Sylas, studying him. Then a deep frown marred his brow. “The necromantic cores have been destabilized through something you endured during captivity. They’re separating… breaking from being a part of you.”

“Yeah,” Sylas spoke. “Hence me not being able to control my magic properly.”

“Endured what?” Lazriel barked. “What the fuck did they do to you?”

Sylas’ gaze darted to Lazriel’s briefly, and then he looked away, focusing on his sparking hands as he murmured, “It was the torture chair… I warped it when I broke free and fed Gregor’s pain to it instead.”

“Hold up—torture chair?” Lazriel pushed.

I rubbed Lazriel’s arm as I told him, “It’s a device used by Puritas at Genexis to try to undo the duality of hybrid abilities and powers. It punishes that specific thing… balancing and drawing on both sides.”

Knowing of that despicable thing harkened back to my days of living in survival mode, making sure I knew my enemies and how they operated.

Cassius looked sick with it, but in true Cassius fashion, pushed through and focused on the immediate issue, posing, “Given what it can do, it would seem it was identifying those three necromantic cores as hybridized physiology, when in fact that’s not what they are. You wield your own magic only. They are merely… the batteries at current.”

“Partial batteries, but, yeah.” He shifted on the bed as he managed to stop his power from sparking. At least for now. “Where is… what… is this the interior of Glacialis Arx?”

“It is,” I confirmed. When Ketheron and Cassius had shown it to us before, the interior hadn’t been fully completed. But now there was this. “The main bedroom. Our bedroom.”

“Looks fucking amazing,” Lazriel murmured as he started taking it in properly now. It was his first time seeing it too. Even Cassius when he’d teleported in earlier after I’d called him to report that Sylas had been returned. During the short times when Nyx and I had needed to give our magical research space and time to blend, cure, and whatever else, we’d been in here putting this together.

The frosted arches shimmered faintly, the mystical effect enhanced by the crystal sconces all around casting soft light upon the space. The bed was an enormous four-poster creation with an intricately carved headboard. The seating area to the right of where Lazriel and me currently stood, and straight ahead for Sylas, was a decadent lounge space with an oversized ivory chair with pewter legs, low tables with frosted glass tops and a wraparound shimmery light gray couch. There was a magically-floating chandelier above, along with a fireplace wherein the fire shifted color when it was roaring and in full flame.

“This is… it’s really something,” Sylas managed.

His awe and the joyful glint in his eyes was all too short-lived, as it was for us all, when his magic started sparking uncontrollably again. “Ambrose… where is he? He must have the core and Corvin’s magic… I had it before I passed out.”

“Kai has them both now,” I told him. “He’s prepping the spell as we speak.”

Sylas started. “He’s… what?”

The urge to go to him was intense, but I stayed back.

It wasn’t that I thought he’d actually hurt me or the baby—or any of us in a substantial way—it was that he needed the distance to feel safe for us right now. Lazriel nuzzled against me and I saw Cassius giving me a nod of reassurance.

So, instead, I stayed where I was. “We wanted to have the spell done before you woke up, but you roused a hell of a lot faster than we thought. As soon as Ambrose arrived with you, he handed over the core and the magic to Kai, knowing the two of you had been working on a cure for a long time, knowing Kai would have the means to see to it.”

He frowned at me for a moment. “Ah, to spare me the pain?”

“To spare you the trauma.”

“Of yet another fucking horrific medical procedure. On top of the torture it sounds like you just experienced too… it’s way too much, Sylas,” Lazriel said.

A haunted look clouded Sylas’ face for a moment, before he quickly blinked it away. Then he lifted a shoulder. “It is what it is. Given what I am, it’s par for the course.”

“Never gonna accept that,” Lazriel growled.

“No. We won’t.”

“This will be the last,” Cassius added. “Then we fight, we prevail, and all the rest falls away into memory. The future will be a salve upon it all.”

“Wow, Cas,” Lazriel said, grinning out at him. “That was verging on romantic. In an epic fucking way.”

Cassius smiled back at him. “Indeed.”

I was smiling too, and I even saw Sylas crack a smile, despite how distressed he clearly was at not being in full control of his power, and what he’d just endured compounding the already heavy burden of everything.

“There’s hope to be had here,” I told him, gesturing at the four of us, and then my belly. “Real, tangible hope. Okay? Do you hear us?”

He scrubbed his hand over his face, his magic sparking erratically not harming him as he did so, but definitely irritating him. “Yeah,” he offered. “Of course.” He shifted his weight and carefully pushed off the bed without using his sparking hands. His eyes darkened as he rose to his feet. “Besides, I owe those motherfuckers a reckoning. We all do.”
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Sylas was nervous.

For a myriad of reasons, considering everything happening and what was at stake. But specific to this moment in time said nervousness was rooted in the fact that he would not be in control of the spell that was about to be performed.

Kai would have command of it.

And as much as Sylas had faith and trust in Kai, he didn’t do well when control was not in his hands. Especially when it came to matters of magic.

That was further intensified because of what this spell was—the key to permanently restoring him after all these years he’d suffered through sickness and weakening.

I stood at the ready beside him, my palms upturned and live with my power, prepared to react defensively to shield everyone should the sparking he was experiencing escalate.

Velra and Lazriel were a hundred feet away on the cobblestone path beside the entrance into the Rifted Cradle where Ketheron and I had fashioned our castle of a home.

It had been my suggestion to perform the restoration spell within this protective environment. Protective in this case being in the sense that if Sylas lost control or ruptured, the damage could not impact the outside world beyond this Rifted Cradle construct. Any magic usage or outbursts would be contained within this special dimensional space.

As for within the space, though, and up close where Kai needed to be in order to perform the spell… that was more complicated.

I was going to imbue Kai with a protective Celestial shield. While his power was immense, he required his to be focused on the spell only, not split between that and protection.

The true danger would be if Sylas accidentally unleashed Risen Reckoning.

The could not be stopped by anyone, any magic, other than that necromantic in nature. Although it was unlikely, the possibility still did exist. So we’d called in somebody who could temporarily withstand its effects.

Sure enough, as we stood awaiting Kai’s arrival from just outside in Solumira where he was finishing up in his lab, the being in question swept on through the Rifted Cradle entrance.

Remnant.

Having to pass through Ariana, Kai, Vorzyr, and Nyx’s home and territory of Solumira was a risk with him being the Commander of The Shadowed. Although Ryker had covertly authorized the creation of Requital—a bridge between The Shadowed and the Guardian Movement’s efforts in the supernatural world, Remnant was still technically an outlaw, as most definitely was his organization. Ryker couldn’t have a direct working relationship with him, or be seen as an active collaborator in any way. Thus, Remnant was still at risk of repercussion and even apprehension.

Complex didn’t quite cover it.

Supernatural politics at its finest indeed.

His eyes shone at his son through his mask and he walked to Lazriel and they embraced.

“Thanks for checking in while you were out there during this insanity with The Shadowed trying to track those fuckers down.”

“I made you a promise. I’ll always ensure you know I am well.”

“And Mom? I texted her on my way back here from that subterranean crypt, but I didn’t get a response yet, and being inside here… we don’t have cell reception within this Rifted Cradle yet. It’s the next thing to put in place.”

“She is well. With Jaxon needed elsewhere, she is taking temporary command of the Shifter Stabilization Unit.”

I smiled to myself at Lazriel’s awe and relief.

His mother was certainly more than qualified.

With her slated to head Vyrn Hollow Shifter Habitat, she would finally be back in her element after so long on the sidelines and living as a recluse.

They embraced a little longer, then Remnant went to pull away to come to us.

But Lazriel resisted letting him go, grasping his arm.

“I will be well,” Remnant assured him. “You have witnessed me enduring a highly-concentrated blast of Risen Reckoning itself from Morien Morgrave and I walked away intact.” He turned to Velra. “Your healing was much help also.”

Velra smiled out at him. “Well, I’m here now as well. If you need—”

“Nope. Not happening,” Kai’s voice sounded, as he pushed through into the Rifted Cradle, carrying a black box the size of a jewelry box like the one Velra had in her dorm room for all her completed pieces she’d created with her jewelry-making hobby—something I hoped she would return to doing once all of this was said and done, something that gave her a sense of serenity and creative accomplishment.

Before Velra or Lazriel could get a word out, Kai went on, “If Risen Reckoning is unleashed, you both take off instantly. Lazriel will vamp-speed you the hell out of here the moment we see any sign of that happening.”

When Velra moved to protest, Kai cut in, “You’re both here as support for Sylas, not as active participants. With what’s coming, take the rest. There’ll be plenty of active participation coming down the line.”

“While your bedside manner could most definitely use some work, your point stands,” Remnant spoke.

Kai lifted a shoulder, then strode over to Sylas and me. I saw him note Sylas’ state of sparking magic and restless pacing with concern.

“We are nearing the end of this madness,” Remnant told Velra and Lazriel. His gaze dipped to Velra’s belly. “Protect what matters—the future we all fight for, not just in ourselves, but in the next generation.” He laid his hand on her shoulder. “Rest assured, though, you will have your day in the coming battle. Protection will be in place for your unborn child through your own power. What we are doing now is different—there is no protection against the worst should Sylas unleash.”

“I wouldn’t say no protection,” a voice sounded, and then black tendrils wove through the portal, an eruption of ebony power, and Ambrose Wisteryn manifested.

Remnant turned. “Protection that is not fully viable then.”

“Better,” Ambrose returned with a lift of his lips.

“We thought you left,” Velra said.

“The way is clear now outside. The Incubus allowed me in. And being the gracious being that I am, I actually waited for access to be granted, rather than flooding the area with black magic to force it, knowing this is where I am currently needed.”

The way was clear, yes.

Nyx was out there alone inside the house. He had been immersed in dreamwalking with the Celestial children of Haven Initiative, holding them within it to prepare them emotionally and mentally to absorb the Celestial magic being used by Morien, Gregor, and their allies. An incredible feat, especially considering he had only been able to hold one Celestial being at a time within his dreamwalking before. Ketheron was infusing him with his power to lessen the strain, yes, but a great deal of the capacity being employed was due to Nyx’s growth also. With Ariana and Ketheron having determined the precise mechanics of the siphoning, they’d asked him to do this before anything got underway.

It was an excellent call. Although working with them for months now, day after day, I had seen great progress from them, they had still endured great trauma in the days of their entrapment on the Celestial. This needed to be done in a way that did not cause them any more harm.

I also knew that Lucian had headed to Ryker who was with Gabriel patching the Valley of the Dead. While being inside Solumira with the hefty wards in place, we hadn’t encountered any revenants who’d slipped from the crumbling death dwelling, the Guardian Movement and the Unity Council had received hundreds of reports from the supernatural populace of such a thing occurring. Just like had befallen Sylas before he’d been taken.

Vorzyr was with Cornelius preparing a contingency that would employ the former’s Primal Celestial Resonance ability if need be.

Ryker would be headed to them shortly too, I was sure, because Lucian was going to convey Cornelius’ risky strategy of using the two thousand hybrids that wished to fight as bait to draw out Morien and Gregor, and the remaining Puritas army.

Risky yet an inspired idea.

And important for those hybrid beings also. To reject remaining in the sanctuaries they’d been hidden away in and stand and fight against those who wished to wipe them from the face of the earth.

“If you’d flooded our home with black magic, you’d be the one spending hours cleansing it,” Kai called over his shoulder at Ambrose without breaking his stride to us.

“You certainly are a fierce, demanding one, youngling.”

“Oof,” Lazriel said with a chuckle. “He won’t like that. Watch it.”

Remnant nuzzled against Lazriel, then swept over, Ambrose falling into step beside him.

“Kai takes it as a compliment,” Kai said with a smirk as he reached us.

“Your age being referenced in awe by other powerful beings just serves to highlight how far ahead of things that you are?” I asked.

“You’ve got it.”

I chuckled.

It would normally be something that Sylas would be all over.

Yet, he continued only to pace and grunt at his sparking hands that he could not control at present.

As Remnant and Ambrose reached us, his attention went to the black magic virtuoso. “You didn’t stick around long enough for me to thank you—or ask how the hell you found me.”

“I attempted to do what I believe you’d determined the most sound strategy of tracking Morien was—lock onto the black magic of mine that fuels him.”

“It didn’t work?”

“It has become too chaotic. He’s filled himself with power from other black magic users also, which has made it near impossible for me to latch onto just mine and use it as a tether to locate him. However, we are fortunate that I was tracking black magic users at the time—and many of them were inside that subterranean crypt of Corvin’s.”

“That’s why you didn’t answer my calls?”

“I received your message, so I understood that you wanted me not only to track Morien, but to also serve as the black magic barrier for the Celestial children when they begin drawing out the Celestial magic unnaturally imbued in Morien and Puritas. Given the severe limitations placed on knowledge of black magic usage, none of you are privy to the fact that I cannot simply draw magic from multiple corrupted sources directly into myself. Doing so would rupture my core. I need to construct a wall of sorts—a physical containment barrier—into which I pull all that unstable black magic. Only when it’s isolated, held there, and properly cured within that boundary can I safely absorb it. Constructing that barrier requires significant energy. Hence, I sought out additional black magic users—not to take in their corrupted magic, but to siphon the power around it. Their life force, their essence. Enough to fuel the construct. And in doing so, I also eliminated a few enemies for you—users not aligned with Puritas. Stragglers from Corvin’s network, before his death.”

Sylas scrubbed his hand over his face and muttered something about never being able to find Morien again, that he’d missed ‘his shot to take that motherfucker out’.

“You were severely compromised,” Ambrose reminded him. “It wasn’t your shot to take him out. However, given that he fled when you broke free from the chair, it certainly served to strike very real fear into him. And when the likes of Morien experience fear and a threat to their perceived apex predator status, they respond recklessly.”

“And that is how we will gain access to him,” Remnant finished for Ambrose. “Not to mention, Cornelius’ strategy will duly assist—if not with Morien directly, most definitely with Gregor and Puritas.”

Sylas took their words in and released a weighty breath.

“All right?” Kai said, having been rather quiet during that exchange, just studying Sylas.

“Fine.” He gave Kai a look. “Or as you’re concerned about… I’m stable.” He grunted at his sparking power. “Mentally.”

“And emotionally?”

I saw him move to bite back, but then his gaze drifted to Velra and Lazriel.

A soft smile graced his lips. He winked at them, gave me a chin lift, then straightened, as he admitted to Kai, “It’s up and down. But controllable, nonetheless.”

“I have something that will take the edge off,” Ambrose announced.

In the next moment, he startled all of us as some of his power sparked and a ringing sounded that had me wincing. Not just me, as I realized when Remnant grunted and Kai slapped his one free hand to at least one ear. Lazriel even clutched at his ears too.

Not Velra, though.

She looked on in worry, yet unaffected.

And then Ambrose leaned in and without touching Sylas directly, due to his sparking magic, he whispered something into his ear.

That was what he’d done… made it impossible for any of us to hear what he was saying.

Kai because he was close.

Remnant and I because of our supernatural enhanced hearing.

Lazriel, too, because a one hundred foot distance where he stood with Velra wouldn’t impact that. But Velra didn’t possess enhanced hearing, and it would have taken a little time for her to cast an auditory enhancement spell, so he hadn’t included her within those impacted.

As Ambrose pulled back and he snuffed out the spell, the ringing thankfully ceasing, Sylas’ eyes went to Velra and he appeared utterly shocked—but in a positive way?

“What is it?” I asked.

His gaze dropped to her belly and he smiled. “All will be well.”

That was all he got out before Remnant snagged Ambrose’s throat and hauled him off the ground. “Do not do that again.”

“It was necessary,” Ambrose rasped against his constricting grip. “My, my, since you’ve actually allowed yourself to become a true father to your son, your overprotectiveness has become unmatched and truly ferocious.”

Remnant snarled up at him, tightening his grip.

“We need him unharmed,” I spoke, stepping up to Remnant.

“He can perform while enduring a little agony.”

“Dad!” Lazriel called over. “I’m fine!”

“I can scent your blood.”

I looked over and saw Velra turning Lazriel’s head this way and that, examining him.

He had that familiar look on his face of loving her attentions, more attuned to that than the brief pain of the black magic spell Ambrose had invoked.

“Just a little. My ears are already healed now. It’s done.”

Remnant took his words in, then hissed at Ambrose. “Is it done? Hmm?”

“Like I said, old friend, it was necessary. And, yes, unfortunate. But it is indeed done.”

“And whatever it was also worked,” Kai cut in, gesturing at Sylas now standing tall, his magic no longer sparking, eyes wide in surprise as he turned his hands over.

Remnant released Ambrose.

Ambrose made a show of adjusting his robes, although it wasn’t actually necessary, but earned a grunt from Remnant.

I turned from Remnant and walked to Kai’s side. “Let’s begin.”

Kai gave a nod, then clasped my hand and I called my power, my white magic enveloping him like a film. It flared brightly, before then fusing into him, disappearing from sight, the only sign of the Celestial shield I’d imbued him with being the glimmering white sparks over his skin and clothing.

“Thanks,” Kai told me.

I stepped off to the side, keeping my power live in preparation.

Remnant moved back so he was just a few feet behind Kai, prepared to withstand a possible detonation from Sylas once Kai completed the spell and teleported out of the way.

And Ambrose stood just to the side of Remnant, conjuring a ball of swirling black tendrils that he levitated before him, growing it as he turned it with his palms streaming into it from either side.

“If the worst comes to the worst and you do release Risen Reckoning, while Remnant provides me time for my magic to interact and fuse with yours, I will be able to warp it. As with Morien enabling Undead Domination to be used on beings who were not death-touched, I can use black magic to do something similar—have Risen Reckoning impact the environment instead of people.” He added pointedly. “For a time, Sylas.”

“Understood,” Sylas said, straightening and then moving to shrug off his hooded leather coat.

“Nah, no need to strip,” Kai told him.

“What?”

“I’m well aware just how much you live to titillate. But keep your fucking clothes on.”

I swung my head as I heard a possessive hiss from Lazriel. “Yeah… fucking do.”

Velra rolled her eyes and I heard her tell him, “Every procedure he’s had has been him stripped down, cut into in some way.”

“I know,” Lazriel murmured.

They looked out at me sadly and I gave what I hoped was a reassuring chin lift, before turning my focus to the spell about to start, needing to be at the ready.

“No cutting, no incision at all,” Kai told him. “In fact, this is gonna feel really fucking good. That’s where the power expulsion concern plays into it.”

Kai levitated the black metal box between them.

Sylas asked, “Are you certain you were able to isolate the thread that—”

“Yes.”

“What about fusing Corvin’s magic into the core to ensure the infection he afflicted me with will also be decimated the moment the core—”

“Again, yes.” Kai gave him a look. “Backseat spellcaster.”

Sylas sucked in a breath. “Right. We’ve been researching this in great depth for months, you know the ins and outs of it.” His lips quirked. “Almost as well as I do.”

“You really want to take a hit at my ego when I’m about to do this?”

“Please. You’d never hurt me, brother.”

I heard Lazriel chuckling, saw Velra shaking her head in amused dismay.

I gave a roll of my eyes. “Kai, resume.”

He called his rose-gold power to both palms, levitating the contents of the box out, raising it to chest-level between him and Sylas.

Sylas started, his power sparking on his palms again, as he took in the sight of the dark-red rectangular gem surrounded by vibrant-blue vines.

The portion of his necromantic core that Corvin had torn from him.

Kai gestured at the vines. “When the core is returned to you, these will be decimated by your reactivated power. But they need to hit your system first because they’ll lock onto that infection that is only not impacting you because of the three cores of other necromancers in your system counteracting it.”

“You’re essentially using the infection against itself?” I asked.

“Pretty much.”

Highly impressive. Although, Kai most definitely didn’t need to hear that. His ego would already be communicating what a feat it truly was.

“As soon as this portion of your core locks onto the rest within, the three cores from the transplant will dissolve, your greater power transcending them. It will be all you, brother.”

Sylas gave a nod of understand and shifted his weight into a reinforced stance.

“Ready?” Kai asked.

“Ready.”

Kai’s power flamed on his left hand and he grasped Sylas’ shoulder with it.

With Sylas’ magic sparking, but my shield protecting Kai, there was no harm done, but there was some strain for Kai to maintain physical contact through it.

He grunted, then brought his other hand into play, guiding the core toward Sylas’ chest, his rose-gold magic flaming on his palm.

And then he thrust it forward, and it phased through into Sylas like liquid light, dissolving into him, sinking past skin and bone without leaving a mark.

Sylas lurched and grasped Kai’s shoulder.

And that was where my shield came into play, because Sylas’ power flared, sparking from his body, while Kai’s rose-gold glow pushed against his chest, directing the core within him.

He shuddered as he uttered an incantation the two of them had written together months ago when they’d still held hope that they’d be able to get their hands on the portion of the core and Corvin’s magic. Latin fused with an ancient tongue filled my ears, a complex construction that I would certainly tell Ketheron all about, as he delighted in that sort of thing.

“I can’t… sorry,” Sylas rasped to Kai. “Can’t… let go…”

“I know. It’s okay,” he managed, as he pushed harder so the core could reset within Sylas properly and then have the infection rooted out with the very magic of Corvin’s that had first inflicted it upon him.

I felt a wave of emotional pain through the Soul Brand and looked out at Velra who was clutching Lazriel as he fought against his clear overwhelming need to go to Sylas. She was right there in that need with him. Yet, of course she was holding it together—for both of them, for all of us. It was what she did. Bound us beautifully as a foursome, as former lone wanderers into a family, a rather curious and rambunctious one also.

“Stay back, son,” Remnant called over, while shifting his weight in preparation, feeling the escalation coming.

Ambrose held his power steady, his laser-focused gaze on Sylas.

A curse from Kai flipped my full focus back to him and Sylas.

Sylas fisted his shirt and jerked him against him. “Hurry… you need to… break contact.”

Kai let out a pained laugh. “Things really have… changed for you. Never missed a chance before… to…”

“Know where… my heart lies. And so… do you.”

Kai’s hand trembled as he ripped it from Sylas, then reared back and thrust forward with a formidable blast of power that rushed into Sylas.

In the next second, Sylas blew him back with an explosion of his crimson magic, just a moment before he let out an orgasmic cry, clearly wanting to spare Kai from sharing in it, both for Kai’s sake, and Sylas’ love for the three of us.

He staggered and I was there in the next moment, grasping his arms and holding him steady as he panted. His eyes, both blazing and hooded met mine.

His magic was burning into me as he struggled to contain the storm within him as the spell worked its will to recalibrate what should have never become unbalanced and damaged in the first place.

My Immortal physiology stood against the volatility, absorbing the damage, as he clutched at me.

“You know… I do… right?”

Of course now would be the time he chose to have this exchange between us.

The only one left within our foursome.

I smiled. “I know that you love me, yes. As I do you.”

I heard a cry of excitement from Lazriel, then him and Velra discussing the mutual confession, overjoyed by it.

I leaned in and breathed at his ear, “Almighty Necromancer.”

He snagged my belt and jerked me against him as the stimulation of the spell started to get the best of him, even another pleasurable cry escaping him.

“Reclaim what’s yours,” I told him, fighting against the need he was sparking in me at seeing him in this state, which was then further tested as he ground against me, his hardness making itself very much known. “Take back what they took from you.”

I heard a snarl from Lazriel.

It was his aroused, erotic snarl, and I had no doubt that it was a result of him scenting the need in Velra, something that had likely sparked because she’d felt mine through the Soul Brand—and it was indeed potent. And mighty difficult to maintain focus through.

“Get… clear,” Sylas strained to utter. “Cas… help Kai.”

I saw Ambrose react to his words and snatch the ball of black tendrils he’d created in his left hand, while his right palm sparked with his ebony power.

In the next moment, I ripped myself from Sylas, snatched up Kai, and rushed us both with my Immortal speed to Velra and Lazriel.

“Oh my God,” Velra breathed, just as Sylas’ crimson power erupted out of him in a mammoth explosion, another orgasmic cry tearing from his throat as he thrust his arms out either side of him and threw his head back.

As it rushed out from all around him, Ambrose threw up a wall of ebony power just in time in front of him and Remnant, a hair’s breadth away from it tearing into them.

Remnant hadn’t even flinched, rooted to the spot, as he knew he needed to be in case it escalated and Sylas invoked Risen Reckoning.

And then it happened—what we’d prepared for.

Sylas howled in ecstasy as crimson lightning lit up the sky, sparking violently, attacking the atmosphere essentially.

The invocation of Risen Reckoning.

“Sylas, no!” Lazriel screamed, starting forward, only to be held back by Velra’s swirling shadows.

I saw Sylas grimacing and fighting to get control.

“Come on. Come on.” He was whispering fiercely to himself.

I saw the lightning peter out.

But only for a moment, before it escalated into one hell of a mighty storm.

He slammed his hands down and the lightning leapfrogged across the ground along with a rush of his crimson power, like liquid energy—headed straight for us all.

Ambrose spun and threw his sphere.

It hit the stream and lightning combination and exploded, tendrils of black magic seeping into the power and working its will on it.

The stream decimated the ebony wall and hit Remnant, tearing into him, making him grunt, his hands turning that awful gray tinge marking desiccation as Risen Reckoning invoked on the living did its due damage.

Anyone other than an Ancient vampire would have been vaporized in moments, if not at the point of impact itself.

“Hold,” Ambrose urged Remnant. “One more moment.”

“Have them take their leave.”

Ambrose frowned. “You would not normally doubt your inability to—”

“It’s my son. My son, his loved ones, and their unborn child.”

“The child is safe.”

“What are you—”

“Go!” Kai yelled, cutting through my listening in over a hundred feet away.

I caught Lazriel’s eye and saw he’d heard also and he was looking at Velra curiously.

She grasped his arm, making him blink. “We can’t leave him. He needs us here. He keeps looking out at us. For Sylas that’s his signal that we’re anchoring him, that he needs us.”

“Urgh,” Sylas choked, and I looked out to see his stream being forced back and then moving around Remnant.

Ambrose’s intervention was working.

Temporarily.

Sylas dropped to his knees with a hefty thud, his eyes aflame and still hooded, his body reverberating.

And then he gritted his teeth and yanked his hands in tight to his chest.

It served to pull back his stream and then nullify the lightning utterly.

Remarkable.

Remnant staggered back.

Ambrose caught him and began healing the desiccation, while keeping a wary eye on Sylas.

Further and further Sylas drew the stream back toward him, absorbing the magic into himself.

Commanding it.

His fingers shook, then he closed his fists, and choked as the rest of the magic rushed back into him in a blink.

“Fuck me,” Lazriel breathed.

“He did it!” Velra cried.

Kai was nodding along with a bright and impressed smile.

Ambrose sighed heavily and pulled his tendrils back, reabsorbing them without even stopping his healing of Remnant.

In the next moment, Lazriel was rushing over and fussing over his father, until he was shown that the damage had been mostly healed, the rest well on its way.

“I need to head to the Shadow Tunnels. Prepare for battle,” Remnant told Lazriel.

“Right now? Don’t you need to rest, or—”

“I need to feed. You need to be here.” A smile lit his eyes. “Your necromancer is in great need as I’m sure you can sense… potently. As is your Wraithqueen.”

“Dad, can you not scent their—”

“Apologies. I am merely redirecting your focus where it is needed most. With me having been in danger and bearing witness to that, it’s pulling you in two different directions when there is no need.” He stroked Lazriel’s hair. “All is well. Just like I promised.”

I walked over and wrapped my arm around Lazriel. “He’s right. On all counts. Come.”

He nodded, and I started to ease him away.

In the next moment, Remnant gave Ambrose his thanks, then exited the Rifted Cradle with a burst of speed.

Ambrose ventured over to Kai, and I heard them discussing Kai’s complex spellwork that Ambrose had borne witness to today, along with Ambrose explaining how he would purge his black magic usage from our Rifted Cradle, how it could properly be cleansed, as Kai was curious. Well, he did always like to be prepared.

I led Lazriel over to where Velra now had her arms wrapped around Sylas, who was still on his knees, now panting and dripping with sweat.

“Is it messed-up to say that you look hot as fuck right now?” Lazriel spoke, looking Sylas up and down.

“Not messed-up at all,” Sylas told him. “You know what might be messed up, though?” he said, as he rose to his feet, taking Velra with him and stroking her hair in a very sensual way that had me stirring.

“What’s that?” Lazriel asked, swallowing hard.

Sylas’ eyes darkened with carnal threat. “The filthy depravity that’s gonna happen next.”
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There was blood everywhere.

Filling the air.

Coating my tongue.

Dripping into my mouth.

Slicking my fucking skin.

Belonging to Cassius.

Belonging to me.

Even from a couple of blood bags that Velra had conjured.

It was mixing with the stickiness over all four of us.

The soft flow of the running water had no chance of washing it all away.

And I fucking loved it.

It had started when I’d held Velra above me with her thighs around my head as I’d sat in the sunken tub in the sweet ensuite bathroom off the principal bedroom in our castle home, while Sylas had been soothing and cleansing himself in the bubbles after that intense-as-fuck spell. I’d eaten her out as she’d devoured my cock, then as her sweet taste had filled my mouth, it had set me off, which had then been compounded by me catching sight of Sylas snagging Cassius with his magic and licking the length of his massive cock. Next thing I knew, I’d been pulling Velra onto my lap, thrusting my fingers inside her warm and delicious cunt, then jerked Casius down to me, dropped my fangs and buried them in his throat.

And the blood and cum had just been flowing non-stop since then.

Me clawing and slashing my talons over Cas, myself, tearing open the blood bags and dousing us in it.

Sylas slicing shallow cuts with his magic over me, all hopped up on it in an insanely erotic driven way.

We couldn’t bleed him or Velra because their blood was toxic to me. But this was more than enough. Shit, it was insanely amazing.

And now we were inside the big walk-in shower, me half lying on the marble bench, half propped up against the light gray tiled wall as Sylas was on his knees tormenting my ass with his cock, while I powered up into Velra as she slicked her tongue all over me and scraped her nails down my chest, then took to tugging at my hair or lashing Cassius’ balls as he pumped down her throat, then switched out to mine.

“Wraithqueen,” I gasped as I fisted my hands in Velra’s hair and held her enraptured gaze to mine, losing myself in her feel, her scent, her taste. I slicked my tongue along her cheek, over her lips, as I powered up into her, while she met me thrust for thrust with a hell of a mind-bending rhythm.

One of my hands drifted to her belly and she beamed out at me as I stroked her there.

“Sweets,” she grinned down at me, her eyes shining, so happy, so enveloped in us all.

Cassius reached out and stroked her breasts.

As I angled my head a little and licked his cock, he drove forward and I swallowed him, just as Sylas stroked Velra’s hair with me.

She released a purr-like sound at our touches, the warm and reverent through the rough and dirty.

Cassius slapped one hand to the tile then and let out a sexy rumbling groan, right as Velra started picking up her pace and sending a surge of bliss through me, as she got caught up in the moment and escalated in that hot-as-hell way of hers.

I fucking loved it when she got like this—taking what she needed from us.

I loved seeing her lose control and open all the way.

I loved her. I loved all of this.

Everything about the four of us coming together.

The next thing I knew, I was going wild all over Cassius’ cock, licking, nibbling, sucking really fucking hard, then swirling my tongue. It had him shuddering, his fingers tightening around Velra’s left breast, which set her off and had her riding me harder—like a fiend. A ferocious, powerful, unencumbered out-of-this-world fiend.

A slap to my ass from Sylas had me jolting, pulling me back down to earth.

Not again.

He’d already done that twice. Before this, he’d taken to pushing into me with slow, shallow thrusts. So far from where I needed him—touching that sweet spot that set me off like a rocket.

It was confusing as fuck, slamming up against Velra riding me wildly, Cassius starting to slam down my throat like a beast.

Another slap had me whining around my mouthful, pulling me from the escalating pleasure again.

Cassius ripped his cock free, making me choke, saliva and precum dripping down my chin, and I watched as he then grasped Velra’s jaw. She tipped it up like a queen without him needing to do so, her eyes shining at him in desperate invitation.

He drove into her mouth, a long groan escaping him as she then sucked him deep.

Sylas pulled out of me inch by inch, making me thrash and whimper.

“Don’t keep… Sylas… you’re driving me fucking crazy,” I choked out.

“You like a little teasing,” he said, scraping his nails down my right thigh.

“Devious teasing,” Velra breathed as she slowed her pace on me, then started grinding.

Deep.

So fucking deep.

Rolling her hips.

Driving me out of my fucking mind.

“Too much… it’s too much,” I panted.

“Then beg,” Sylas rumbled. “But first thing’s first…”

He drew my attention purposely to deliver more erotic torture—which he was about to inflict upon Velra too—as he slid two fingers into her tight little ass.

“Ah… fuck,” I uttered, throwing my head back, at the sound of her pleasurable cry and the way she bucked on me, shifting my cock inside her.

As he went to sink them in deeper, to make her little hole swallow them, Cassius slid from her mouth, then moved over there.

He sank lower and braced on bent legs as he angled his gorgeous cock toward Sylas’ buried fingers.

Sylas arched an eyebrow.

I was right there with him.

Damn and shit, yeah.

Velra turned her head and sucked in a harsh breath. “Hell… do it.”

Sylas smirked, then spat into her ass.

Once. Twice.

Then I saw a spark of his magic and she wiggled as he’d obviously magically lubed her.

Cassius grasped my thigh beneath her, his other palming her right ass cheek as he spread it open, then began sinking inside.

“Ungh… oh fuck… yes… yes,” she murmured.

Cassius ran his hand all over her hair, her shoulder blades, her back, as he eased in deeper at a difficult angle that with Sylas in play right there they were both able to work.

I snagged Velra’s hips, holding her still on my cock while Cassius eased in.

Remaining still myself and not powering up into her was a hell of a thing too.

But for her… for her… anything.

Her eyes shining at me as she noticed what I was doing was fucking everything.

And in the next moment, they flamed with her purple power as her pleasure surged when Cassius seated balls deep and held, filling her, stretching her, making her feel every glorious inch of his thickness.

“Such a good boy,” Sylas told me, sending that hot and dirty thrill through me that always happened when he brought this with me.

“You can let go now, wild one,” Cassius said, smiling down at me as he stroked and kissed Velra’s back and shoulder, and he watched me doing the same over her breasts and belly.

Velra bucked on me and tried to push back on Cassius, wanting no more adjusting time, no more stillness, getting all frantic.

I jolted as her frost spread over my pecs, making me hiss and shudder with the harsh but very fucking welcome sensation of her magic working its will on me.

Sylas slammed into me, driving all the way in this time, and hitting that spot that set off lightning bolts of pleasure and stole my breath all at once.

Velra’s frost spread and she started riding me.

I thrust up inside her, fucking her rapid-fire.

Then… shit… watching Cassius take her ass, grinding, bearing down, then starting to power into her in sync with my thrusts and her losing it and ramming back and forth onto us both… I was a goner.

As if that wasn’t enough, Sylas’ primal grunts filled the air, he scraped up and down my thighs as he went.

I lost it, a wolf howl tearing from my throat, my fangs fucking dropping, as I lurched up and came inside Velra with a fury.

She screamed in ecstasy as my hot cum pulsed into her, and then she was shuddering, clenching down around my cock ferociously, then coming all over me.

Through her orgasm, she kept going, riding me harder, her frost retreating, but her shadows coming out to play and touching all of us, skimming and brushing our skin, our hair, our faces, our dicks… every fucking thing.

“Motherfucker,” Sylas uttered, ramming into me, twisting his hips in the midst of it and making me scream for him, as Velra already had me in a tailspin with her slamming down on my cock so beautifully viciously.

“Little shadow,” Cassius breathed at her ear, before he gnawed at her shoulder, losing control too.

I saw Sylas’ eyes flame as it pulled him right to the edge as well, and then he was grasping Velra’s hair and jerking her head toward him, a moment before he took her in a rough and hungry kiss.

Tongues and teeth clashed.

She shuddered on me and came again with a scream that Sylas swallowed down into his glorious mouth. His glorious dirty fucking mouth.

As they pulled back to actually breathe, he smirked at me, then reached around, gathered the mixture of my cum and Velra’s dripping out of her and over me, and he slicked his fingers in it, then slid two of them inside my ass alongside his cock—right as he slammed forward and bore down.

“Fuck… fuck!” I bellowed out into the room, a full body shudder of ecstasy taking me, and making me come like crazy inside Velra, spurting and spurting, which had her trembling and gasping in pleasure.

“Hades,” Cassius breathed as she convulsed on us all, then came again.

She had him then, and he fisted her hair, holding her to him as he shot off inside her.

The sensation had her shrieks escalating.

He pulled out, she lifted off my cock, spun around, then straddled me backward, and dove down and lashed her tongue all over my cock that was slick and sticky with both of us.

Sylas grazed his nails over my balls, then jackhammered into me.

Cassius slid his cock back and forth over my lips, coating me in his cum and Velra’s ass.

“Fuck me,” I groaned.

He pushed in, cradling the back of my head, feeding it to me, and I licked and cleaned him ravenously, just as Sylas roared and came in my ass, hurtling me headlong into crashing pleasure.

My cum sprayed all over Velra as she licked up my shaft and stomach.

Then Sylas was there, gathering it on his fingers, then feeding her more, gliding sensually over her tongue, before swallowing down the rest himself.

Cassius eased from my mouth and stroked my cheek, before sinking against the wall.

Velra eased back then and I grasped her hips, pulling her to me as I sat up against the tiled wall, taking in the water still flowing around us.

As I wrapped her up in my arms and Sylas and Cassius crowded us to do the same, I grinned out at the three of them. “Filthy depravity was definitely it.”

It was just our way.

When we came together all bets were off.

And I wouldn’t change it for anything.
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“So, what was it?” I asked as I chilled on our cozy-as-fuck bed, the ivory and blue-gray sheets so unbelievably soft, silky and luxurious. Absolutely perfect for our Wraithqueen. She deserved nothing less.

And, yeah, I could definitely get used to it as well.

The comfort of it.

Us having our own place like this away from everyone and everything. Well, once we moved the entrance to the Rifted Cradle it existed within after we’d dealt with our enemies. It currently being on Solumira’s grounds wasn’t gonna be viable long-term for us or for the foursome of Kai, Ariana, Vorzyr, and Nyx.

All eyes were on me as my question hung there, taking a while to register with everyone in their basking-in-the-afterglow states.

We’d taken a shower after all of that and now Sylas was on one edge of the bed in just a pair of crimson boxers and in his sexy shirtless state, his arm draped over me.

I was sandwiching Velra between me and Cassius, him being on the other end, and I also had my legs draped over his. Velra was in her cute pajamas of her little lavender shorts and her off-the-shoulder black top. And Cassius was in his boxers with that teal tee covering his chest that did some smoking hot justice to his huge fucking biceps.

For my part, I was just in a pair of black boxers. Chilling. Really fucking chill.

The fact that being with them could bring that to me in light of everything was really saying something.

Witnessing the intensity of that spell earlier that had finally restored Sylas once and for all, was something I was still wrapping my head around—just like he clearly was because he kept stroking his chest absently right at the site of where Kai had sunk the core into him.

Then with all the big shit we still had to see to in Morien and Puritas.

All those involved too.

“What was what?” Velra asked, gazing at me sleepily.

I nuzzled against her cheek, then turned to Sylas on my other side. “What was it that Ambrose said to you?” I ran my fingers through his mussed up hair. “I mean, I did have blood coming out of my ears when he invoked that bitch of a spell to convey whatever it was to you.”

He tickled my lips, making me twist away into Velra, which had her giggling and Cassius grinning as he looked on with amusement. “Pouting at me? You should know better by now. You know that’s a fuck-me signal to me.”

“Everything’s a fuck-me signal to you,” Velra threw at him, her eyes glinting.

“Not everything, Dark Beauty, but you biting back at me and challenging me in your delectably no-holds-barred blunt way certainly is.”

“Hmm… the pouting, however?” Cassius spoke. “Not so.” He eyed Sylas pointedly. “It cuts at your heart and most definitely has you verging on giving him whatever he wishes.”

“Oof, Cas’ on-point observational skills for the win!” I cried. I nudged Sylas. “He’s got your number, big time.” I pursed my lips at him again, gazing up at him as he was half leaning over me, his arm still wrapped around me. “You sexy necromantic heartthrob.”

“Careful,” he rumbled.

“Yeah? Or what? You want to take a run at the Graverun King?”

“Oh, abso-fucking-lutely.” His eyes softened as he ran his knuckles along my jawline, sending a rush of heat through me. “Just not in the violent and brutal way you’re getting at.”

“A little violent and brutal?”

His lips quirked. “Maybe just a little.”

“Stop,” Velra said, nudging me, then slapping Sylas’ bare thigh. “We’re cooling off right now. All this talk is—”

“Getting you nice and slick for us again?” I teased.

“Lazriel,” Cassius uttered.

“Fine.” I leaned over and pressed a kiss to Velra’s cheek. “Sorry, love. Rest up. I’m just fucking around—no… screwing—I mean—”

She giggled. “Got it.”

“Bad—or pointed—word choices notwithstanding,” Sylas laughed.

Unfortunately, the levity dissipated all too soon, and a tenseness took us as Sylas straightened, his expression becoming serious.

Wait… but also… reverent?

It wasn’t bad what he was about to say, then? It was just… a lot?

“It was about our child,” he spoke. “What Ambrose had to convey to me was about the baby.”

“What?” Velra said, sitting up ramrod straight, grasping my arm, and Cassius taking her hand in his.

Sylas held up his hand. “It’s all right.”

“How? How is it all right that the black magic virtuoso himself imparted some creepy warning about our baby?”

Sylas raised an eyebrow. “Creepy?”

She gave him a look.

“Right,” he said. “But this wasn’t creepy. Nor was it some portent of doom. Ambrose is connected to energy, instances, anything that skirts the balance of nature, that challenges the constraints of power, magic, life and death.” His gaze flicked to each of us in turn. “Things that push the limits of possibility.” His lips quirked as that gaze dropped to Velra’s belly. “Or rewrite it completely.”

“Because this baby is Wraith-Necromancer, the first of its kind?” I asked.

“Yes and also no. It’s more than that. This baby is life created from death. The fact it was possible at all, Ambrose says points to the tether of the Soul Brand and the Ancient blood running through your veins, Lazriel, being factors and… attuning the death energy from the Wraith and Necromantic aspects to something conducive to allowing conception.”

I started. “You’re saying this baby is actually… all four of us?”

“Yes,” Cassius said, lifting his lips. “Most certainly.”

Sylas smiled as well, then continued, “But I’m also saying that this baby being life created from death means he exists outside the balance.” His eyes lit up. “Meaning… he cannot be killed.”

“Our child is truly immortal,” Cassius breathed.

Velra choked and tightened her grip on me, which I reciprocated, even as I stared.

Just fucking stared.

This was… a fuck of a lot to digest.

The relief of it was something I couldn’t quite quantify or even figure out how to begin wrapping my head around.

I mean… with all we’d lost, all the pain, abandonment, the death, violence, the fear… now we’d created this? A baby… our child… a fitting extension of our family… that couldn’t ever be taken from us, that would always and forever remain?

It was unbelievable.

And it was choking me the fuck up.

I could hardly contain it.

Sylas even wasn’t. I saw his eyes shining with unshed tears of fucking joy—and that relief.

Cassius sidled closer to Velra, starting to stroke her hair as she tried to process it in her usual quiet way as she stared down at her belly.

And then her head suddenly shot up, jarring me and Cassius right against her, and making Sylas tense in surprise too.

“You said it again.”

“Said what?” he asked.

“He. When you were talking about our baby, yet again, you said he.”

He winced. “Fuck… it just… came out. Keeps coming out, apparently. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“To spoil it?” she cut in. “You mean, it’s not just a projection or something? You know it for a fact?”

Sylas frowned. “Of course not. Gender and me… you may have noticed it doesn’t really compute.” He sighed. “When I first read you and the baby when we found out you were pregnant, I felt its energy signature… something set at conception… and I inadvertently determined the gender.” He winced again, as my heart was pounding like crazy. “I’m so sorry I ruined the surprise of it.”

“Ruined?” Velra cried. “It’s the opposite! This makes it—”

“More real!” I exclaimed.

“Exactly,” she said, rubbing my arm excitedly. “Oh my God! This is… wow!”

Sylas full-on grinned. “I know.”

Cassius enveloped Velra and me in an unrestrained overjoyed bear hug.

That took the elation to a whole other level, and then Sylas was throwing himself into the fray, all of us hugging, kissing, just reveling in the joy.

And it felt fucking amazing.

I felt a shift in Sylas as we fell into each other for a little too long and the physicality ramped up, headed in a heated direction. I was right there with him.

I saw Cassius’ eyes start to hood.

And all of that was intensified for the three of us when a sexy little moan escaped Velra.

I loved her wanting us, needing us like that, all fucking over her.

I was one breath away from stripping off my boxers when another presence screamed at me.

I jerked back just as a flare of magic rolled over the room.

In the next moment, a flash of rose-gold power erupted right in front of Sylas and a piece of paper materialized.

He snatched it out of the air and the magic dissipated.

Then he was grunting and sitting up from where he’d had me on my back, an arm wrapped around me, while his other had been on Velra’s belly. She was down between my spread legs, breasts on my thigh, while her head angled up on Cassius’ chest, and he had his leg hooked around mine.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

He shook his head with an amused smile at the note, then flicked his fingers and levitated it around so the three of us could read it.

Sylas,

Your vitals are concerning me. You’re overexerting yourself. Rest and fucking rest now. It won’t be as bad as last time with that nasty transplant, but you still do need to give it a couple of days of acclimation following the restoration spell.

Heed my words or we’re all in some deep fucking trouble.

Sleep tight—and long.

No more strenuous fucking for a few hours.

Chill with the magic for a couple of days, just small spells, nothing more.

Your current cockblocker, but caring friend and fellow know-it-all,

Kai.

“Well, he certainly has a way with words,” Cassius commented. “And clearly also impeccable timing should what he’s warning of prove to be true.” He eyed Sylas expectantly.

Velra slapped his arm. “Sylas! Seriously?”

“What?” he asked, moving to flick away Kai’s note with his magic, until Cassius leaned over Velra and took care of it, giving him a disgruntled look, because Kai had seriously just warned Sylas to chill on the magic usage—and everything.

“I’m fine.”

“Huh. Thought you hated that word,” I said.

He tickled under my chin. “Only when you use it when you’re clearly not fine in the least.”

I batted his hand away.

Although, honestly, fighting past allowing that to distract me was a hell of a feat.

Especially when we’d been on the on-ramp toward some more mind-blowing fucking.

Jeez. It was a really good thing I had full control over both my wolf and my vampire side now. These tests to my control… shit.

“Your vitals are actually fine, though. Your heart rate isn’t irregular, there’s no sluggishness or vascular pulsing, no strain in your lungs.” I stared intently. “And you’re not feverish.” Then it hit me. As I shot a look at Velra and Cassius, it seemed they’d come to the same realization. “You’re masking it with magic? That’s what Velra was getting at.” I slapped his chest.

“Ow!” he cried. “How is that going to help the situation?” He rubbed the site where I’d slapped him. “Do you know how hard you hit? That’s gonna leave a bruise.”

“Well, then, good thing you’re using your magic to hide everything, isn’t it?” I shot back.

He held up his hands as Velra moved to speak and back me up. “I just… finally being restored… after everything… I just wanted to revel in it with the three of you. No negativity. No constraints. Just for a little while.”

Dammit. “Shit, you don’t even need to pout.”

“To tug at your heartstrings?” he queried.

“Yes, you maddening bastard.”

He smiled.

And then a brief flare of his crimson glow radiated the length of him.

Him dropping the magic he’d had in place, a glamor.

Then I heard it—his irregular pulse, the strain with his breathing.

He saw us registering the shift in him—as if the sweat beading his brow and over his chest that was now visible wasn’t enough of a giveaway as it was.

“I had a time-release on it. Twenty minutes from now it was going to drop and I was going to clue you all in. I just didn’t want it ruined… just wanted some time for us that wasn’t marred by external factors, this war, other players, any of it. It wasn’t intended as one of my secrets.”

Velra, Cassius, and I exchanged a look, a lot being said without words.

And then Velra told Sylas, “Okay.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Okay? Just like that?”

“Yep,” she confirmed. “You’ve been doing well with that lately, drawing on us, pulling together instead of lone-wolfing it. I mean, there are some things that—”

“Requital.”

“What?”

“Requital is what me and Ry are calling the proposal that will bridge the gap between the Guardian Movement and The Shadowed.”

“Yeah?” she asked, excitedly, with him so easily sharing.

“Yeah,” he said, grinning. “Want to know the whole deal?”

“Of course. Just one thing first.” She crawled over me and Cassius to reach him, getting an ass rub from me along the way that had her giggling.

And then she settled cross-legged in front of Sylas and took his hand and stroked the Nexus Band ring still there on his finger.

It didn’t work anymore.

She’d given it to him to monitor his wellness, but with him having his magic bound for a while, then the interference of the transplant, it had broken the connection, rendering it as just a ring now.

She tipped her head up to look at him.

He nodded, getting it. “With the coming battle, you need peace of mind. Go for it.”

“And you won’t alter it, or redirect it to focus on somebody else this time?”

His eyes flicked to Cassius. “You told her?”

“That you had it focus on Vorzyr’s wellbeing, switching the frequencies of his Nexus Band and yours when you and Cassius went on that Puritas cell massacre mission?” Velra spoke. “No. He didn’t. I figured it out myself after the two of you revealed what you did and I realized I hadn’t felt you being in danger, but I did feel a flicker of Kai Hunter’s magic. Then knowing Vorzyr has a Nexus Band also, I put it together.”

“I love it,” I said, laughing, and holding my wrist out that had the forest-green gem bracelet she’d made for me months ago.

“Such a good boy,” Sylas grunted at me.

I flashed him a shit-eating grin, which only widened as Velra reached back with her free hand and stroked my cheek.

But then she was grabbing my wrist. “Come here, naughty little wolf.” Her lip curled. “And rambunctious vampire.”

I moved beside Sylas as she had hold of my wrist, specifically my bracelet.

And then as she held both that and Sylas’ ring, her power sparked—purple Dark Fae, shadows, and even frost, enveloping the bracelet and the ring.

I watched as a Nexus Band ring appeared on the index finger of her right hand.

“What… what are you doing?” I asked, already realizing, but needing her to say it.

“Now it works both ways. I can feel your wellbeing and you both can feel mine. I’m sorry… I should have done that in the first place, but my possessiveness and all that survival mode trauma heaviness got the best of me.”

Cassius came over and wrapped his arm around her, then held out his hand that also had a Nexus Band ring on his finger now. “I adore it, little shadow.” Although with the Soul Brand they didn’t need any sort of extra wellbeing monitor between them, this meant that Cassius could now clock me and Sylas.

“Well, shit, this really works well with the paranoid, possessive, abandonment issues ridden makeup of our group,” I commented.

That earned a whole lot of laughter.

“Come on,” she said, easing Sylas and me down to the bed with her as Cassius urged her. “Let’s rest like Sylas needs.”

As we all settled under the covers, I told Sylas, “Telling us about Requital can be our bedtime story. From the look on your face when you brought it up, it sounds like it has a happy ending, so I’m good with that.”

“A very happy ending,” he confirmed, nuzzling against me, as we all drew closer together and sank into one another.

Just the way it was always going to be with us.

Fucking perfect.

OceanofPDF.com


26
[image: ]
~Sylas~



“Maximus.”

“Neron.”

“Dacian.”

“Valzar.”

I eyed Lazriel as he reclined on the amethyst couch in the living room after slapping his textbook down on one of the cushions and uttering those words.

Names, actually.

Potential baby names.

Again.

“What’s the last one?”

He lifted a shoulder, those and his glorious arms on full display with just a tank top covering his upper half. “I made it up.”

He moved to kick his booted feet up on the table, his tactical pants straining across his muscular legs.

I snapped my fingers. “Nuh-uh.”

With a grunt, he stopped and twisted, putting his boots flat on the rug that covered the gray stone floor, a geometric print melding amethyst and deep green.

“Better?” he asked.

“Getting there.”

It was a work in progress as I knew it would be when we all fully settled into this home together. At least he hadn’t yet thrown muddied and bloodied clothes onto the couch or the bed upstairs. A far cry from what I’d witnessed of him with his dorm room.

Thuds and the scraping of furniture sounded upstairs and Lazriel shot his head up, getting so easily distracted once again.

It was Cassius helping Ketheron to organize his new room for when we all moved in, once the house was complete and this war was done.

It wouldn’t be long now.

A couple of days had gone by and my system had settled. I was now back at full motherfucking power.

We were just waiting on Ryker and Remnant.

The Shadowed was wiping out remaining outlier Puritas cells so when we moved into battle we’d just have one contingent to deal with, not others still out there to concern ourselves with. It would be all said and done in one fell swoop.

One massive battle, though, because, according to Ambrose, what I’d observed when I’d been held captive in that subterranean crypt with my faculties compromised, hadn’t been the full picture of the remaining central Puritas army. I’d seen a couple of hundred, but with his abilities, Ambrose had seen into the entirety of the place and clocked three thousand.

While Remnant was working that angle with the outliers, Ryker had agreed to work the strategy Cornelius had offered up and Ry was now prepping the two-thousand hybrid gathering that would serve as a means to draw out Gregor and Puritas—and Morien.

Ketheron and Ariana were ready to work with the Haven Initiative children to siphon the Celestial magic from them. Ambrose would be in place at a moment’s notice to provide a black magic barrier also. And Cassius would be a conduit. We needed all those Puritas members imbued with stolen Celestial power to be in one place—to be drawn out by the hybrid gathering—wherein Cassius would forge a link for the Celestial children to latch onto.

For my part, I was scrawling notes and formulas into my journal as I sat in the forest-green armchair across from Lazriel, where I’d been determining the most effective way to hold back a mammoth unleashing of Risen Reckoning expected from Morien. I had to hold it back during the time it would take for the Celestial power and black magic to be drawn from him. Obviously with those massive boosts, it would technically make Morien and that spell stronger than me, able to overpower me.

Technically.

There were ways around it, ways to undercut both him and it so it wasn’t a case of just power slamming against power.

“Are you finished?” I asked Lazriel, gesturing at his textbook and notebook tossed onto the couch along with his pen.

He was working on an assignment for Combat and Power Suppression, a class with Professor Voxe, his favorite. But this assignment was theory-based, and Lazriel wasn’t particularly fond of that.

Normally, I’d put his struggle with focusing down to that.

But it appeared to be more than that this time.

“No. I’ll do it later.”

“We have time now.”

He shoved a hand through his hair and rose to his feet. “It’s stupid.”

“Stupid?” I queried, placing my journal and pen down on the marble-topped side table.

“Yeah, I mean, with everything happening, having to bounce between the dorms, the Academy itself, then here, and The Shadow Tunnels before that, Cassius and Ketheron’s apartment… why am I even still continuing on with my Wraeven Academy studies? I know what I want to do now—working with Vyrn Hollow Shifter Habitat—so why even bother to carry on through to graduation?”

“You have merely a couple of months remaining of a four-year endeavor. Do you not think it’s worth completing?”

He scoffed. “Why? Look around. I mean, not around this specific room… you know what I’m getting at.”

“I do. However, you put four years into this. If you tap out right near the end, there will be no payoff. You began at Wraeven Academy as a quiet, lost, and fractured being. Yet, when I met you, you’d come to basically rule that place and everyone within it. As a wolf. A wolf among more powerful beings. It was your presence, your take-no-prisoners and forthright attitude that did that, something you were able to develop within the safety of the Academy. Your sexuality and your issues with your vampire side… yes, those were still issues at the time and the vampire aspect evolved independently of the Academy’s influence. Neither did you coming to terms with your sexuality—that was through your relationship with the three of us. But attending Wraeven was the beginning of a shift in you, of you moving from the boy who’d been sheltered in a safehouse after being cast out by his pack, to somebody walking the halls with confidence and inner power. To follow that through to the end isn’t about grades or graduation for a diploma’s sake… it’s a claim to be made for you. To finish what you started, to mark that properly.”

I sat forward on the chair. “Not to mention, given your career path now determined, Professor Drenn Voxe would be a very useful resource to glean from. He’s a wolf-dragon hybrid, he’s seen a lot, lived, suffered, learned. Being around him for your classes would provide a great opportunity there and further help to prepare you for Vyrn Hollow and the SSU.”

“Huh,” he uttered, as he took my words in. “Well, that’s… good points.” He gave me a withering look. “You bastard.”

I grinned. “I know.” I leaned back. “Also, Velra’s carrying on through to the end of the year. She likes what Wraeven gave her… stability and a path to emerging back into the world from too long spent in hiding. And it’s also her not wanting all this Puritas madness to interfere in her life again and what she can and cannot do. It’s already pulled her away several times, so she’s determined to push on through.”

“Not allow it to win?” He smiled. “Yeah, that’s her.”

“Cassius will also be maintaining his teaching position there,” a voice boomed through the room as the man himself strode on in.

I chuckled as I saw stone debris all over him. And he was carrying a little teddy bear that had lost one of his button eyes.

“You will?” Lazriel asked, the hope in his voice resonating through me.

“Yes. I enjoy my role as professor. It is a nice bridge with my work with the children at Haven Initiative.” His lips quirked. “Also, as you said yourself, my students thoroughly enjoy my Ritual Ethics & Celestial Lawfare class—specifically my teaching style.”

“Wow, who would have thought that teaching that class would ever become about more than stalking our lovely Velra Nox?”

“Stalking? You were the one who begged me to see to her.”

“Well… you were being a standoffish dick to her.”

Cassius stared at him for a moment, tension rising.

But then he gave a nod. “Yes, I truly was. My intention had been to protect her from myself, but it was foolish. And unnecessary. Velra could never—”

“Be such a weak and incapable thing requiring savior complex intervention?” her voice suddenly came, a moment before she teleported in with a burst of her purple power.

She materialized beside the couch, winking at Lazriel, giving me a smile, then turning to address Cassius to her right. “Hmm?”

“Velra, that is not—”

“I’m screwing around. I know it was complicated for you. For all of us. All dealt with. In the past. Done and done.” She grasped his hand. “But I’m really happy that you’ve come to love your job as professor there so much.”

“And you? Your plans are to graduate, then move into a fulltime role with the Crossborn Refuge System alongside Nyx Laryn?”

“That will be part of it, but… I just met with Graceyn from Thryne to hand over the elixir I finalized that will cure King Darethor, and there’s something else I’m going to get involved in as well.”

“With Thryne itself?” I queried.

“No. With Thryne evolving and becoming part of a new Royal Fae Court set up now that the king has seen the error of his ways, my involvement isn’t needed. Besides, Graceyn has it. And Kelsana is already making waves too—in a good way.”

She eased her hand from Cassius as she started talking animatedly, the chains on her leather corset and pants making a pleasant jingling sound as she moved. Lazriel, Cassius, and I smiled out at each other, loving this excitement from her. Especially as she unconsciously patted her pregnant belly through it, like she was including our unborn baby in the conversation as well.

“I’m going to work with Darethor on hybrid integration and also moving away from the dangerous and outdated notion of pure bloodlines that’s still running rampant in the Dark Fae Realm. There was a reason that so many Dark Fae beings were recruited into Puritas and so easily led by my parents. To stop that from happening in other ways even when Puritas is gone, change needs to begin at the roots. And that’s what I’ll be working toward with the king.”

“Wondrous,” Cassius said, wrapping her up in his arms. “Truly wondrous.”

The teddy bear bumped against her back as they embraced, and she eased away, staring at it, noticing the eye. “This is Ketheron’s favorite stuffed animal. What happened?”

“He got a little excited and that can sometimes result in him unleashing his strength without meaning to. The bear took the brunt of him reassembling his bed without wishing to use magic, and a pole tore out its eye. He’s searching for it now because he doesn’t want it fixed with magic either.”

“Of course not. This bear is a grounding influence to him, away from the complications of magic and power,” Velra stated.

Cassius beamed down at her. “Yes. It very much is.”

“When he finds the eye, I’ll sew it back into place,” Lazriel offered.

“You know how to sew?” Cassius asked.

“Yeah. I mean, not all of us grew up being able to fix things with a flick of our magical fingers. Until everything went to hell, I did grow up in a wolf pack environment where there was a lot of hands-on needed—fixing things with tools and a sewing kit.”

“Thank you, wild one.”

“After that, though, Lazriel needs to attend to his assignment,” I told them.

“I thought you’d been working on that all morning?” Velra queried. “Is it harder than you thought? Do you need help? I can—”

“No,” I cut in. “It’s a focus issue.” If she offered to help, he’d get distracted even more—in her.

“You have my readings to do for the next class,” Cassius told him. “To help you regain your focus, it could be helpful to concentrate on those, then move back to the assignment for Voxe’s class.”

Ketheron burst into the room, the floor reverberating with his heavy footsteps—something he applied when he was either excitable or upset.

“I can read the required text sections for you and provide a detailed summary to save you time,” he offered Lazriel.

“No,” I told Ketheron. “That’s really kind of you and very helpful, but this is something Lazriel needs to attend to himself.”

“Oh. Okay.” He winced at Lazriel. “Sorry, friend.”

Lazriel grunted at me, then smiled out at Ketheron. “Thanks, Keth. Do you have the bear’s eye? I can sew it back on for you.”

Ketheron’s eyes lit up. “That would be great. I was planning to absorb a book on sewing, but this will be better.” He tapped his chin. “Perhaps I will still add it to my list of skills to master, though, and commence readings later on regardless.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” Cassius encouraged him.

Ketheron pulled the button eye from his charcoal hoodie pocket and handed it over to Lazriel.

Cassius made a move to toss the bear over.

“No!” Ketheron cried out.

Cassius started. “He will not be harmed, Ketheron. Lazriel also has miraculous reflexes so he will not hit the ground anyway.”

When Ketheron still looked uncomfortable despite the reassurances, Velra smiled and eased the bear from Cassius’ grip, then walked to Lazriel and handed it over carefully.

Cassius went to Ketheron and I heard him whispering apologies about the bear, with Ketheron nodding and smiling in acceptance, before he nuzzled against him for a moment.

Lazriel rose to his feet with the bear and the eye, telling us, “I have a sewing kit in my duffel bag upstairs. Be right back.”

“Wait,” Ketheron called.

Lazriel eyed him in question.

“I… I heard you talking about baby names. My bear… he’s never had a name. May I use one of yours—one you don’t intend to use for the baby?”

“Sure. Which one do you like the sound of?”

“Maximus. His visitors could call him Max for short.”

“Go for it,” Lazriel told him.

“Thank you,” he said, walking to Lazriel and stroking the bear’s golden head.

“Baby names?” Velra spoke. “I thought we agreed to do that together?”

I chuckled at the very real fear in her eyes of Lazriel being the sole one to settle on a baby name and get so attached to it that none of us would be able to take it back.

“Just throwing some out there,” Lazriel told her.

“Really?” she questioned. “Just?”

“Wouldn’t it be more pertinent to wait until the baby is birthed, before he’s assigned a name?” Cassius spoke.

He hadn’t been involved much in the baby name discussion and I’d been kicked out of it when I’d given a list of names that were considered “too aggressive”, many Latin-esque suggestions that had the meanings of “ruler” and “conqueror.” Sure, we were working toward living in a time of peace after this coming battle, but setting our son up with such a name served as somewhat of a deterrent. Even in peace, the wise man carries a blade.

Cassius had been focused on the nursery with Velra, while Ketheron and I had been figuring out possible locations to move this Rifted Cradle to, as well as ways to maintain it eternally, because Rifted Cradles were usually short-lived creations. But this, Glacialis Arx within it, was slated to be our eternal home.

And Lazriel had been working on a list of the baby items we would need. He was also secretly working with Kai to design a magical research lab for me—not a creepy cave-like one that Kai had for himself, but something more modern and expansive that could also facilitate collaboration. Because, yeah, I’d finally become the guy who wanted to collaborate. Not just with my work with Arcanum Order, but now this too, and Requital. I’d even heard him talking about making an area for me to resume my charcoal drawings within the lab itself.

I was letting Lazriel believe that his work with Kai was still a secret and unknown to me.

How could I ruin that? He was so excited about it. And it was undeniably so incredibly thoughtful of him.

“Very good point,” Velra told Cassius.

“Fine, but we still need names prepared,” Lazriel insisted, not willing to give it up.

Off Velra’s look, he winked at her, then went to seek out the sewing kit, moving to execute a burst of vampiric speed.

He’d just pushed off when he came to a jarring stop as a harsh wind ripped through the area, and then Remnant burst in front of him.

“Dad,” he choked.

And it wasn’t just the shock of him arriving in blink-and-you’ll-miss-it Ancient Vampire speed.

It was the blood.

Dousing him.

Dripping down his metal face mask, all over his hood and his leather coat, drenching his pants and mixing with a whole lot of dirt and debris.

His hands were also tinged with gray—the sign of desiccation—albeit he was healing rapidly.

“Shit, what’s happened?” Lazriel rasped.

As I shot to my feet, Ketheron’s eyes narrowed through the living room door.

“An alarm has begun sounding,” he announced.

He was the only being who could hear beyond a Rifted Cradle or pocket dimension, due to his Polygenus Entity nature and abilities.

“Yes,” Remnant spoke. “I informed the abrasive sorcerer just beyond this forged plane in Solumira outside and he has spread word to Ryker Morgan.”

Abrasive sorcerer—most definitely Kai.

“Informed him of what?” Velra asked. “What’s happened?”

Lazriel scented his father. “Some of this blood is yours.”

It took a great deal to make Remnant bleed, to even come close to puncturing his skin.

Remnant reached out on pure instinct, it seemed, which said a fuck of a lot considering how logical and calculated he usually was. But his care for his son now trumped everything for him and put a strain on his former way of doing things.

He grasped Lazriel’s shoulder in a gesture of comfort and reassurance, then winced at the fact that he’d just spread his own blood—and a whole lot of others over Lazriel’s skin.

“It’s okay, Dad.”

“As am I.”

“If something’s made you bleed, though—”

“Myself and a unit of The Shadowed were decimating the last outlying Puritas cell and at the tail end, a force of Dark Fae arrived on scene. They were sent by Morien, not Gregor. And they were infused with his necromantic abilities like we first encountered at the CRS facility.”

“Shit, no,” Lazriel breathed.

Cassius, Ketheron, and I exchanged a look at the disastrous implications.

They captured my unit and I in Undead Domination.” He grimaced. “That was when I was wounded. They tore the hearts from the chests of twenty of my agents. I was next in line until Undead Domination was shattered as they were ripped apart.” He looked out at us, before returning his gaze to Lazriel. “By Vorzyr Titanus, Jaxon Silver and your mother. She’d led them there to assist as they were nearby scouting out resources for Vyrn Hollow when your mother felt my distress.”

“Dad,” Lazriel rasped, grasping Remnant’s hand on him.

“Your mother is well.” He looked out at us. “Before my almost untimely death, Morien’s force delighted in telling me that Morien has located one of the hybrid sanctuaries. As Ryker had feared, a recent transfer of more seeking safety and care inadvertently drew attention and outed the location.”

A chill rolled down my spine.

At the same time, adrenaline surged like a motherfucker.

All eyes were on me in the next moment.

“This is Morien lashing out and panicking after what happened during your captivity,” Cassius spoke, nailing it completely.

“Those in a reckless state of mind are doomed to make catastrophic errors in judgment,” Ketheron said.

I smiled. “Absolutely.”

That’s right—smiled.

Because this was it. My father had made a serious mistake.

One that would shortly become a fatal mistake.

I snatched up my journal and tore out the page I needed. No time to test the theory I’d worked out here.

It was down to the wire now.

It was fucking time.

“I’ll head to Cornelius and Warlow to ready the hybrid group to draw out Gregor and the rest of Puritas,” Velra spoke. She eyed Cassius. “Get Ketheron to Haven Initiative with Ariana and the children, then come to me so you can determine the energy signatures of each Puritas member using Celestial and black magic. We need to get them to the Celestial children as soon as possible for them to lock onto, so they can draw out the power.”

“I have already alerted Ambrose, who has made himself reachable now, fortunately,” Remnant spoke. “He will arrive at Haven Initiative within the next few minutes.”

“Perfect,” Velra said. She looked at me. “You’ll need to send the Dark Fae signatures from your end too for the Celestial children to draw on.”

Ketheron went to Cassius, and Cassius tucked him into his side.

Ketheron had the means to do this and to do it well, but it didn’t mean he was fond of this sort of thing. Fuck, all he wanted was peace, care, and belonging.

Soon he’d have it.

That was what this would bring into being. Through sheer force of will if needs be.

I focused back on what Velra was conveying and confirmed, “Will do. Luring that fool and his followers into a trap that will mean their demise will be due justice.”

Sort of.

They’d still be alive because the Guardian Movement wouldn’t kill if there was another option—like taking them down and de-powering them.

Remnant caught my eye as I spoke the words.

Because he knew me well at this point, having studied me deeply.

He knew that I would try my utmost to do it Velra’s way, the way that would be sanctioned by the Guardian Movement because it was transparent, and the plan of taking down Morien and Gregor and their followers had already been sanctioned—in that particular way.

But if I came up against complications, I would go another way if I had to.

I’d wipe them from the face of the fucking earth.

“A large portion of The Shadowed will bolster and provide protection to the other sanctuaries safeguarding hybrid beings,” Remnant announced. “I, however, will accompany you in your task with a unit of my agents,” he told me. He looked to Lazriel who was torn between going with Velra and Cassius or me. “Son, you will fight alongside me. But, as before, you must fall in line and respect the chain of command.”

“Understood. No wild and reckless actions. No unilateral shit.” He gave me a pointed look. “Right, Sylas?”

“I’ll do what I must, but I won’t let that be at the expense of those I love.”

It was the best I could offer.

And they knew it.

Velra smiled out at me. I winked back at her.

“Let us make haste,” Remnant spoke.

I stared out at Velra, Lazriel, and Cassius, heavy looks passing between us.

But also more than that.

Recognition that this was the final hurdle.

It was almost over.

Then we’d be at peace.
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~Velra~



Evacuation was underway at the sanctuary zone from which the two-thousand-strong hybrid assembly had marched out from earlier.

Ryker was overseeing it alongside Lucian, Jaxon and Mia.

Kai, and Nyx were with Cassius and me as we stood at the ready with hundreds of Guardian Movement members flanking us and the hybrids that had agreed to be used as bait to draw out Gregor and the last remaining three thousand Puritas members.

And Vorzyr was flying overhead in dragon form with several dragon hybrids, pretty much serving the function of supernatural snipers for when things got underway.

There was a lot of whisper-talking and shifting around, a mixture of nervousness and restlessness, everyone knowing this was the last stand, the thing that was going to end all of this insanity. All of this weaponized demonic rhetoric against hybrid beings.

I brushed my fingers against Nyx’s and he smiled and took my hand in his. Cassius nuzzled against me for a moment, beaming at the interaction.

Kai leaned in on Nyx’s other side and kissed the top of his head and then one of his horns, soothing him. “We’ll see to this, just like we’ve seen to everything else. Nothing has come up against us and won out.”

Nyx nodded. “I know, yeah.” He smiled at me. “He’s good with the one-liners—and the speeches too every now and then.”

“This is an instance where your vicious side plays very well,” Cassius told Kai.

Kai grinned. “I’m well aware.”

In a burst of silver light that startled us and many of the hybrids behind us, Cornelius materialized with an arm wrapped around Warlow.

“Hey!” I cried.

Warlow seemed like he wanted to come to me, but he held with Cornelius.

I’d spent enough time around them when they’d taken me into their home so sweetly to understand their dynamic.

Cornelius hated Warlow being in any sort of danger, so agreeing to allow him to be on the frontlines now wasn’t sitting well with him, hence him needing to maintain a physical hold on him.

Warlow had come out as the first hybrid known across the supernatural world publicly.

Well, he’d been outed.

Before that he’d been in hiding, because Chimera Circle had wanted access to him as he’d been a born hybrid like Lazriel was, something even rarer twenty years back when this had all gone down. So this battle, these enemies specifically being about hybrid hate… it got under Cornelius’ skin like nothing else.

But just like those two thousand here now, Warlow needed this. To stand up, come out of protection, just like he had when he’d formed our Crossborn team.

“Velra,” Warlow greeted me warmly. “Nyx.” He gave Cassius and Kai a chin lift each.

“My dear,” Cornelius spoke. “We must stop meeting under such awful circumstances.” He smiled politely at Cassius, then winked out at Nyx and Kai.

“Totally agree,” I responded.

“It will only be awful for them,” Warlow seethed, glaring out into the trees in the distance enveloping the massive two acre clearing.

“Certainly,” Cornelius agreed, squeezing him to him.

A dragon call sounded from Vorzyr above.

Kai stepped forward, calling his rose-gold power to either palm, his long leather coat flapping behind him with his sudden movements. “He’s sensed a shift in the air,” he told us.

We were expecting the enemy to come in via magical means, but a shift like that was the run up to that.

Warlow gave a solemn nod, then tugged on Cornelius’ hand, and then he was leading them over to the front of the assembled hybrids, while Cassius, me, Nyx, and Kai stayed off to the left side, readying ourselves, all of us calling our power.

I watched as Warlow turned to address everyone as Cornelius remained facing outward toward the trees in the distance, watching and on guard.

I had never seen so many hybrids gathered in one place like this.

So many different beings—wolf-vampire, wolf-sorcerers like Warlow, vampire-sorcerers, Light Fae-sorcerers, Basilisk-vampires, Shadowmancer-vampires, even Dark Fae-wolves and vampires, some Dark Fae-Light Fae—the Dark Fae weren’t all with the enemy. Those ones had just made themselves far too pronounced as pureblood Dark Fae.

So many beings with so many different hybridized natures. Nyx was an Incubus-Sorcerer. Me with my Wraith-Dark Fae nature. The combinations were virtually endless.

They stood there, some in metal armor, some in tactical gear similar to Lazriel, some in leathers like me, but most of them just in their own everyday wear, whether that was jeans and T-Shirts, slinky dresses, or magical robes. There was no single set way of looking or being, there was so much variety, so much difference now brought together under a common cause of protection and freedom from persecution.

How could Puritas hate what couldn’t even be properly quantified or put in a box as being any particular individual thing?

How? They were insane, hopped up on power, fear of the unknown, and unfounded hate.

Well, they were about to see the power in what we were, in who we all were.

“We stand here against those who would persecute us, against those who have tried to force us from our lives, to inspire shame in us, to have us doubt that we belong in the world alongside everyone else,” Warlow began, his vehemence rolling right through me. I felt Nyx squeeze my hand, feeling it too. “The world is changing, evolving. We are creating systems that understand and adapt to us now, not the other way around. We don’t need to tiptoe around. We don’t need to take only what we can get. We don’t need to accept lack of understanding and support. This is our time now! We are done being hidden away, done being afraid of what will become of us. We are here claiming our place in the world. And the world has answered. It’s here with us. Puritas is an old guard rhetoric that will fall here this very day.” He thrust his fist in the air. “It ends here and we rise here!”

Applause, wolf-whistles and hearty cheers rang out and it had the four of us doing the same. I let out a whistle, Nyx thrust his fist in the air like Warlow, and Kai clapped intensely. And then Cassius had me grinning as he shot off a spark of his white power into the air that formed a massive heart with a sword through it, before it then morphed to Crossborn’s logo.

“Oh my God,” I breathed.

He smiled at me through the stunned and awed reaction from the crowd. “Thought you’d enjoy that.”

The moment of elation was far too short-lived, though, as dragon cries rang out from above, just moments before magical eruptions suddenly started happening.

Portals burst open, dozens coming through each one.

Others teleported in directly.

And as the army moved into rapid-fire formation, said teleportation brought in one very familiar figure.

Gregor Varsellis.

His shimmering silver robes cut through the night, as did those creepy eyes of his, the rare pale-blue shade really wasted on him.

Those eyes narrowed as he flipped down his hood, a severe brown and black buzzcut coming into view. His disdainful gaze swept over everyone, before coming to rest on Warlow, darting to Cornelius and then Cassius every now and then. He was clocking their Celestial power.

I wished it was with worry, but there was none there.

After all, the psycho had his followers wielding that and even black magic alongside their own power and innate abilities.

Wolves, vampires, Light Fae, sorcerers, sorceresses, and many Dark Fae made up his entourage of a couple thousand.

He sneered at Warlow. “Such hubris. Being married to an Immortal has made you foolish in that regard. You believe yourself untouchable. You all believe you’ve already won.” His eyes flamed with his peach-colored power. “That is so very far from being the case.”

Warlow tapped his chin and cocked his hip. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but weren’t you dearly humiliated in your last battle where Sylas Morgrave turned your own despicable device against you and had you squealing like a little bitch with your arm bound to a torture chair of your own making?”

Raucous laughter and cheering rang out from our side that had me chuckling and Cassius beaming at me.

Gregor hissed, “I will cut out your tongue for your venomous disrespect.”

“Your threats are as old guard as your rhetoric. Move with the times, Gregor.”

Cornelius grinned and clapped Warlow on the back.

“This ends tonight.”

“The only way it ends, hybrid filth, is with you and your kind wiped from the face of the earth. You were never supposed to exist. The balance needs to be restored. And I will see to it.”

“You know nothing of the balance,” Cornelius told him. “You possess the twisted comprehension of a madman and nothing more.” His eyes raged with his silver power. “And it will be your downfall, heathen.”

With a bellow of indignation, Gregor signaled behind him at his army, “Take him!”

Cornelius stepped in front of Warlow, then swept his silver power up and out, creating a massive shimmering barrier.

In the next second, two dozen Puritas members thrust their magic at him directly—gold and white magic, the forms that their usage of borrowed Celestial power were taking.

“Cornelius!” Cassius called out, in rare panic, sensing something was off. “It’s True Celestial power, not just Immortal—too potent!”

Oh my God!

Warlow moved with his wolf speed, but Cornelius shoved him back, sending him stumbling into the army twenty feet from where they’d been standing.

And then the power hit.

It slammed into him, all channeling into one stream.

Cornelius cried out.

His shield fell instantly.

And then I heard myself, Nyx, and so many of the volunteers screaming as a hole tore right through his gut, out to the other side, and he dropped to his knees.

“Cor!” Warlow screamed, skidding to his knees beside him.

“Remember… the … plan,” Cornelius eked out.

The plan had been that we needed to provoke the enemy into using the Celestial power infused with black magic, so we could access the energy signatures of each.

But it wasn’t supposed to be that concentrated.

Gregor had spent his time in hiding creating this cloaked in such heavy secrecy that none of us had known about it, not even The Shadowed or even Ambrose, those out on the fringes and clued into absolutely everything.

Kai called out to the Guardians, “Deploy!”

In the next moment, I watched as fifty Guardians among the three hundred here materialized Bastion Gauntlets with their power and slid them onto their right hands.

They’d been created by Arcanum Order. They were right-hand gauntlets made of bronze with reinforced knuckles and moving joints that had the ability to replicate Celestial power. Only fifty had been sanctioned because of the dangers of that sort of power existing should it fall into the wrong hands.

The members in their signature hooded robes teleported into the fray, past Gregor, battling against those two dozen assholes who’d hurt Cornelius wielding Celestial power.

Another forty Puritas members began firing Celestial magic, trying to overwhelm the Guardians.

Fuck, they were definitely outnumbering them.

As they closed in around them, Cassius made a move to intervene, but I snatched his wrist. “You need to obtain the energy signatures. If you’re hit… you can’t, Cassius.”

“She’s right,” Kai said. “The plan is working, they’re starting to use their power. Now the final push to provoke them all into using it.” He looked up at the sky and called out, “V! Now!”

In the next moment, Vorzyr dropped down from the sky, somehow shifting back in the midst of it.

As he hit the ground, he clothed himself in a pair of maroon leather pants and boots and left it at that.

Then a red glow began emanating from him.

He thrust his hands out either side and it swept into the Puritas members wielding Celestial power.

The power started petering out, struggling to maintain, streams being forced back or even cut into.

“Primal Celestial Resonance for the win,” Nyx exclaimed.

“Destroy them! Take them all!” Gregor roared.

The rest of his army then charged at the volunteers.

Two vampire-sorcerer hybrids gathered Cornelius and Warlow and burst them over to us, giving us chin lifts, before returning to formation.

Cassius moved in quickly and started to pour his white power into Cornelius.

“Hades,” he uttered when the wound didn’t heal.

“The black magic could be complicating it,” Kai said, skidding to his knees in the next second and running his glowing rose-gold hand over the wound as Cornelius lay on his side, spluttering and swallowing his pained groans.

Cassius moved back and transported us with his magic off to the side of the heart of battle as the two armies clashed brutally, while the Celestial battle and Vorzyr raged further forward. And Gregor stood there looking psychotically gleeful.

Kai started uttering an ancient incantation that drew my attention back to Cornelius. I stroked Warlow’s shoulder and he was frantic, his hands shaking as he fought to stop the bleeding on one side, while Kai healed from the other.

The wound started to close, but only a little.

Kai grunted and strained.

“It’s not enough,” Nyx told him.

Kai shot a look out at Vorzyr and grimaced. “I can’t pull him out. They’ll all die. Everyone here will die.” He rose to his feet, pressing his fingers to his temple. “We need Ari.”

Cornelius grasped his ankle. “She’s needed… being pulled here… set back the… siphoning. Will lose… our one… chance to… end this.”

“Cor,” Warlow eked out, stroking his hair.

“I can… hold on. Let it… be.”

Kai caught mine and Nyx’s eye… he couldn’t hold on.

“Your Aetherbound Scepter is tapped out,” Nyx spoke to Kai.

“I used it to fuel those last five gauntlets because we were in a rush.”

“Call in Ariana,” Cassius spoke.

A chill rolled down my spine. I grabbed his hand. “Cassius.”

Kai eyed him. “If I do that—”

“I will take her place.”

“You understand she’s not just there as support anymore? Her and Ketheron are buffers for the children to distribute the incoming Celestial power. Not just Immortal-level power.”

“I’m aware.”

“She’ll need to heal him, then also take all the Celestial signatures here. As each one is communicated, the power will hit—a lot of fucking power. Ketheron can take a lot, but it’s dangerous for him to do so alone. You’d have to endure until Ari returns there.”

“Again, I am well aware.” He turned to me and took my free hand that wasn’t stroking Warlow. “I will survive this. Power is not all when strength of will is a factor. I will not leave you, Lazriel or Sylas.” His eyes dropped to my belly. “Or him. That is my vow to you, little shadow.”

“Okay,” I croaked out.

I couldn’t stop him from doing this.

Cornelius needed Ariana here or he would die.

The siphoning needed to happen to end this.

Cassius was needed with Ketheron and the Celestial children.

“I love you.”

With the Soul Brand, we didn’t need to utter those words aloud, but in this moment… I just had to.

And he reciprocated, because of course he did.

“I love you so very dearly also,” he breathed as he nuzzled against me.

And then he stepped back and he was gone in a burst of teleportation, just as Kai mind-linked with Ariana.

Nyx came to me. “He’ll hold steady. This is the stubbornness of Cassius that we’re talking about.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, that’s definitely him.” I caught Warlow’s eye. “Much like Cornelius.”

He smiled and grasped my hand on his shoulder gratefully.

And then an eruption of silver light so much like Cornelius’ filled our immediate area, and his granddaughter teleported in.

She scanned the battlefield with wide eyes, gave a look of love to Kai and Nyx, and did the same to Vorzyr who felt her and winked out at her, before she then zeroed in on Cornelius.

“Holy fuck,” she exclaimed, studying the wound. “This is…” she caught Warlow’s state. “I mean… I’ll see to it.”

“Celestial wounds should respond to Celestial magic. Even if a True Celestial caused it, an Immortal should still be able to heal it,” Nyx stated. “Given that it happened to me directly thanks to Cassius in his less friendly days, I thought I knew what I was talking about.”

I winced and he did the same as he caught my eye.

“You’re just stating a fact that applies to the situation. Besides, Cassius has evolved.”

“Definitely,” Nyx agreed.

“Fucking majorly actually,” Kai spoke as he knelt down with Ariana, his black leather clad shoulder brushing her brown suede jacket and her gorgeous blonde waves. “Be careful with the black magic element,” he told her.

“You don’t need to worry. Ambrose was up at Haven Initiative. He imbued me with a temporary but very potent shield.”

“He used his magic on you?” Kai growled.

“The magic isn’t in me—it’s an external spell. One that can’t be seen or felt. He’s very… clandestine. About everything apparently.” She wove her silver magic through the wound. She breathed a heavy sigh. “And it’s coming in handy where this is concerned too—the black magic can’t interfere with my power at all.”

Thank goodness. She was wielding True Celestial power, so without that interference being a factor, she’d close the wound for sure.

Warlow registered it too and rose to his feet with a huge sigh of relief.

But then that relief turned to something else.

Now he knew his husband was out of the woods, it opened up to rage.

Before any of us could blink, he was roaring out into the night, then using his wolf speed to tear over into the battlefield, ripping into several enemy combatants at a time.

I was on the verge of raging too.

Cornelius taking that hit.

Gregor and his biting and severely damaging rhetoric, the fucker still so determined to annihilate us.

Cassius now in danger.

None of my men being here right now.

But I knew it was necessary for this battle, that they’d be here soon, that Cassius had this.

And when I raged, it wasn’t only a metaphorical red haze that took me over.

It became black.

It took me to a dangerous place.

And I’d promised my men that I wouldn’t go there again.

I’d promised myself.

I stroked my belly—I’d promised him.

Also, I could feel Cassius’ determination through the Soul Brand, but his guilt as well threatening to cut into it, thinking he’d hurt me by taking off and agreeing to do that.

But he hadn’t. He was doing what was needed, he was being amazing.

So my rage could not be surging through the Brand.

Not to mention, it could send the same through the Nexus Band ring I’d configured for Sylas and through Lazriel’s bracelet. It would panic them all, distract them during battle.

It would also make me super ineffective and unable to wield my power proficiently.

And so, I kept control and wove my shadows through the heart of the battle, felling dozens as they came into contact with them, clearing the way for our people.

I pressed my hand to the grass and my frost radiated out.

I pushed harder and sent it traveling off in branches along the ground, targeting only the Puritas members, making them slip and slide, lose their balance, making them vulnerable to the volunteers who were able to take them out easier.

I then thrust my palms forward and had the frost erupt from the ground, smashing into opponents too.

“Impressive shit,” Nyx breathed.

In the next moment, he ruffled my hair, then used his shadow travel to weave through the battlefield inconspicuously, then called on his sorcerer side and fired at the enemy with his blue power as he popped up every couple of seconds.

Kai erected a shield over Ariana and Cornelius.

Then he teleported into the fray where the Celestial aspect of the battle was raging, Guardians firing back at the enemy with Bastion Gauntlets as all the existing stolen Celestial magic was being deployed now by the enemy—five fucking hundred of them in total using it. Three quarters of that was being streamed at Vorzyr, who was holding it at bay and then gradually pushing it back with his special ability.

I could see from the way the hits were being taken and absorbed by the Bastion Gauntlets that not all the power being used was as potent as what had hit Cornelius. Thank goodness for small mercies.

I watched as Kai smashed his hands together and sent out a shockwave of his power that targeted the enemy Celestial-wielders and ripped them off their feet.

From across the battlefield, the Guardian members who were vampires sped over and knocked them out with several rapid-fire bursts.

I spun into an attack from two sorcerers, ducking as they fired at me, then sweeping my shadows at them to destabilize them, before I then knocked them out with two quick shots of my purple power.

Notice had been taken of my power cutting through the battlefield so profoundly, and two dozen others started encircling me.

Gregor was roaring, then firing into the battlefield with his staff that had the peach orb atop that Sylas had told us had Celestial power imbued in it too.

While Kai, Vorzyr, and the Guardians with the Bastion Gauntlets were busy dealing with the other Celestial-wielders of Puritas, they couldn’t block Gregor’s assault as well, and it cut a path through the volunteers, Nyx, and Warlow, having everyone diving out of the way.

I took some hits from those surrounding me, blasting me back. Even as I conjured a shield, the hits pounded on it painfully.

Hell.

A rush of power tore through the area.

In the next second, wind whipped around me, and then I was snagged and rushed out of the circle surrounding me.

When it came to a stop, I looked to see Rhyza Thaine there along with Jaxon Silver and Mia Snow, one of Ariana’s fathers and her mom.

And Lazriel’s mom.

“Your loves contacted us,” Rhyza told me.

Oh my God.

Cassius had obviously reached out to Sylas and Lazriel and told them of the situation, and Lazriel had communicated with his mom who had got word to Jaxon and he’d brought Mia, one hell of a powerful sorceress and a Celestial being herself.

I had to blink away the sweet emotion threatening to take me over.

“Are you well?” Mia asked me kindly.

“Yeah. Just some superficial hits that are already healing.”

“Let’s keep it that way, yes?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“Ryker and Lucian are moving out to assist Lazriel and Sylas,” Jaxon told me.

“And the badass love of my life and bane of my existence in equal measure is also keeping them well,” Rhyza said, getting that a reminder through all of this was exactly what was needed right now.

“Thank you,” I told her.

Jaxon whispered something to Mia, which she nodded along to, and then he was leaping through the air toward Gregor and raining down magical missiles upon him, forcing him back, and to stop using his staff and firing at the volunteers.

Mia then went to Ariana and Cornelius off to the side.

“He’s good now, Mom,” Ariana told her.

Mia embraced her father, then they both helped him to his feet.

I saw him draw in a centering breath, and then his power started sparking.

He was rejoining the fight.

And it was fucking amazing.

This entire thing was.

Rhyza slap-shook with me, then we headed back into battle together.
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I didn’t like being away from Velra, Cassius, and our baby.

But me being out on that battlefield where it was mostly a nightmare of high-level magic usage wasn’t exactly something I was equipped to excel in given that I wasn’t a magic-wielder. Velra and Cassius were, both of them powerhouses in that way.

Nah, I knew logically I was better off here on this mission.

With my dad.

And with Sylas, dealing with death magic that meshed with my vampire side.

Besides, the plan called for rapid-fire movement because we would be facing off with Dark Fae imbued with Morien’s necromantic abilities that were then souped up with Celestial power and black magic.

My dad had brought along fifteen vampires in the twenty-being unit of The Shadowed for this mission. Only five were magic-wielders because he knew that they wouldn’t stand a chance against that sort of power. These five were here solely as backup if it came to evacuation.

I knew all that, but it still hung heavy being separated from Velra and Cassius.

Ketheron was on my mind too, that absolute sweetheart. I knew he’d be okay because he was an ultimate powerhouse, but I didn’t like him having to be, or being caught up in this. He’d been through so much as it was and he deserved peace. So did those poor Celestial children, but now they were pulled into this as well.

By these power hungry maniacs, these twisted narcissists with god complexes up their asses dialed to purist rhetoric.

Urgh. Soon. Soon it would all be done with.

I sucked in a centering breath and focused up as we carefully and covertly approached the veil up ahead. From the outside—our vantage point and current positioning—it appeared to be more of the same forest we’d been trekking through.

But once we passed through with the small portion of Ketheron’s magic that had been given to Sylas as the key to enter, the sanctuary area that was really beyond the fake forest would come into view. It was a lakeside mansion that was housing and protecting five hundred hybrid beings.

We’d been doing recon as we’d approached from a distance.

The issue was that we had no idea when Morien and his Dark Fae acolytes would arrive.

An alarm hadn’t been tripped from within and there were several of them—they sent a direct alert to the Guardian Movement when activated.

So the sanctuary hadn’t been hit yet.

Just like the hybrid volunteers were doing where Velra and Cassius were right now to lure Gregor out, we were doing the same thing, keeping close, yet not too close to the sanctuary entrance. We weren’t cloaked or moving with vampiric stealth.

We wanted Morien to come.

Then we’d finally end this part of the shitshow.

But he hadn’t.

We’d been scouring acres upon acres out from the entrance of this particular sanctuary zone that Morien had the location of, that his acolytes had bragged that they would take next.

Yet… nothing.

Part of me had wanted to just burst right on in there, but we couldn’t risk giving away the location unless there was no other choice.

Which, yeah, there wasn’t anymore.

We’d have to enter and evacuate. I just didn’t like the risk in that. None of us did. Because it was a pocket dimension, magic couldn’t impact the outside, which meant teleportation and opening other portals from within to the outside world in order to carry out an evacuation wasn’t an option. We had to lead everyone out into the open and do it from there.

As we approached—me, my dad, and the Shadowed vampires scanned with our supernatural senses, while Sylas and the magic-wielders watched for any magical activity from the enemy—my restlessness and worry ramped up.

Shit, I didn’t do well with being hands-off either—physicality soothed me. And these days I preferred that to come from sex, not brutal violence.

I reached out to Sylas who was on my right, while my dad was on my left, his unit of twenty a few paces ahead of us.

I slid my hand into Sylas’ and stroked his fingers, earning a jolt from him, and a turn of his head.

As our gazes clashed I saw him register the need in mine. He relaxed in my hand hold. “So long as you leave it at that,” he told me. “Don’t take it further.”

“Well, that’s beyond presumptuous.”

“Presumptuous, hmm?”

“Yeah. Last time we were apart it was you who was losing their shit all over the place without the fucking.”

“That’s not—”

“‘Ah, fuck, too long. Too fucking long.’ Those were your exact words as you were all over me. All hot and bothered and desperate about it.”

“I see. Because I’m the nympho out of our foursome?”

“You’ve got it. Way more than me. And don’t get me wrong, I’m here for it. I just want to be clear that I’m not the presumptuous one.”

“Ah.”

“So you, agree?” I asked, looking over at him.

“What I agree on is that you’ll spew anything right now just to keep a conversation going.”

I grinned up at him. “You know I’m here for it, right?”

“Yes, your voracious sexual appetite is well known to me.”

“You’re calling me the nympho?”

“You match me at this point.” He stroked my fingers back. “And that’s truly incredible given where you were at when we first met. Something to be proud of. That’s one way in which you’ve grown into yourself, and it’s been wondrous to be a part of that. Repression-free these days all the way, my hot little wolf—and wild vampire.”

He had me chuckling at that.

“Now, can we save this sort of talk for when we’re not on a mission with a unit of The Shadowed and your father right beside us?”

I turned to my dad on my left to find his eyes shining with amusement. I couldn’t see the full picture of his expression because of his metal face mask—the same with all his agents with us.

“Dad, do you think the crazy sex drive thing is more of a vampire thing, or a wolf thing?”

“I think it’s a you-being-my-son thing.”

I started. “What? I thought you were… that it wasn’t a part of your life.”

“Well, given that for the last quarter of a century that part of my life has only been shared with one particular person, and I haven’t been able to be with said love of mine, there hasn’t been much activity where that’s concerned.”

“Mom. Hold on… I thought you both agreed to live your lives because that was the case? She even married Jason Strickland.”

“For political purposes. There was no physicality. And for me, over the centuries, I had laid with countless sexual partners. However, after becoming drawn to her, I ceased said exploits. It lost its luster—except with her.”

“So twenty-odd years and you’ve… there’s been nothing?”

“Not nothing. Given the turn of events recently, there have been a couple of… interactions.”

Urgh. I held up my hand. “All right. Good. I mean… I get it.”

“Should you wish to discuss this further, please feel free. It doesn’t have to concern your mother. We could focus on the time before her if you need advice on the voracious sexual appetite of a vampire and, for you, the wolf also. I have extensive knowledge on the wolf aspect regarding sex drives due to my relationship with Rhyza.”

“Oh fuck, no. No. We’re… we’re good. Definitely on the wolf aspect. Never tell me about that… with that factored in.” I took a moment to shove that down and push past the uncomfortableness, and tossed Sylas a look as I heard him chuckling.

“You ask and you shall receive,” he commented, far too amused by it.

I told my dad, “Maybe the vampire aspect, though. Down the road a bit.”

“As you wish.”

Sylas stumbled in his step, then slapped his fingers to his temple, his brow furrowing.

“What? What is it?” I asked.

“Cassius just mind-linked me.”

Mind-linking wasn’t something we’d gotten into as a foursome. Nyx and his loves went down that road, but we were fine with making use of our phones. Especially the Group Chat. My dad had mind-linked with me a few times, but beyond that, I liked the way our foursome already did things.

Sylas looked between me and my dad. “Cassius had to leave the battlefield and essentially switch places with Ariana due to Cornelius taking a hit.”

“Velra is there alone?” I barked.

“Not alone, but still.”

“I will see to it,” my dad said, before he was then doing the temple thing, eyes narrowing in concentration. After a few moments, he informed me, “I’ve reached out to your mother. She’s with Jaxon and Mia. They will head there immediately and your mom will function as Velra’s battle shadow.”

“While Jaxon and Mia will definitely bring additional firepower to reduce the danger anyway,” Sylas spoke. “Good. Very good.”

I sucked in a breath and he and I exchanged a look of relief.

I knew Velra could handle herself—hell, better than most beings alive. But hearing that… it just brought the stakes of everything slamming into me again.

I forced myself to push it down as we were just a few feet out from the portal entrance according to the very specific directions that we had.

All of a sudden, Sylas pulled up short.

“Oh fuck, what’s happened now?” I asked.

“It was hidden from a distance…” he uttered, trailing off. Very unlike him. “His attempt to contain it has failed… it’s leaking out and becoming detectable at this range.”

“Morien?” I asked.

Sylas’ eyes narrowed as he gave a grim nod. “He’s already here. I just felt his magic.”

Adrenaline shot down my spine. “No. Then… what about the hybrids in there?”

He grimaced and looked away.

As he stepped forward and swept the rest of the distance to the entrance to the pocket dimension, my dad gave my shoulder a comforting and steadying squeeze.

“We focus on battle. The rest comes later. Upset and grief come later, my son.”

I swallowed hard and gave a nod.

And then he signaled to his twenty agents of The Shadowed, calling them in from their fanned out state. Within split-seconds they were flanking us as we stood just a foot back from Sylas, while he called forth Ketheron’s magic. It was a literal key, a glimmering golden ornate thing that Ketheron had fashioned into that shape very aptly.

Sylas held it out toward the concealed entrance and made a turning motion.

Ketheron’s gold power sparked, then a translucent film materialized into being, before a gap formed, creating a makeshift door.

With Sylas and my dad leading the way, we all passed through.

The peaceful trickling sound of running water was the first thing I took note of, and I looked to see a shallow river stretched out before us in a curving, kind of jagged line. Stepping stones formed a path to the other side, up the bank where the mansion was located.

And what a fucking mansion it was. Yeah, it could definitely hold five hundred beings.

The towers stretched high into the night sky, all sturdy stone and high arches. It was lit by magical fire from within—green of Ryker’s magic and silver of either Ariana’s or Cornelius’.

Tiny lights in the form of glowing orbs floated in the grass giving faint but sufficient illumination for any beings who weren’t vampire or shifter.

Through it all, as I took everything in rapid-fire, just like I saw my dad and The Shadowed doing, while Sylas was narrowing his eyes through the dark night, focusing on the surrounding forest, the fucking eeriness stood out the most.

This was supposed to be a place of sanctuary.

My dad had his magic-wielders force open the mansion doors and windows with coordinated flicks of their magic. They couldn’t get across the threshold, though. Not without being invited. Or not without having Celestial power that could overcome the threshold protection in place against all beings.

His voice boomed across the river and the hundred foot distance between us and the mansion, calling the protected hybrids forward.

Moments passed, but there was no movement.

My gut twisted.

Had Morien—fuck, had he massacred them all?

Arriving on the scene at that CRS facility after he’d murdered fifty seeking sanctuary there had been horrific enough. But this? This many? And coming at a safe haven once again too? It was beyond sick and twisted.

“I can’t hear anything beyond the stream. Not even the whisper of the wind through the trees,” my dad told me. “Can you?” he asked, knowing I had both my vampire and my wolf in play to draw from.

I listened carefully, straining. “No. Shit.”

The magic-wielders choked then, and Sylas grunted, just before a multicolored lightshow lit up the area—the sudden surge of power that had caused those reactions.

And then I saw something.

And heard some growling, groaning, and… struggling.

I was able to zone in on it in the next second.

No. It couldn’t be. He hadn’t… he hadn’t done it.

Yet, it became undeniable in the next few moments as hundreds of beings emerged from around either side of the mansion, dragging their bodies along, many skewed at awkward angles, limbs not working properly. Unfocused eyes. All of them moving together under a thrall. Rot hadn’t properly set in yet, but the start of the stench reached me, making me gag. There was no flesh peeling from their bodies, but there was a shitload of blood and dirt staining their clothes.

I’d learned about this from my studies at Wraeven Academy, and in more detail from Sylas.

“Animated Fleshwork,” I breathed.

Re-animated corpses.

The way that black magic users raised the dead and then had them do their bidding, because their return to the land of the living in this form came without their minds intact, and had their will compromised and beholden to their raiser.

As they passed by some of the magical lighting orbs in the grass, they cut out as the black magic in play that was both controlling them and keeping them here on this plane poisoned what they touched.

“Usually this is only used on beings who have been long dead, right?” I asked Sylas who was a few feet away, sweeping his glowing crimson palms back and forth—taking readings?

“Fueled by black magic, they have the means to pass through this pocket dimension and out into the wider world,” Dad warned. “They cannot be allowed to move beyond us.”

“That won’t be happening,” Sylas seethed. “Especially when they are, in fact, Morien’s acolytes.”

“Excuse me?” Dad questioned.

“Sylas?”

He growled low in his throat, then bellowed out into the forest where he’d been staring into the distance just off to the left of us, “Motherfucker! You think you can use death to fool the Master of Death Magic?” he sneered. “Those days are long past!”

In the next moment, Sylas thrust his hands forward and I was staring in fucking awe as his crimson power surged over the river, racing along the ground and rising in a towering wave ten feet high, rolling forward until it engulfed every single one of the five hundred Animated Fleshwork staggering over to us.

His power surged in vibrancy, then he jerked his wrists to the sides and a gray film with black flecks—the mark of Morien’s corrupted power—came into view a moment before it wavered violently then shattered into fractured pieces like glass that rained down everywhere as it happened all over where Sylas had his red power enveloping.

As it all fell down, the Animated Fleshwork began dissipating, then fading away in smoke and whisps on the wind. Not ripped apart, not peeling away—because they hadn’t been real.

It had all been an illusion.

Sylas growled and pushed harder, speeding up the process, the shattering and collapsing of the illusion revealing what was beneath, bit by bit.

Groans, cries, and whimpering filled my ears.

Blood from so many wounds infused my senses.

As more and more Animated Fleshwork dissipated, more of what was real came into being.

And then we were looking upon them as the smoke, sparks, and Sylas’ magic cleared as he pulled it back.

Five hundred hybrids gathered just feet from the mansion on the grass, many bloodied and beaten, all of them bound—either by Inhibitor cuffs to prevent their magic usage, or with Dark Fae chains that had the power to even restrain most Ancients.

“Shit,” I choked.

They hadn’t been killed. Oh, fuck. They were here, still alive.

But that relief was deeply overshadowed by what they were enduring—the dominance, the pain, the degradation.

What Puritas wanted to bring down upon all those like me.

I clenched my fists, hissing, and my fangs dropped as the vehemence of my conviction to end this shitshow burned through me like empowering flame.

Around them, enforcing their torment and captivity stood fifty Dark Fae acolytes of Morien Morgrave, palms flaming with gold and white Celestial power tinged with black flecks that were the marks of black magic usage.

It was why that illusion had been so powerful that even The Shadowed and my dad hadn’t been able to sense the falsity, let alone what was beneath it.

“Stay your hand,” my dad rumbled.

I turned my head, about to protest—until I saw the look in his eyes.

He was as pained as me.

And he was taking it personally.

Because these beings were just like his son, being persecuted like I had been, like Velra and Nyx had been, like too many of us had been.

My claws dropped, another hiss escaping me.

And then my talons even came along for the ride as well.

My dad’s hand landed on my shoulder and he spoke at my ear. “Just for now. We must wait for the opportune moment.” He gestured with his eyes and I looked to see Sylas signaling behind his back, making a chatterbox hand gesture.

Of course.

He was gonna use that glorious mouth of his.

Jeez. I caught myself. All this intensity… it called to the other sort of physicality that soothed me. Even in these circumstances it rose to the surface. At least I had the control to check it really damn fast.

Sylas was gonna use his sharp tongue, mouth off to Morien, mentally and emotionally destabilize him like he’d done before at the CRS facility.

We needed a distraction against the Celestial and black magic that the too many Dark Fae were wielding, or we’d be cut down before we even snatched away a single hostage, let alone all five hundred of them.

And Sylas Morgrave… well, he definitely had the whole distraction thing in the bag.

“Show yourself, washed up one!” he called out then, stalking up and down along the bank in front of us.

He was doing more than that—he was shielding us in case Morien burst from his hiding place where he was no doubt reveling in the turmoil and torment he’d created here, and invoked something like Risen Reckoning in a shit, underhanded move.

My dad flinched.

He’d picked up on movement—ahead of everyone as usual being the absolute badass that he was.

I concentrated, not feeling anything.

I didn’t see any signs of the fifteen vampire agents registering movement either as they stood flanking us, along with the five magic-wielders, hoods hanging low, masks on.

Then Morien’s voice rang out, but it echoed all around, bouncing off the trees and hell knew what else, so it was impossible to track it to a location.

“Impressive, boy,” his snide tone sounded. “I allotted it a 70-30 chance that you’d see through my deception.”

His gray power erupted in front of the bound hostages and he teleported into the fray, that straggly long, dark hair coming into view, the sight of warped death and toxicity all over him, his hooded red robe sweeping behind him. He took note of my dad, staring at him for several tense moments before turning his attention to Sylas. “I hoped you would.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, my know-it-all son, it’s not my desire to take the lives of these hybrids here tonight. My attention is directed toward the two thousand currently battling Gregor. He’s saving them for me, merely intending to incapacitate, to save the kills for me. He’s looking forward to it as much as I am—an immense invocation of Risen Reckoning that will not only award Gregor what he desires and further his support and deference to me, but will also strike fear and reverence into the higher echelons of the supernatural world.” His lip curled. “It will make me.”

“It will be your downfall,” my dad rumbled. “That is the extent of it, the only way it can possibly play out.”

Morien sneered at him, then told Sylas, “The spell you saw through, the illusion not only warped the reality around you, it impacted perception to such an extent that it was not able to be registered magically either, certainly not sensed by vampires or shifters. I suppose your experience at Glasswake Settlement served you well in the end.”

Sylas’ eyes narrowed.

That piece of shit, bringing up Glasswake like this after all the trauma, grief, and guilt Sylas had endured over it when Corvin Morvain had caused that massacre that Sylas had carried as his weight for far too long.

He was dealing with it now, he’d processed it, and he was no longer burying it beneath extreme-level compartmentalization. But still… having it shoved in his face now… it was disgusting.

“That spell used at Glasswake to fool you was actually my design. I taught it to Corvin Morvain. A friend to us all. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“For me? For Ketheron? For Ambrose? For Ariana? For Kai? For every fucking one who was abused by that fool, I like to think of him as the despicable little bitch who died in horrific pain and torment in a desperate attempt to escape my wrath.” His eyes darkened. “In fact, recalling him being torn apart by that warped portal gives me immense satisfaction and still thrills me to this day. And for you, father dearest, I like to think of him as your benefactor who you knelt to and likely opened wide for too, in order to have him engineer your resurrection. Because as powerful as you believe yourself to be, all you really are is beholden to others, offering dark favors to inflict pain and misery, chaos and destruction, all so these misguided beings will hold you up.”

I smiled to myself.

There he was, Sylas at his fucking best with the biting takedowns.

Morien’s eyes flamed with his power as Sylas’ words obviously struck just the way that had been intended.

“You antagonize me once again, wish to strip me of credibility.” He glared at my dad. “And you attempt to portray my victory as an impossibility, as lofty dreams that can never be realized.”

“Your megalomania has made it impossible for you to maintain a healthy grip on reality,” Dad told him. “And without that, you cannot effectively strategize. Although you undoubtedly deserve being torn down verbally as much as physically, my assessment is pure fact, Morien.”

Morien glared out at him. I saw his fingers twitch. His jaw clenched.

Good. He was rattled. Majorly.

It had worked to undercut the fucker and what he’d believed was his carefully laid plan and controlled situation here.

As he went to bite back, because, of course he couldn’t let it go, Sylas made his move, sending a rolling sweep of power out at the hostages that shattered the Dark Fae chains binding them, then also broke the Inhibitor cuffs on those hybrids who had magic-wielder capabilities.

The moment it happened, it served to cause the next level of distraction, and under my dad’s signal, we moved in, him and his vampires bursting toward several of the Dark Fae, coming up behind them and snapping their necks, killing them before they could use their stolen Celestial and black magic against the hostages to stop their rescue, or us. The Celestial power from the remaining thirty started firing then, though, forcing us into a defensive situation of using our rapid-fire movements to redirect blows away from the hostages.

My dad’s magic-wielders swept blanket healing spells over the hostages, enabling them to get to their feet and defend themselves as well.

He gave the call to evacuate them ASAP, which split the fifteen vampires—ten evacuating a half dozen hostages at a time, with five remaining here to fight with us.

Sylas was wrapping twenty hostages at a time up in his magic and sweeping them toward the pocket dimension exits, while I took to grabbing hold of him and moving him in bursts whenever Celestial power from the Dark Fae fired at him.

I saw my dad protecting one of his magic-wielders who was performing a spell that would note the Celestial signatures of all that stolen power being used, which we’d then send along to Cassius and Ketheron for the Celestial children to lock onto and siphon. Even the ones The Shadowed agents had killed could still be read, the power siphoned. Given that it wasn’t their power, it wouldn’t just die with them, it would remain—fucking dangerous shit there.

Through it all, Morien was just standing there watching with a studious expression.

On first assumption it looked like he was reveling in the nightmare he’d created and even being one of those assholes who made other people do his dirty work.

But with that studying look, it couldn’t be.

He’d even said that his goal hadn’t been to kill these hybrids in particular, that he was saving his power for a massive display.

Then, why be ordering his Dark Fae unit here to fight back against us as we pulled the hostages free? Why not just lash out at Sylas and try to take what he needed from his son?

I saw my dad and Sylas darting glances over at the bastard every now and then too, clearly on the same suspicious track that I was.

“Something’s wrong, Sylas,” I spoke, as I burst him back again a few feet, a bolt of Celestial power sailing on by.

Even with that, he didn’t break his power stream that was sending the hostages toward the exit a hundred feet away, the way we’d come in.

“I know.”

“You… what?”

“He’s here instead of being with Gregor performing Risen Reckoning, because he can’t actually perform it yet. His dramatics here point toward exactly that.”

“What? He has enough power with the Celestial and black magic,” I pointed out.

“Those are essentially boosters. He still needs enough of a foundation to be able to invoke it, and that lies in necromancy for him and that spell.”

“He hasn’t been able to feed from other necromancers as, following his murder spree to do just that, they all disappeared,” my dad said, as he burst over, and I looked to see that his magic-wielder was free and clear, off to get those signatures to Cassius.

Thank fuck, we wouldn’t have to deal with this stolen Celestial power and black magic much longer.

Hold on. What they were saying crashed into me, an awful chill shooting down my spine. “He knew you’d come, Sylas. Because of the threat of him using Risen Reckoning on the hybrids here. But we didn’t know he couldn’t perform it, he knew we didn’t know… he didn’t plan to kill these hostages… all he wanted was you. He’s absorbing your power every time you use it, manipulating you into using heavy amounts of it by bringing along these Dark Fae hopped up on black magic and Celestial power.”

“Yes,” Sylas confirmed. “That’s what he’s doing. I can feel the absorption—since we engaged.”

Shit, his expression was absolutely wretched.

Because Morien had lured him into another sort of trap not that dissimilar to Glasswake. Even though Sylas hadn’t fallen for the illusion aspect this time, him being here and coming to liberate the hybrids was now essentially the reason that Morien would actually be able to invoke Risen Reckoning again—and this time on a mass fucking scale.

Oh, fuck, it was horrific… disgusting that he was putting that on Sylas.

As if he didn’t already bear enough fucking burdens as it was.

My dad spun around, calling out orders, bursting out into the battlefield to assist, and take out two more of the Dark Fae in quick succession by appearing behind them as they were distracted by his agents, and ripping their hearts from their chests, before returning to us, and telling Sylas, “We’ve completed three quarters of the evacuation.”

“And you’re telling me to stand down, stop using my magic?”

“Yes. You need to leave.”

“I do that and you’ll have no protection against necromancy. Even without Risen Reckoning, he can puppet all vampires here, and even those who aren’t dead with the perversion of Undead Domination that he’s forged with black magic in play.”

“Myself and my agents will see to the situation.”

“The risk is—”

“There is always risk. It is how you manage said risk.” My dad gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Go with him. Leave this place.”

“So, you do think you could die then?” I snapped.

“What I think is that with the stakes raised, my concern for your wellbeing skyrockets and impacts my focus, my son.”

Oh. Well… I understood that. A fuck of a lot.

“I’ll take him out,” Sylas seethed. “I’ll put that perversion of necromancy down right here and now.” He finished sweeping his magic with another load of hostages who he’d encircled with his red power, then turned and started forward.

My dad did what I’d been about to do, snatching Sylas’ arm and stilling him in his tracks. “He’s been absorbing your magic, he’s wielding Celestial power and black magic. We need to wait until those are siphoned from him.”

He flinched, which had me tensing, knowing his Ancient Vampire senses had picked up on something before anybody else.

He snatched our arms and then he was bursting us several feet away by the side of the mansion, As he stilled, I spun around and saw a mammoth concentrated blast of Celestial power shooting by—the remaining living twenty-five Dark Fae wielding it were pouring it all into one stream.

I jolted as I watched it rip right through the fabric of the pocket dimension, tearing a massive hole in it, and darkness from the world outside became visible.

The Dark Fae shifted and zeroed in on us.

And then Sylas growled and bolted forward, thrusting his palms out, his red fire raging.

The stream hit and he staggered, but held his magic steady as he shielded us from it.

Lightning sparked, as he swept his palms into an arc, forming an oval shimmering crimson shield. Flash lightning intensified all over it as he uttered through gritted teeth, "Mors omnes tangit.”

Death touches us all.

It was the same high-level necromancy he’d used before to hurt Cassius once, to make a Celestial being bleed.

But Cassius was an Immortal, a Fallen. This power… some of it had been drawn from True Celestials.

Shit, there was no way he could hold it.

I heard a pleasurable cry from Morien and looked to see his palms upturned and held out either side of him, wisps of crimson magic now visibly being pulled from around Sylas, as he fed off it.

He was pulling on Sylas at maximum power.

Morien grinned out at Sylas, who hissed at him.

Then the psychopath thrust his gray magic toward the remaining hostages, all one hundred or so of them.

The first five it hit started screaming, and I looked on horrified to see that Morien was using a necromantic ability known as Desiccation Curse, which did the obvious, their skin turning a gray tinge, as he began to turn them to ash.

Sylas let out a roar, freed his left hand, then thrust up a shimmering red barrier that cut off Morien’s power, sparing them.

My dad called out to his unit to hurry with the evacuation.

Now a hole had been torn in the place, his magic-wielders were able to teleport them out, and even open a couple of portals.

They worked in concert with the vampires so that it all happened swiftly.

Relief flooded me when they’d removed all the hostages.

But that was offset by the fact that it left the three of us and my dad’s remaining ten agents only facing off against Morien and thirty majorly souped-up Dark Fae psychopaths. The other agents of The Shadowed that he’d had with him were taking care of the evacuation from the other side.

Morien let out a laugh. “You see, boy, no matter how hard you try, you cannot hope to win against me.”

Sylas grimaced in disgust as he took in the red veins travelling along Morien’s fingers, up his neck—Sylas’ power he was stealing part of.

I went to move from around the shield, intending to take out some of the Dark Fae to take the load off Sylas, but my dad pressed his hand to my chest.

Before I could protest him stopping me, whips of harsh wind tore through the area, and then his remaining ten vampires were hitting the Dark Fae gathered so close so they could feed that stream at Sylas, coming from the sides and the back.

They snapped necks and ripped out hearts—shrieks, squelching and cracks sounding—managing to take out a dozen before they were suddenly slammed into by a wave of Morien’s gray power.

Before they could recover, he invoked Undead Domination and levitated them all several feet off the ground, their bodies unable to move even a fraction of an inch.

Sylas grunted and forced sparks of his magic to his free hand that was trembling violently. Then, with a pained roar, he flung the power at the field trapping the vampires.

It shattered, shards raining down everywhere, and utterances of relief sounded as the ten landed in deep crouches, fangs dropped and hissing at Morien, already prepared to resume battle. That was my dad’s well-trained soldiers for you.

Sylas was sweating profusely, his brow slick with it, beads even trickling down his neck.

He went to bring his other hand back into play to help against the Celestial stream, but he hesitated at the look on Morien’s face, the look that said Sylas had to keep that hand free for the bastard’s next move.

My dad stepped forward and told him, “Channel me.”

“What?” Sylas rasped.

“You heard me. You need additional power.”

Sylas’ gaze flitted to me and I saw his regret, before he looked away. “No.”

“I am an Ancient Vampire with centuries of amassed power. I’ve lived through more pain, brutality, and torment than anyone alive. You couldn’t ask for a better battery.”

“If I do this, draw from you, as a necromancer to a vampire—”

“I will desiccate. I am aware.”

No. This was not happening. Morien was forcing them both into impossible positions, things that would break us.

Sylas grimaced, then held out his hand, and my dad grabbed it firmly.

And then he was jolting as Sylas’ free hand glowed with his vibrant crimson, as he drew from my dad.

The oval shield flamed and strengthened, Sylas released a breath, and his eyes raged with his necromantic power at the Dark Fae.

The vampires moved in, speeding toward them, only to be forced back by Morien who fired upon them and then swept that Undead Domination wave toward them, keeping them away.

I burst into the fray while he was busy with them, leapt toward him from the side with my vampire speed and my wolf agility in one, then slashed my claws across his throat.

I didn’t kill.

It was a known rule of mine.

But he was gonna kill Sylas and my dad.

Sylas couldn’t hold that shield against concentrated Celestial magic for much longer, and channeling my dad was gonna kill him, just to buy a few extra minutes.

I had to… I fucking had to.

I heard my dad and Sylas cry out to me.

But my focus was on Morien as he staggered and clutched at his now spurting throat, blood absolutely drenching his hand as he put pressure on.

I screwed up my face at the awful gagging, spluttering sound that went along with it.

And… fuck… his blood… I could smell the toxicity and it was absolutely disgusting.

He turned and collapsed to his knees, his back to us, his body shaking as blood flowed fucking everywhere.

I heard shocked gasps from some of the Dark Fae.

Even my dad’s vampires, who started in on the Dark Fae again, some of the assholes spinning and breaking from the concentrated stream to turn it on The Shadowed agents.

I didn’t look over my shoulder at my dad and Sylas.

I couldn’t see the looks on their faces right now.

I also couldn’t see Sylas suffering and my dad desiccating.

I zoned in on Morien’s heartbeat as I moved in to finish it, about to burst forward and crush his fucking face in my hands to speed up his death.

But his pulse abruptly evened out.

Evened out when he’d lost that much blood?

No. it should be crawling now.

He should be almost—

He spun, firing a blast of his gray power at me.

Sylas and my dad’s roars filled my ears as it slammed into my chest and sent me hurtling into the wall of the mansion, stone cracking and breaking as a choked curse escaped me.

Bones cracked at the impact, and I felt my ribs shatter, puncturing a lung and making me wheeze.

Morien swept his hand to the side and it ripped me off the wall and shoved me down onto my stomach, making me splutter up blood and fight to breathe.

He was there in the next moment, wrapping a glowing gray hand around my throat as he wrenched me up before him, holding me off the ground by infusing his magic into his physical strength.

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t move at all.

He had me paralyzed with that fucking spell.

“Remnant, bear witness now to the death of that which you hold dearest in this world,” he boomed.

“Go,” I heard Sylas urge my dad.

Wind whipped all around a moment later, and then my dad sped at Morien.

A chill rolled down my spine as he never made it to me—slamming into an invisible wall, that then came into view as that glowing gray the moment he hit.

It froze him there in Undead Domination like me.

Morien told us, “Black magic can warp a great deal, including a death blow.” He smirked at me. “Vicious, by the way. In case you were wondering, you inherited that from your mother, not your father. He’s far too calculated to entertain that sort of wildness. It’s why he doesn’t drop his fangs and feed in battle—it isn’t only about the mask. He saves that wildness for when he’s defiling your mother.” He looked at my dad. “So close to reuniting with her in the way you’ve wished for so long. Building a relationship with your son only to have it cut short. All because you chose the wrong side.”

A bellow sounded from Sylas, and then he was collapsing to his knees, as he held the Celestial shield, then fired a massive bolt of power toward Morien with his free hand.

It slammed into his back and sent him spinning out into the forest.

It broke the Undead Domination, and I cried out as I collapsed, my body really fucked up, until my healing kicked in, something that had frozen while he’d had me in that spell.

My dad was there skidding to his knees in the next moment and cradling me, easing my head off the ground.

“Son,” he uttered, his emotion unchecked.

He just… couldn’t.

And I was right there with him there.

He went to ease me up more, to gather me and get me somewhere safe to heal, but a massive eruption of power tore through the trees where Sylas had blasted Morien.

And then the sadistic shit was literally levitating like a horror come to life, headed straight for us, arms outstretched and wielding blazing gray flame.

I saw Sylas’ eyes widen, even as he gritted his teeth, fighting to keep his free hand live with his power to protect us and the ten vampires, while still holding off the Celestial attack.

His shield was sputtering out.

“We are done here now,” Morien spoke, looking at his acolytes.

“Master?” a few of them queried while still streaming, others forcing back the vampires.

“Let me rephrase—you are done. You’ve served your purpose. I cannot have my special son killed. I need him to transcend, to rise higher still.”

In the next second, flash lightning sparked in the sky, he thrust streaming palms up toward it, then slammed them down, and the power ripped into every single Dark Fae there.

I choked, my gut twisting as it tore into them like a tidal wave, tearing their flesh apart, desiccating them, and decimating them to ash.

In seconds.

In seconds they were nothing but piles of ashes.

The result of a necromancer using Risen Reckoning on the living.

My dad cursed, then looked over at Sylas who collapsed onto his side, half lying, his magic snuffing out. He was soaked in sweat now, breathing irregularly, and blood was trickling from his nose. Shit.

As my dad tried to pick me up fully, intending clearly to gather Sylas as well out of the line of fire, he stumbled and his grip faltered.

And that was when I saw it—he was partially desiccated. One half of his hands, up his other arm which I could see up through his jacket at this angle, then along his neck too. Given his stumble, it was elsewhere as well.

Fuck, we were all compromised.

Morien made sure the vampires were out of the picture as he twisted his hand and snapped their necks. They’d be unconscious for hours now.

“Haven’t… won,” Sylas rasped, fighting to push back up. “My recovery time is—”

“Nowhere near fast enough to stop a threat that stands right before you this very instant.”

In the next second, it was clear he wasn’t just talking about himself, which was already bad enough, as I felt a wave of movement and magic rushing toward us—a massive fucking wave.

And then hundreds of vampires, wolves, and magic-wielders, Light Fae, and Dark Fae burst into the area, some with teleportation creating a magical lightshow effect, others speeding in through blurred movements. They came from the tear in the fabric of the place ahead of us and all the way over to the right, the way we’d come in earlier.

Four hundred of them, I counted rapidly.

It was what was left of the thousand of Gregor’s army that The Shadowed had been tracking while we’d been in here. We’d been worried that Gregor would send them in alongside the two thousand he already had engaged in the battle where Velra was.

In the next second, vampires and wolves were forming a circle around Sylas, leaving a four-foot gap, though, where he was able to see out to us. Then all those with magic swept a joint, highly-powered shield over him. When he tried to get up, it shoved him down onto his front, his hands clawing at the ground either side of his head.

“Gregor went about breaking you in the wrong way,” Morien told Sylas. “Your body and your mind cannot be shattered. However, your heart most certainly can.” He called his power then, thrusting his hands up to the sky like he had before, flash lightning sparking.

He was invoking Risen Reckoning. Fucking again.

And he turned it toward my dad and me.

“No!” Sylas screamed. “No! Don’t fucking do this! Stop!”

My dad fought to move and actually managed to burst us from our current position—but only twenty feet away.

It wasn’t enough.

I felt my ribs beginning to heal, but it wasn’t enough either.

There was nothing we could do.

I looked out at Sylas and tears welled in his eyes.

He kept trying to get up, but was forced down again and again.

His magic sparked, but snuffed out.

My dad stroked my cheek. “I am sorry, Lazriel.”

“Not your fault.” I nuzzled against him. “None of it ever was.”

I grimaced as I heard Sylas roaring when Morien struck, thrusting that wave toward us.

The air shifted all of a sudden.

Cold wind rushed toward us.

And then I was gasping as a figure cut across my vision, then stood in front of us, their back to us.

Even from the back, he was recognizable.

That broad form, the perfectly styled long black hair, the thousand-dollar suit—and the might.

Lucian Black.

He staggered for a brief couple of moments as Risen Reckoning slammed into him.

But he held, just like my dad had when he’d taken it during the CRS facility battle.

“Fool,” Morien spoke. “Ryker will not be happy with you for endangering your life.” His lips twisted. “Although, just thinking about the utter collapse he will suffer when he discovers you have been taken from him will grant me immense pleasure.”

“The only thing on the agenda for you is agony, necromancer.”

Morien let out a wild laugh. “You cannot hold this brutal assault for long, so cease the posturing. My son is incapacitated so he cannot save you.”

“Hmm… about that…”

In the next moment, green lightning tore through the sky, followed by a violent explosion of power, a moment before Ryker Morgan materialized in his signature deep crouch, his lightning radiating out everywhere, tearing into the four hundred bastards keeping Sylas down.

It ripped the wolves and vampires off their feet.

And it shorted out the magic of every single magic-wielder, his unique defensive magic doing its thing, and doing it well.

The dome containing Sylas disintegrated, and then Ryker rushed to his side, stepping on several of the shrieking, fallen, and incapacitated Puritas soldiers on his way, his lightning still leapfrogging out over every single one of them, both hands outstretched.

Sylas forced himself to his knees and Ryker offered him his shoulder.

Sylas clasped it, channeled his magical strength, then thrust a bolt of his crimson power toward Morien.

It shredded through Morien’s magic and cut out Risen Reckoning.

Lucian staggered back to us, sucking in a breath.

Morien swung his head, his gaze wild.

Then he called the black magic he was imbued with, black tendrils swirling around him in seconds, a moment before that blackness exploded and he teleported out in a really twisted way.

Before the relief could settle in, it hit me where he’d likely headed off to.

To the battle Gregor was waging on the hybrid volunteers.

To where Velra was!

Sylas eased from Ryker.

Then Ryker let out a wolf whistle toward the tear in the place.

In the next moment, hundreds of masked and hooded troops filtered through in rapid bursts of movement and teleportation.

I smiled to myself.

The Shadowed.

“Borrowed part of your army,” Ryker spoke to my dad, as we watched them swarm the Puritas bastards and begin slapping Inhibitor cuffs to them rapid-fire. They didn’t have Celestial magic or black magic, unlike a select few that we’d been dealing with earlier, so those cuffs would hold the bastards. “They temporarily deferred to my command because your life was on the line.”

Ryker pulled his power back and dropped his hands and helped Sylas over to us, supporting his weight with his shoulder. “That’s really something. A whole lot of loyalty and care among them toward you. Not fear and control like Gregor commands with.”

With a flick of his hands, he conjured some blood bags, then handed them over to me and my dad. “Filled with fresh and warm human blood that your soldiers assisted with on our way here. Drink up. The fight isn’t over yet.”

With that, he walked to Lucian and they fawned all over one another for a moment, before Ryker told him, “Jax and Mia are on the frontlines. There’s a shitload of Celestial magic in play. It almost took out Cornelius. If Ari hadn’t arrived in time…”

“We will see to it, my beloved,” Lucian told him, stroking his pecs over his silky white shirt. “Just as we always have.”

I wrapped my arm around Sylas as I gulped down the blood just like my dad was, our bodies healing faster as the warm liquid infused us. In moments I was able to properly support his weight.

My dad had his head turned away, because he’d had to take his mask off to drink, and his identity couldn’t be known to the Puritas army, to Lucian Black, and certainly not to the Head of the Guardian Movement.

To his credit, Ryker didn’t try to look.

He was so much wiser than that.

He came to Sylas and drew him off to the side a little.

Kind of pointless from an auditory perspective because he was surrounded by three beings with acute vampire hearing. It was probably so that he could focus through not touching me, or letting the emotion of almost seeing me die settle while we were still not done with this shitshow.

“My estimates have your recovery window marked as an hour,” Ryker spoke. “Is that accurate?”

“The fact you have estimates on me is a mixture of disturbing and flattering, Ry. But, yeah, within an hour I’ll be back to full power.”

“Then we’ll hold him off in the meantime, then you make your move.”

“I’ll take that motherfucker out and—” Sylas lurched and grabbed at his head.

“Get out! Get the fuck out!” he was yelling then, before his power sparked and then he was blinking and shaking his head.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Morien was just in my head,” he told me, his gaze only on me.

His really intense, fearful gaze.

“What is it?” I asked, grasping his arm. “What did he communicate to you?”

“When he had me weakened back there, it impacted something, one of my spells, one of the only longstanding ones that I couldn’t use Methuselah Root to maintain even if I fall or if I’m drained… one not like the others. It’s back up now, but while it weakened, he felt it, Lazriel.” He grasped my shoulders. “He felt it.”

“He—” The realization slammed into me. “No. No, he didn’t. He can’t. Sylas, no.”

Emotion welled in his eyes, as he forced himself to put it out there for both of us to hear, to make it a reality we didn’t want to be real, but fucking was. “He knows about our baby.”

Fuck.

Fucking shit.

No. No. No.
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The pangs finally stopped.

Holy fuck.

They’d just kept coming over and over.

Lazriel and Sylas—their distress, pain, fear, suffering.

They’d been in danger.

Horrific fucking danger.

From what I’d felt, and what I knew Cassius was feeling too while up at Haven Initiative overseeing the siphoning with Ketheron and the Celestial children, it had seemed like they’d been on the edge of fucking death.

But now… now it had finally ceased.

“Velra?”

I raised my head from my crouched position on the grass to see Rhyza eyeing me with concern as she knelt in front of me, stroking my back soothingly like she had been since this had started.

It had been so intense that she’d had to pull me off the battlefield, and we were a hundred feet away.

That hadn’t stopped attacks from coming our way, though, and she’d had to beat several back.

And then, when Cornelius had seen what had been happening, he’d teleported over to us and erected a shimmering silver shield that was now encompassing us. He’d managed to calm Warlow down who’d been raging all over the battlefield in a dangerous way after earlier and the wound that Cornelius had suffered.

Cornelius had realized what was going on, noting the Nexus Band ring on me, then he’d reached out to Ryker, who’d been on his way to the boys with Lucian, but they’d been delayed by the remaining thousand soldiers of Gregor’s army that were being tracked. The Shadowed had found them and Ryker had been assisting with Lucian, but Cornelius had then confirmed that they hadn’t been far out from making it to Sylas and Lazriel.

“It’s over,” I told Rhyza as I lifted my head, then rose to my feet, her following.

She sucked in an unsteady breath. “Over?”

“Oh. No. Not like that. Sorry,” I gave her arm a squeeze. “I mean, they’re out of the woods now.”

The sheer enormity of her relief mirrored mine.

I dropped my hand to my belly and stroked it, taking a moment.

It was okay. It would all be okay.

I moved my hand away, my eyes narrowing fiercely.

My purple power sparked on my palms as I squared my shoulders.

It was time to channel all that pain and terror, and give it right back to those who were causing all of this—fucking Puritas.

“Cornelius, we’re good now.”

He craned his neck to look at us over his shoulder, his assessing gaze sweeping over me.

He smiled, then gave a nod and dropped the shielding dome.

Rhyza dropped her wolf claws, a growl rumbling in her throat, preparing to escalate to a battle cry of a true Alpha.

My shadows swirled around my arms and my frost crackled on my fingertips and out in front of me, forming a protective path, while my purple power flamed.

And Cornelius’ silver power surged on his upturned palms.

We were just about to re-enter the battlefield, when a hell of a sight pulled us up short.

Over to the left where Kai, Vorzyr and the Guardian members who had Bastion Gauntlets were fighting against the members of Gregor’s Puritas army who were wielding Celestial power and black magic, sparks of white and gold, those black flecks too, started floating up into the air, pulling from the offenders.

It was happening!

The siphoning of that stolen power was underway.

Ariana had been bogged down erecting a wall protecting the two thousand hybrid volunteers who were battling against those Puritas soldiers who weren’t wielding Celestial magic.

But as the magic floating up into the sky and it being drawn away had those wielding it shrieking and yelling out, many forced to their knees, especially as those sparks became streams when they were siphoned harder and faster by Ketheron, Cassius, and the Celestial children up at Haven Initiative, she dropped the wall, and rushed toward Gregor.

That demented bastard was firing his staff, the peach orb fighting to contain the Celestial power and prevent it from being taken, keeping a store, even as he tried to take out Jaxon and Mia who’d been battling him, but had been forced into a defensive, dodging position due to the potency of the magic.

Ariana stormed over there, holding an oval shimmering silver shield in front of her.

Gregor turned his attention to her and fired a stream of that concentrated shit at her.

She grunted and jarred, but kept going, her blond waves whipping behind her with the force of the power being expelled all over the place.

In a blink, Vorzyr was there too, firing his red power—the Primal Celestial Resonance aspect—that served to cut into Gregor’s stream.

“You will not win out here!” Gregor bellowed, his composure cracked. “Misguided fools! This is what the world needs! Restoration of the balance!”

“Your actions are what have been threatening the balance,” Ariana seethed.

Gregor stumbled.

His power cut out for a brief moment.

There was a delay with him reigniting it as Mia fired upon him from behind.

And then Jaxon leapt forward with crazy speed, calling out, “Now, Kai!”

With a burst of teleportation, Kai was right there as Jaxon hit Gregor, snatching the staff away, just as Jaxon slashed his claws across Gregor’s throat.

Cornelius burst into the fray with an explosion of his silver power. As Gregor hit the ground on his ass, frantically trying to heal his gushing throat, spluttering as blood literally drenched his robes, Cornelius hauled him up by said throat, making him shudder all over.

“Your actions have damaged so many. Your rhetoric has poisoned the supernatural world. You have made a power play out of persecuting, harming, and murdering the innocent, the vulnerable. You are no mighty man. You are evil and madness colliding.”

In the next moment, Cornelius called his silver power to the fingertips of his free hand, and then I was jolting as he shoved his hand through Gregor’s chest.

Gregor lurched, eyes wide.

And then Cornelius jerked his hand free—Gregor’s heart in his palm.

Holy. Hell.

The light went out in that bastard’s eyes.

Cornelius released him, then spat on him.

His corpse.

Dead.

Gregor Varsellis was gone.

The leader of Puritas was dead.

It was… surreal.

There wasn’t time to process it right now, though, as his acolytes registered what had happened, then went wild, the battle ramping up to a whole other level to our right.

Fortunately, the left side that had been wielding Celestial power were curled up in balls now whimpering as the last of the Celestial power and black magic was pulled from them, causing weakness and a clear pained, maybe hollowed out sensation until they recovered.

I caught sight of Kai handing the staff to Ariana.

She grabbed it by the orb, his silver power flaring around it, and then it cracked into pieces, the remaining Celestial power Gregor had been trying to keep floating up into the air too.

Cries near me drew my attention to the right side of battle, and I looked to see ten of the soldiers—these ones vampires—tearing into a half dozen wolf-sorcerer hybrids, slashing through their clothes, some feeding on them.

Rhyza caught sight of some more being cornered and she bounded over there, claws out, battle cry sounding.

I thrust my shadows at the ten vampires, ripping them off the hybrids by capturing them in a funnel cloud. As I swept them away, I directed the funnel through the battlefield, picking up other Puritas assholes along the way, until I’d cleared out fifty of them.

Then I twisted my right hand, the funnel collapsing, and the soldiers falling out onto the grass unconscious.

Guardians descended on them, slapping cuffs to them, preparing them for transfer to The Void once this battle was done.

As I blasted back two Light Fae coming at me from the left with my purple power, I caught sight of Nyx sailing and flipping through the air, bouncing off soldiers, blasting them unconscious with his blue power as he executed his impressive parkour moves.

Kai joined this side of the battle then, now that the Celestial aspect was done, and in typical Kai fashion, strode right through the middle of the battlefield, clearing a path with his rose-gold power without stopping, soldiers shrieking and flying into the air, others slamming into their buddies and creating domino effects.

I felt a rush of movement coming from my right and I spun, my Dark Fae power at the ready, just as ten vampires and five sorcerers lunged at me.

I saw Rhyza about to leap into the fray.

But an explosion of white power right in front of me stilled her, and then it was rushing at my attackers and sending them all hurtling into the distance several feet away, where they landed in unconscious heaps.

When the blindingly bright light died down, I caught sight of him.

“Cassius,” I breathed, as he spun around to face me and came to me, kind of looming over me in a very protective way, while his gaze darted around constantly, monitoring our surroundings.

“Little shadow,” he uttered, beaming at me.

“I thought… I was so worried that I’d feel a painful pang from you next.”

“Ketheron and I determined a solution that wouldn’t cause harm to me. All is well. The process is complete. Ketheron is well. All the Celestial children are unharmed.” He chuckled. “Actually, they are elated that they were heroes tonight. I’m sure they will be up all night talking about it. Ambrose is well also and has absorbed all the black magic that tainted the Celestial power.”

“Wow… that’s… I can’t believe it. Thank hell.”

“Indeed.” He moved in then, to brush his lips over my cheek in that sweet way of his.

But he never made it.

He was suddenly frozen mid-step.

A gray film materialized all around him.

No.

No. No. No.

In the next second, a blast of that awful power slammed into my side.

It sent me flying out fifty feet beyond the battle, where I’d been earlier with Rhyza.

I rolled from my back and somersaulted to my feet, just as I caught sight of Rhyza leaping toward me, only to be frozen in Undead Domination too, like Cassius.

An intense rush of fear hit me through the Soul Brand from Cassius.

An explosion of gray power had Morien Morgrave materializing right in front of me.

A flick of his fingers had me knocked to my knees on the grass.

“Stay down and no harm will come to you,” he told me. His gaze dropped to my belly. “Not until that child is born.”

I choked.

He knew?

He knew about our baby.

And our child was part necromancer… in his hands… no.

“You’re done. The Celestial power has been extracted.”

“Ah, yes, but I still have my own black magic that wasn’t tied to that. Not to mention, my son has provided me an immense boost too.”

“That was what I felt… you were draining him.”

“Draining him, weakening him, on the verge of ridding myself of Remnant and his son too.” He looked out at the battlefield. “Hmm. Gregor is no more. Well, he became too reckless and emotionally volatile near the end. We will retire from this foolishness until the child is born. If you are good for me, I will allow you to remain to raise him.” He flicked his magic at me, forcing my chin up, making me grit my teeth. “You will bear me an entire line of necromancers who will belong to me and be shaped by my blood and teachings.”

A shudder rolled through me.

“The Wraith aspect will only serve to enhance their power. You know that I have never cared for Puritas rhetoric—they were just a means to an end to me—so do not fret, you being a hybrid being does not put you in danger from me. In fact, know that you are now a sacred object to me.”

“You can’t do this.”

“I assure you that I can.”

“This baby’s conception is an unrepeatable phenomenon.”

My son was a product of me and all three of my loves, not the way Morien believed it to be. And it had all come together in a one-off event to create our baby. The circumstances, all four of us, the timing… it couldn’t be replicated.

“If there is one thing my son and I have in common, aside from our necromancy, it is making the impossible possible.”

He released my chin, then abruptly turned toward the battlefield.

He twirled his hand, his gray magic sparking on his fingertips.

“Vinculum Exuro,” he rumbled.

In the next moment, I watched as black collars materialized around the necks of every single Puritas soldier, collars that had clearly been glamored.

Morien’s power flamed, and then the soldiers jolted, all hundreds of them.

Blood began oozing from their noses, their ears, then their eyes.

Morien told me, “Gregor’s invention which I’ve co-opted. The collars share an energy frequency melded with the blood donations that each Puritas member makes to Gregor upon their induction. That utterance was me sending a detonation command, connecting all of them as one, disposing of them rather efficiently. They are too loyal to Gregor. I will build my own followers, those who will not waver and will kneel only to me.”

I gasped as every single Puritas soldier fell in death then, right there on the battlefield.

The hybrid volunteers and Nyx, Kai, Warlow, Ariana… all of them stilled in absolute shock.

And then they noticed Morien.

They saw Cassius and Rhyza being trapped in that awful spell.

Morien registered it, then swept his power around me, forming a shield but also freezing me with Undead Domination.

And as Cornelius and Warlow, joined by the others right behind them, led the way to attack him, Morien stepped forward, thrusting his hands up toward the sky, flash lightning sparking in split-seconds, as his glowing gray magic raged on his palms.

He slammed his hands down, then that dangerous wave rushed toward them all.

All of them—the entire now still battlefield.

Risen Reckoning.

I couldn’t speak.

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t even fucking blink.

All I could do was see straight out at Cassius right in my eyeline, in the line of fire like everyone else.

I love you, I communicated through the Soul Brand.

A rush of his love came back to me, overriding the fear and anguish.

Eruptions of amber and yellow smoke occurred at the edge of the battlefield, and then Gabriel Morgan and Calla Corretti materialized. His shock of white spiky hair lit up the battlefield, as did his wife’s sparkling red dress that matched her hair. Ryker hadn’t wanted his father involved in the heart of this battle due to his previous issues with black magic corruption.

The two of them began creating portals to evacuate the hybrid volunteers.

Nyx and Warlow rushed over there to help, because we were talking two thousand beings, some who were injured and reeling.

But it wouldn’t be fast enough.

It just wouldn’t.

Cornelius, Mia, Jaxon, Ariana, Vorzyr, and Kai thrust up a wall of multicolored power just as Morien’s wave hit.

They all jolted, feet slipping in the grass, fighting to hold it.

Something that couldn’t be held for long against death magic.

Especially not Risen Reckoning.

Morien laughed and I could hear the sadistic excitement in it. “Moments. Moments are all you can endure. Teleporting out would serve you much better. Although, annihilating such supremely powerful beings will certainly clear the path for me, so by all means, continue your futile efforts.”

A burst of speed caught my attention, and then Lucian Black arrived, and began immediately assisting with the evacuation, his gaze flicking back and forth to his family on the front line as he went, clearing fighting to focus through it.

Another two bursts of speed, and then I saw Remnant cut across the area too, and join Lucian.

The second one? The second one had my heart leaping into my throat.

Lazriel.

He stopped on his way to help with the evacuation, as he caught sight of me over by Morien trapped. He noted Cassius and Rhyza.

Remnant turned back and went to him, urging him to focus, even though I could see Remnant’s eyes flickering with emotion that they were trapped and in the line of fire.

But there was nothing they could do. They couldn’t breach Undead Domination.

Hopelessness and anguish threatened to get the best of me.

And then green lightning tore up the night sky and Ryker Morgan burst in, his magic leapfrogging out toward Morien.

He knew it couldn’t cut into Risen Reckoning, so what was he—

It became clear in the next second when a thunderous roll of energy swept through the area.

Ryker had been providing a distraction.

Red lightning joined Ryker’s, then shot down in a violent, blazing stream right in front of the shuddering wall everyone was holding up.

As it cleared, Sylas came into view, in a deep crouch, his crimson power enveloping him and protecting him as Risen Reckoning streamed into him—only him now as he took the full force of it.

“Father dearest,” he gritted out as he rose to his feet. “We weren’t done.”

“I assure you that we are. Now that I know your lover is carrying a necromancer child. One I can train to my liking, one who will not be such a despicable disappointment. My grandson.”

“Despicable disappointment? Yeah, not being pro-massacre, mass persecution and domination, then sure, label me a disappointment.” His gaze flicked to me, but bounced off me almost immediately. I felt his emotion and terror for me and our baby through the Nexus Band link, and he couldn’t afford to let it rule him right now.

He sucked in a breath, his palms flaming wilder, his shield holding steady.

Morien grunted and pushed harder, but Sylas still held.

“You can hold me off, but only for a time. You cannot overpower me. I have your power boosting me and while you’ve clearly recovered, I also bear black magic.”

“Black magic? You mean the thing that Ambrose discovered I’m actually immune to?”

Morien sneered. “It won’t be enough to spare you. You’ll fall soon enough, tire, and then they will all be ashes.”

Sylas flicked sparks of his magic behind him, and it broke Undead Domination on Cassius and Rhyza.

I saw him consider doing the same to me, but something flickered in his gaze and I caught sight of a trickle of his crimson magic discreetly traveling across the ground instead, barely perceptible.

It encircled the bottom of the dome around me and then faded into it and out of sight.

What was he—oh. He knew Morien wanted to take me and the baby. With Sylas needing to focus on Risen Reckoning, if Morien tried to escape while he was handling that, and tried to take me, Sylas might not be able to stop it. So I had a feeling, knowing how his mind worked, that he’d just tethered both me and Morien unbeknownst to him, so he could pull both of us back if Morien tried to jump into a portal and disappear.

I smiled inwardly. He’d just trapped the maniac.

Cassius’ white power flamed then and he added it to the wall, standing between Ariana and Mia.

Rhyza rushed over to help with the evacuation, where Remnant and Lazriel embraced her with such relief. Lazriel kept looking over at me, Cassius, and Sylas, though, so terrified for us, Remnant and Rhyza working to offer him any comfort that they could.

Morien roared as he saw the evacuation was speeding up, already two hundred hybrids gone from the battlefield now. He thrust more power forward, sending Sylas staggering back, just ten feet from the magical wall.

Morien laughed as Sylas’ shield shuddered, his palms flickering unsteadily.

“Even with your black magic immunity, the boost of your power thrumming through my veins has rendered you unable to match me.”

“You know how I love to push the boundaries of what’s possible, old man. Sometimes those boundaries can be pushed too far and I’ve been guilty of that.” He called over his shoulder. “Right, Ry?”

“You’ve struck a healthy balance now.”

“I have, yes.” He glared at Morien. “Unlike you, power-hungry fucking fool. You see, striking that balance is actually an advantage. It made certain parameters much clearer to me. It’s how I was able to determine a solution to this very situation we now find ourselves in.”

“What are you—”

Morien’s words caught in his throat as Sylas eased his palms apart, and it forced Morien’s stream into two at the tail end.

“No!”

Sylas smirked and pulled his palms further apart, separating the stream further down, the gray shimmering waves being pulled away from their targets.

Ryker smiled. Cassius’ eyes shone. And Kai, of course, smirked darkly, knowing the psycho was about to get his. I heard a shocked curse from Lazriel. The others on the frontline held steady in deep concentration.

Sylas’ hands shook as the stream furthered into two split rivers.

And then he suddenly thrust his left palm forward.

It sent the left stream whipping around and slamming into Morien himself.

The asshole shrieked as it desiccated half his body in seconds.

His power barely held, and Sylas took full advantage of it, slamming his palms together and creating a shockwave that blew Morien back.

Risen Reckoning cut out.

Morien scrambled back to his feet and went to fire at Sylas, his body moving in an unbalanced way because he was half-desiccated.

Sylas batted his magical pulse away, then fired again and again and again, blowing Morien back into a tree.

The second he hit and ricocheted off it onto his front, Cassius burst into the fray and fisted his straggly hair, dragging him up close.

“There will be no peace for you, no afterlife, just obliteration.”

And then squeezed his glowing white hand around Morien’s throat and yanked, tearing his head from his body in a brutally gory display.

He growled and kicked the body away, then dropped the head on top of it, and turned to Sylas. “Do your thing. Ensure he does not return again.”

Sylas stared at him for a moment in a mixture of awe and shock. “Yeah. I’m… I’ll see to it.”

The dome around me dissipated with Morien now dead, and I rushed over in the next second.

I’d barely made it to them when a rush of speed blew around me a second before Lazriel was throwing his arms around me from behind and holding me to him.

I chuckled and nuzzled against him.

Chuckling? After all of that? Yeah, only my men could bring that to me in moments like this.

Cassius cleansed his hands with his magic, then wrapped himself around me too, as we watched Sylas sweep his crimson power over Morien’s body—and head.

Cassius tensed as Ryker came over.

“The kill was authorized,” Ryker told him, assuring him that he wouldn’t be apprehended for murdering Morien in front of everyone.

“Very well,” Cassius uttered, nuzzling against me.

He didn’t regret it, or the way he’d done it.

That was how Cassius was.

He did what he had to do for those he loved.

He crossed lines and slammed through bureaucracy.

Out of love.

Out of protection.

And I couldn’t fault him for that, as brutal as it could sometimes be.

Because loving my men, building this family together, I understood the impulse.

Morien couldn’t have been allowed to survive this.

He just couldn’t.

And now… with him gone, Puritas completely destroyed… it was done.

It was really done.

We watched Morien become nothing but ash, then Sylas eradicate even that with his power.

He blew out a heavy sigh and took a moment to process that Morien had actually been defeated, that the threat was gone, that the man who had caused him so much trauma and pain was really no more.

And then he turned and smiled out at us.

In the next moment, he was throwing his arms around us and holding us so close.

I sank into it, into them, into the men I loved.

We were safe now.

We were free.

And our life together was calling.
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“No more!” Velra cried, batting Lazriel away as he tried to grab at her to pull her back into bed.

Again.

“Hell, my naughty little wolf-vampire,” she breathed. “I’m gonna be late to lunch with Warlow and Cornelius at their place.”

“I’m sure they’ll understand,” he crooned at her.

“Yeah, and I’m sure I’m not gonna be divulging the details of our dirty sex lives to the two people who are like father figures to me.”

I finished shrugging my shirt on, then walked back to the bed and slapped Lazriel’s ass.

He made me laugh, and had my cock jerking in my pants, as he wiggled it on his hands and knees while he stared out at Velra as she backed away further from him at the foot of the bed. “The way I’ve heard it, the two of them can really bring the filth when they get it on, too.”

Velra held up her hand. “I know. I know all too well. And I don’t want to hear more. Father figures, remember? Walking in on them accidentally a couple of times while I was living there was more than enough.”

I chuckled and pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Such a sweet little thing, Dark Beauty.” I wiggled my eyebrows. “Except when you’re being devoured by us.”

“And begging for more and more,” Lazriel said.

She rolled her eyes at us, but unable to hide her sexy smile, as she snapped her fingers and produced Lazriel’s jeans with her magic. “Put these on,” she said, tossing them to him.

“Can’t handle me in my boxers?”

“It’s… distracting, yeah. Happy?”

“Oh, very,” he said, flashing her a winning smile. “Although, I could be happier if you jumped me right now, love.”

“I’m sure you could. But I need to go. And you need to study.”

He grumbled, but listened and put his jeans on with a burst of speed. “Yeah, since you all convinced me to finish out the year, now I’ve gotta study my sweet little ass off.”

“Sweet tight little delicious ass,” I said, grinning at him.

He smirked back, eyes hooding. “Velra, Sylas is teasing me and tempting me.”

She gave me a look.

I held up my hands with a laugh.

Then she told Lazriel, “I’ll see you up at Crossborn right after your class and my lunch. Then following that reunification meeting, we’ll head back here and the four of us will fuck all night long. Okay?”

Their reunification meeting was the first coming together of Crossborn following the takedown of Puritas. There was obviously a great deal to discuss, damage to be dealt with.

“All night long?” Lazriel asked. “Really?”

“I promise.”

“That’s one hell of a deal,” I said.

“Here?” Lazriel asked, gesturing around Velra’s dorm room in Wraeven Academy where we’d all slept together last night.

Cassius had left an hour ago to go downstairs and teach his class.

Although I’d officially dropped out now, Lazriel was still a student in the class, but Cassius had given him a free pass because Lazriel had been up really early at the building of Vyrn Hollow Shifter Habitat. That had passed as a non-personal reason and not been classed as favoritism, thankfully, so it wouldn’t cause any issues.

A lot of people knew about the four of us now, but Cassius had struck a deal with the dean that, so long as he kept things strictly professional in class, it would be allowed—especially with there just being a few months until Lazriel would be graduating anyway.

Word had spread about our efforts in the war, so it hadn’t been difficult for Cassius to seal things there.

The door burst open, then Cassius strode in, flicking his hand to lock it with a spark of his magic.

His gaze swept over us and lingered on Velra in her black off-the-shoulder top and her fitted violet jeans. Since the war, she’d moved away from her black leather ready-for-anything battle gear again. Lazriel was even going the jeans route instead of his tactical pants get-up. I was still doing the whole hooded leather jacket thing, but because that was my signature.

“Excellent,” Cassius spoke. “I managed to catch you all before you left for your respective tasks today.”

As Velra met Cassius’ approach, she confirmed to Lazriel over her shoulder, “Yeah, here.”

“Here for what?” Cassius asked.

“Some all-night, hardcore, down and dirty fucking,” Lazriel told him.

Velra stretched onto her tiptoes and kissed Cassius’ check, then he held her hands between them. “Hmm,” he said, eyeing each of us in turn.

“You’re not down for the fucking, Cas?” Lazriel asked, his disbelief clear.

I was right there alongside him with that.

“We have all been emotionally raw since the battle against Puritas and Morien. The close calls, the intensity of it all… it’s understandable. As is our reaction being to drown ourselves in sex—and a mass amount of it at that. However, I believe now we should begin to ease off a little bit.” He smiled out at us warmly. “I suggest a dinner. All four of us and Ketheron. At the apartment. I will cook.” He winked at me. “With your help, of course, to ensure everything is fully edible.”

I smiled out at him.

Who would have thought with how he’d been when we’d first come together that Cassius would become so emotionally intelligent and so incredibly attuned to us? It was a hell of a thing.

We’d all made great strides, actually. In different ways.

In different necessary ways.

For ourselves and for each other.

“I like it,” Lazriel said.

“Me too,” Velra chuckled, stroking her hands over his teal tee, beaming up at him proudly.

“I believe it’s perfect timing,” I told him. “In fact, I’ll invite Ketheron when I see him in a few moments.”

“Very good.” He held up a finger. “Oh, you need to be made aware that Ketheron will wish to spend some time analyzing the object Remnant will be bringing along with him.”

“Already factored in.”

He nodded and breathed Velra in for another few moments, before he said, “I wish I could stay longer, but I need to get to Haven Initiative with Ariana.”

“No worries,” Velra told him. “I need to leave too.”

I ruffled Lazriel’s hair as he leapt off the bed and landed firmly on the floor. “You go to your own room and study. I’m leaving now as well.”

“Cross my heart, necromantic heartthrob,” he said, in his sexy, growly voice, as he stepped up to me and grasped my belt.

Mmm… maybe just once more and—no. I needed to focus for what I had to do.

A lot of people were counting on me. And, while I did enjoy that, I also respected it.

I kissed the top of Lazriel’s head, then extricated myself.

“See you tonight,” I told them, sweeping my gaze over each of them in turn, before then teleporting out.
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Mystic Heart.

Here I was holding it in my hands.

Well, levitating it a few inches from my hands.

A fantastical magical object that had been forged like an impossibility.

It pained me that this would be the first and only time.

Ryker had been right—it couldn’t exist much longer.

It was too dangerous should it fall into the wrong hands.

I was pulled from the reverence I was lavishing on it from incessant beeping.

I swung my head to my left where Remnant stood with me on the mountaintop as we awaited Ketheron’s arrival. A translucent film encompassed him, which was the work of his magic-wielders shielding him temporarily from the sun. It was something he’d used several times when business couldn’t only be conducted at night. He was clad in his leather jacket, a hood hanging low and his metal mask in place, but I could at least make out his eyes from this close range position.

Thick mist hanging heavy surrounded the entire expanse of the snowy Mordrek Mountains. It was primarily a Guardian Movement training ground, but we were using it for what needed to be done today because Ryker had imbued it with his defensive power, which turned powerful magics into harmless mist should they rage out of control, something that protected both the environment and the wielder—an out-of-the-box failsafe.

While I was certain I could do this, it did actually bring some comfort.

Repairing the Valley of the Dead was no small thing after all.

In fact, even though Ryker was bogged down with the fallout of the war, he had a shimmering green holoscreen hovering near us, keeping an eye on the situation.

“I thought you said things were in a calmed state for you with The Shadowed in the wake of the war?” I spoke, closing the distance between us as I found Remnant typing rapidly on his secure phone.

“That remains so. This is Lazriel.”

“Texting that much?” Worry flared.

“Your pulse just started racing,” he said, still focused on his phone. “Rest assured he is well. He’s texting about his school work.”

“His school work that he’s supposed to be immersed in right now.”

“Yes,” Remnant said, amusement dancing in his eyes. “He’s asked me whether there exists vampiric speed in our thought processes.”

I burst out laughing. “Of course he did.”

“He is still coming down from the war, so he is experiencing trouble focusing.”

“I know. He just needs time. Injecting a sense of urgency often helps, and giving him something to look forward to—only once he’s finished the task at hand.”

Remnant put his phone away and stared at me.

“What?” I asked.

“You will make a fine father. You’re deeply attuned, fair, yet firm, coming from a positive place despite frustrations. Yes. You will do very well.” He chuckled to himself. “As will Lazriel, albeit in a very different way.”

I smiled out at him.

Any further conversation there was paused as Ketheron teleported in via a flash of his golden power.

He looked between us, greeted us very briefly, then his entire attention went to the Mystic Heart, his excitement barely contained.

As he stood before it hovering in a field of my crimson magic, taking in the shimmering golden valves and veins, he asked me, “Sylas, may I—”

“Study away.”

“Yes!” he cried, examining it.

While he did that, Remnant told me, “Rhyza wishes me to invite you and your loves to dinner.”

“Huh. So the two of you are—”

“It’s a work in progress, but things are well, yes. Very well.”

“Text us some days and times and I’ll see to it.”

“She will be thrilled, thank you.”

She would be? He was clearly trying to tamper down how he truly was looking forward to hosting a very family-oriented dinner like that also. He wanted to maintain his focus for what was to come.

While he didn’t have a role beyond bringing the Mystic Heart here in repairing the Valley of the Dead, he and I were slated to meet with the other being involved in Requital immediately afterward—Charles Petrone—which would involve detailed, high-level strategizing.

We talked for a while to give Ketheron some time, keeping things light for once, discussing pregnancy and how we could help Velra, child-rearing, balancing our work with our family life, me explaining some complex necromantic spells that I’d fashioned which could assist him with The Shadowed and reinforce the Shadow Tunnels.

“Done!” Ketheron called out then.

“Right,” I said, breaking from Remnant and joining Ketheron. “Let’s get this done.”

I moved just to the left of him and called my power.

He guided the heart from my magical hold and levitated it with his own power, widening his stance as his golden magic surged in preparation for what was coming.

I uttered the incantation I’d crafted to pull this off—something that had never been done before. It was a reversal of Auctoritas Mortis in a way, not dominating death, but… soothing it, calming it, healing it.

I streamed my power up into the atmosphere, a red film forming, as I called a portion of the Valley of the Dead forth into being.

My hands shook as it happened, a shimmering near-translucent entity coming into view with amber and green threads all over it—the patches of repair that Gabriel and Ryker had put in place.

A temporary solution that now needed to become permanent.

I strained, weaving my hands, and watching as a small window opened—a path into the Veil, with the Valley of the Dead just beyond.

“Now,” I told Ketheron.

His magic was glowing near blindingly as he guided the heart through the window.

As I kept it open, his magic swirled around the heart inside, until white and gold power was leaking from the valves and out into the atmosphere of the Veil.

It grew more vibrant, spreading everywhere, until I saw through the window that it was filling up the entire space within.

I saw the patches begin to fade away, the film being healed quickly, as though there had never been any tears

And then Ketheron thrust his palms forward and the heart exploded, becoming fluid golden and ivory that flooded the Valley.

I could feel through my death connection that it was encompassing the entire Valley, not just this section that was visible to us from this entrance point.

A shudder rolled through me as I felt the reset, the stabilization.

“Done,” I breathed, closing up the window, then the shimmering entity itself fading from view, settling back into its dimensional positioning.

“All is well,” Ketheron confirmed. “Well done, friend.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “We must make sure we take care from here on out, as there is no more Mystic Heart to assist now.”

“We will.” I added. “I’ll be careful.”

He smiled. “I know you will.”

I sucked in a breath as the weight of that rolled over me.

His faith in me.

So many people’s faith in me for vital things.

Then I looked out at Ryker’s holoscreen and gave a thumbs-up.

It dissipated in the next moment.

I smiled, then told Ketheron, “Cassius just announced that he wants us to have dinner at the apartment tonight.”

“Really? Yes! I’ll be there. Send me the details.” He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I need to return to Haven, but I will love to see you all later.”

“See you soon, C.”

He beamed out at me, then teleported out.

“Charles is incoming,” Remnant told me.

I shifted my weight, then called forth the items for Requital that we’d already worked out. “Time for a quick review then.”

“We can’t remain stagnant. As the world shifts, so must we.”

Ryker’s words to me.

The world certainly had shifted lately.

It was the dawn of a new age.

One that would serve to right the wrongs of the past.

One that would be better.

One that fucking had to be better.

For us.

And for our baby boy.

OceanofPDF.com


[image: ]





OceanofPDF.com




Epilogue 1
~Velra~



We all whistled, hollered, and clapped as we watched Lazriel take the stage in the distance at the rear of Wraeven Academy and receive his degree.

Magical balloons every color of the rainbow floated overhead.

There were no graduation gowns because Wraeven Academy was about not conforming, coming into our own. Home to the feared, the hunted, and the deadly. All the graduates were in their own clothes sitting in the front four rows.

Sylas was wolf-whistling from beside me, while Cassius was clapping to my left, and Ketheron was beside him yelling out Lazriel’s name.

We all chuckled as Lazriel turned suddenly and flashed his fangs and his wolf claws in one. Perfect for him to mark the occasion and a great callback to his incredible evolution.

Through the celebration and revelry, I looked out to see Remnant and Rhyza partially concealed in the trees. Given Remnant’s status, he couldn’t be right in the thick of it. But he was still here. He wouldn’t have missed his son’s graduation. He had a shimmering film encompassing him that served to protect him from the daylight.

When Lazriel descended the stage, I saw them cease their clapping, then Rhyza slammed Remnant against a tree, fisted her hand in his hair, then crushed her mouth to his. I looked away quickly when I saw some rather violent dry humping starting to go down.

It had me chuckling, though, as Lazriel noticed, his eyes shooting wide, before suddenly burst over here, barging along the aisle of white wooden chairs all spread out over the green. “Ready to get gone?”

Ketheron frowned and look at his program. “It says in here that there is at least ninety minutes remaining of this Graduation Ceremony event.”

“You want to cut out early?” Sylas asked, leaning over me, and unable to resist fondling my hair as he did.

Lazriel gestured at the shimmering gold scroll in his hand. “Got the goods, walked the stage, let you guys and my parents see it and memorize it forever. We’re good to go. Besides, the place I have in mind to head off to right now is gonna be a blast.” He looked at Ketheron. “And a place you’ve been looking forward to visiting.”

Ketheron’s eyes lit up and he suddenly shot up in his chair. “Let’s move.”

I laughed. “Fine. Let’s go.” I struggled to get up, having to push a little into Sylas at an angle, and only then lift myself out of the chair. The pregnancy was really far along now, so movement from certain positions was an art form in its own right.

Cassius and Sylas were on me before I’d fully made it to my feet, helping me on either side so I didn’t have to strain.

“Thanks,” I said, beaming at them.

A Lazriel surprise was just what I needed.

Before coming here, I’d been with Brandise Parker, the specialist Healer, finally attending therapy.

She’d come to Glacialis Arx to do the session.

It had been... a lot. But I had also felt a bit of a weight lifting off as I’d gotten into everything.

Ketheron was even attending therapy. After the mind-meddling he’d suffered through, and all the mentions of Corvin recently because of Morien, it had brought a lot of difficult things to the surface for him.

He’d had his session right after mine, so I’d waited there for him to make sure everything went okay for him, and because I figured he’d need some comfort afterward. I’d had his bear at the ready when he’d finished, and we’d just sat for a while together talking about light and fun things like Cloud Muffins, planning the furnishing and interiors of the rest of our castle home.

I smiled to myself as we headed away from the graduation ceremony.

We’d moved Glacialis Arx fulltime a few weeks ago when Lazriel and I had finished up our year. It was now our permanent home.

We’d shifted the entrance to the Rifted Cradle that it resided within to right next to Sylas’ log cabin home. It had seemed apt, being out of the way and enhancing the protection even more so. And Sylas had also wanted to keep the place around, given all the history there, which had now become our shared history.

Cassius created a portal once we were out of sight, and we all stepped through.

As I did, I felt a twinge in my belly.

It had been happening all morning.

Not the same as the baby kicking, more cramp-like.

I shook it off.

I was still three weeks away from my due date.

Today was all about celebration and focusing on the here and now, and that was what I was determined to do.
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Sanctum Sands Beach.

That had been Lazriel’s surprise place to visit today.

The place where I’d defeated my parents and thwarted their acolytes with Cassius, Thryne, and King Darethor.

It didn’t hold pain, though.

It held a sense of victory, of liberation, of empowerment.

Ah… I’d told Lazriel as much a few weeks back when he’d randomly brought it up. Now it was clear it hadn’t been random at all. I’d even heard him asking Cassius about it, who’d told him that it wasn’t a tainted place for him either, but a mark of what happened when good triumphed over evil. I grinned to myself. Of course Cassius had said that.

The place was packed, so many supernatural beings all over the place.

Word had gotten around over the months about our efforts in the war in bringing down Puritas and Morien, so people kept sneaking glances our way, smiles, chin lifts.

But nobody had bothered us, just letting us be.

It was really sweet.

Lazriel had been shooting high into the sky on the steam arcs produced from the draconic energy in the darkened volcanic sand to the east of the beach, interacting with four dragons who were enjoying some leisure time. Ice dragons of House Vortimer who’d come to this plane for the day from the Draconic Realm.

Cassius had seen him getting a bit rambunctious, so he’d guided him over to the tidepools dotting the shoreline in the middle, right in front of where I sat on the golden sand.

Over by Tenebra Cove, vampires were filling the crescent-shaped beach alcove in the sun-safe zone, drinking, partying, swimming, and some even lounging and just chilling.

I watched Cassius dunk Lazriel under the water, just as Ketheron blasted from beneath and sent him flying where he landed with a giant splash that had Lazriel laughing as he resurfaced, shaking his hair out like a dog.

He’d stripped down to a zebra-print thong of all things.

Cassius was shirtless and in a pair of boardshorts that were intentionally Lazriel’s favorite forest-green to get a rise out of him.

And Ketheron was in a tank and shorts, but it was a big deal for him, because he rarely ever even let down his hood in public, let alone took his hoodie off. He’d been self-conscious about the golden fissures that formed jagged patterns across every inch of his skin. I knew how that felt. I’d been that way with my Wraith-marked skin, the black smoky marks encircling my arms. Now, though, it was a point of pride for me, of being different, of being able to do amazing things. Just like it seemed to be becoming for Ketheron too.

“Love the drawbridge,” Sylas said, and I smiled out at him beside me, in his tight swim red swim shorts on his hands and knees as he dug out the moat for the castle we were making. Yeah, I’d developed a thing for castles.

I had been playing magical volleyball with him and the boys in the water, but I’d grown really tired and I’d had to sit down. So here we were making sand sculptures. There was one we’d first made together a few minutes ago of a giant teddy bear that looked exactly like Ketheron’s, something he’d gotten a kick out of—and something that had helped him relax into being around people for one of the first times ever that didn’t involve a battle setting.

I jolted as another cramp assaulted me.

“Velra?” Sylas asked, looking between me and my belly, which was only partially hidden by my flowy purple tank not quite brushing my black swim shorts.

I winced, when another cramp occurred.

But then it faded in the next moment.

I waited… nothing else came.

“It’s all good. Just a disturbance, baby getting impatient, I guess.”

I saw him frown, about to ask more, but then indigo magic erupted beside me, and then I was gasping in pleasant surprise as Kelsana teleported in.

“Hey, Vel,” she greeted me, something she’d taken to calling me.

“Kel,” I responded with a grin… yeah, it went well together.

“Sylas,” she greeted politely, as she sank down onto the sand, her green sarong sweeping across it. It matched her wavy hair that was brushing her shoulders and her golden string bikini top.

“How’ve you been?” he asked. “I’ve heard some things concerning your induction into the Coven Unity Division. You’re making one hell of an impression.”

“Yeah,” she said, her eyes glinting. “It’s going really well. And I also just got back from Maven Academy after making peace with my old friends. I guess me working with Thryne helped demonstrate that I’m not that same nasty person anymore.”

“It’s not just that,” I told her. “It’s you. You did the work.”

Emotion welled in her eyes, but she blinked it away, then her magic sparked and a white paper bag materialized—with the Vantiqe logo on it.

“You didn’t?” I moved closer. “Hell, yes!”

She laughed and levitated the food from the bag, and Sylas had me beaming out at him as he conjured two plates for us.

I watched as she placed a Cinnamon Cloud Muffin on each plate and then something else I’d been craving—a Frosted Moon Petal Cake that was a lemon cake with hibiscus frosting. It looked so perfect sitting next to the soft muffin topped with glazed sugar and the misting charm spelled onto it, and the lovely aroma of cinnamon and lemon fusing together.

I could barely wait a second after thanking her for being so thoughtful before I was picking up the cake and taking a huge bite out of it.

“Amazing,” I uttered through my mouthful.

I broke off a piece and handed it to Sylas.

As he tasted it, his eyes damn near hooded. “Wow.”

“I know,” Kel said, alternating between the muffin and the cake. “Nothing else like these pastries.”

I swallowed another bite, then went to pass another piece to Sylas, when a brutal pain tore through my belly, way beyond all the others so far.

It had me dropping the piece of cake and clutching myself.

“Velra!” Kelsana cried, reaching for me as Sylas skidded in front of me, his haste destroying half of the castle in the process.

White light flashed in my vision and then Cassius was right there.

Ketheron was on my other side in a second with a burst of his gold power, Lazriel with him.

Lazriel pressed his hand to my belly, then smiled at me. “Baby’s coming, love.”

“Now? No, I thought the twinges were just false labor or something. It’s early.”

Lazriel eased his hand away for a moment so Sylas could get in there. His red magic emanated carefully and he concentrated for a few moments, then told me, “The baby is well and strong, unharmed.” He smiled. “He’s just… ready.”

Ketheron grasped Cassius’ arm excitedly. “A baby, I can’t wait.”

Cassius stroked my hair, then told me, “This child is part Sylas and Lazriel. No wonder he’s upturning expectations and bucking procedure.”

A chuckle escaped me, cutting through the panic.

Then I looked out at Kelsana and Ketheron, the care for me, the friendships I’d built in spite of everything.

Then my men all over me, loving me, warming me, making me feel both safe and so fully alive at the same time.

And now it was here—our family was expanding.

I couldn’t believe it.

I couldn’t believe any of it.

It was absolutely everything to me.

“I can’t wait to meet our son,” I breathed.
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Epilogue 2
~Cassius~



Three Months Later

It was truly remarkable.

I was holding innocence in my hands.

A fresh new lifeforce.

One of a kind.

A product of our love and adoration.

A little baby.

Our son.

Three months and six days it had been now and every time I held him was still like the first time.

Inexplicably wonderful.

Utterly miraculous.

I stared down at him, still awed by the sight of him.

He was so impossibly small, barely filling my arms, his head fitting in the crook of my elbow, the soft wisps of his dark hair brushing my skin every time he moved slightly. He was swaddled in a purple blanket with scattered black stars. His eyes were a stunning amethyst, just like Velra’s.

One hand had escaped the blanket and he reached out, grasping my finger, something he often did with all of us.

Winter Nox.

Our little bundle of joy and hope.

I looked up at the rumble across the floor, just as Ketheron walked into the nursery.

It was a beautiful space, glowing with moonlit blue, gothic arches framing tall windows. A canopy of ivory gauze drifted over the crib with a crystal light shaped like starlight above. A cozy forest-green chair sat opposite the crib alongside a purple one. There was a rocking horse in the corner that was actually a unicorn. The stone floor was covered with a pastel-blue shag rug.

Ketheron crossed to us and held up his bear that Lazriel had fixed so very well, the eyes now on sturdily. “I thought Maximus might be able to help this little bundle of joy sleep better tonight.”

“You are offering to give up your most beloved bear, Ketheron?”

He pursed his lips, then gave a nod. “For a few nights. I still love him. But I thought the baby might need him more than I do right now. He has been very restless and upset throughout this week during the night.”

He certainly had.

According to the books I’d been devouring on the subject, it was a form of sleep regression, nothing to be concerned about, nor reel over.

“Thank you, Ketheron. That’s incredibly thoughtful. I’m sure Winter will adore it and take great comfort in him.”

His eyes lit up and he dipped his head to take in Winter in my arms. “I’ll see you again in two days, little baby. I’m staying with Ariana for a sleepover. She’s my kindred. I’ll tell you all about her and her boyfriends when you’re older.”

I chuckled. “If you need anything, let me know.”

“I will.” He nuzzled against me, then teleported out.

Winter’s eyes flamed.

We had seen it before, him registering expulsions of power.

It had even ceased long crying episodes before and calmed his upset.

It was uncanny.

To be expected, given that he was one of a kind.

“Ding dong, baby boy, other Daddy is home!” Lazriel’s voice rang out a moment before he appeared in a burst and strode into the nursery, swaggering as usual in his jeans and leather biker jacket.

He’d returned earlier than expected from his work at Vyrn Hollow. He’d left early this morning, an hour before the sun had come up, to spend some time with his dad too.

I shook my head in dismay as I saw his soiled boots tracking in mud everywhere across the marble floor.

He lifted a shoulder. “A little magic will fix it right up,” he said, eyeing me knowingly.

Before I could even move to do that, he reached out for Winter.

I jerked back with him. “Did you wash your hands?”

“Of course. I got the memo from you and Velra over the last few months, believe me.”

“Good. I don’t want mud or whatever else all over him.”

“He can’t get infections,” he chuckled. “Supernatural powerhouse baby, remember?”

“Still. Look at him, he’s so perfect, unblemished.”

“You know that’s not gonna hold for long with him having a wolf-vampire as a dad, right?”

He was much more used to being around babies, having grown up in a wolf pack where there were frequent births and everybody pitched in. So that was why he was able to accept that much more easily than I, that sort of transition, the growing up aspect.

“I suppose,” I murmured, stroking Winter’s tiny fingers, before handing him over to Lazriel, who nuzzled against him and scented him, breathing him in.

“Aww, this is the cutest thing ever,” Velra’s voice came as she walked on in looking breathtaking in a purple leather wrap dress, her ombre hair cascading about her face.

She had been in the Dark Fae Realm today working with King Darethor and his new council that they were terming, Advisory Court, dropping the off-putting regal air that had become synonymous with the totalitarian rule that the Dark Fae Realm was trying hard to recover from.

She had two days off ahead, and then she’d be at the CRS facilities working with Nyx.

She had a busy schedule, but she always made time for Winter and for us. She was very good at balancing it. Sylas was the one having trouble.

Launching Requital was an incredible undertaking, so we were all hoping that was all it was, and that he would settle into a better balance soon.

Either way, Sylas was very open these days to us, so if he could not manage that on his own, a few words from us would assist to ease him from his tunnel vision.

He had made allowances already that boded well.

Like when he needed to research something for Arcanum Order, he often did it in our home lab that Kai and Lazriel had built for him, instead of going to Arcanum Conclave to do so—all so he could spend time with Winter and us.

He even took Winter into the lab with him. Although, when Velra had first found out, she hadn’t exactly been pleased and she’d insisted that going forward, Sylas and I had to erect a joint shield over Winter all the while he was in there with Sylas.

In her rush to reach the baby, she stepped in the mud that Lazriel had tracked in.

“Oops,” he said, wincing. “Sorry, love.”

She shook her head, then ruffled his hair when she reached us.

Then she conjured a baby bottle full of formula to her right hand. Her frost traveled up the bottle, cooling it to near-frozen temperature.

Winter wouldn’t drink warm formula. He spat it out every time.

It was a preference connected to his Wraith side.

Lazriel eased him into Velra’s arms, sensing her eagerness and need to hold him.

As she settled him against her, propping his head up, he cooed at her, his arms flailing happily.

She nuzzled against him, then started feeding him the bottle.

“Mommy missed you so much, baby boy,” she said, gazing at him lovingly, making Lazriel and I exchange a smile.

A flare of potent power drew my attention and I saw Lazriel scent the air.

A moment later, Sylas rushed on in. “Sorry I’m late,” he breathed.

I arched an eyebrow as I took in him carrying a massive gold treasure chest.

“What on earth?” I queried.

He grinned out at us as he put it down in front of Winter’s crib, then opened the lid with a flick of his magic.

Lazriel burst over there, then started lifting out toys.

Toys upon toys.

Teddy bears, soft unicorns, building blocks, activity mats, puzzles, a mixture of comfort and educational objects.

“Sylas… wow,” Velra spoke, walking over there with Winter.

“He needs it. All of it. It’s educational play. Perfect for his age. And something we can all sit down and do with him as a family,” he explained.

“I see that, yeah,” Velra said. “It’s really sweet.” She held out her hand and drew him to her, then brushed her lips over his. “You’re doing great, you know?”

He tensed. “What?”

“You don’t need to worry so much. You’re an amazing dad, Sylas.” She looked out at Lazriel and me. “You all are. Truly.”

“Well, then that works out perfectly, doesn’t it?” Lazriel spoke, stroking her hair. “Because you’re a fantastic mom to this little boy.”

Sylas relaxed, even releasing a weighty breath, then reached out to Winter, who even though feeding, grasped his finger with an almighty grip. Sylas’ eyes lit up.

I snatched up Ketheron’s bear and joined them, explaining that Ketheron was lending it to Winter. Lazriel started making Maximus speak, earning hearty laughter from us all, and a little spit up from Winter, before he settled back into drinking from his bottle again, his eyes darting to each of us inquisitively.

Such joviality.

Such warmth.

Such love.

None of this had seemed possible to me, nor to any of us.

Yet, here we were.

Happy.

Cherished.

I’d found my family.

We’d built this very special unit that would stand the test of time.

That would stand strong through everything.

That gave us all what we’d always needed.

Belonging.

And it truly was everything.

Forevermore.

THE END
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Curious about Winter Nox?

Check out dark paranormal academy rh, OUT OF SHADOWS

OR

Want more dark paranormal academy rh?

Check out THORNS AND THRONES in the Mystic Destiny Universe

OceanofPDF.com
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Wraeven Academy Series



OBSIDIAN AND FROST

AMETHYST AND IRON

ROSE AND SHADOWS

OceanofPDF.com


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

OceanofPDF.com


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

OceanofPDF.com
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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

OceanofPDF.com
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Don’t Miss A Leia King Update



Sign up to Leia King’s Newsletter for news!

WEBSITE

INSTAGRAM

FACEBOOK

PINTEREST

OceanofPDF.com
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Leia King Library



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

MANTLE

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

CURSES AND CROWNS

IMMORTAL PASSIONS

IMMORTAL BURDEN

REIGN OF THE BEAST

FALLEN ANGEL

OUT OF ASHES

OceanofPDF.com
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