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Dedication

To the little girl who was too frightened....... I forgive you. Stay in Veyloris as long as you need. 
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Prologue
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“He who fights with monsters should be careful lest he thereby become a monster.”

— Friedrich Nietzsche

The Huntstone

I was not silent.

I was waiting.

Waiting is not ignorance. It is discipline.

I have endured centuries of stillness, not blindness. I have watched crowns rise and fracture. I have watched councils rot beneath words like balance and neutrality. I have recorded every oath sworn to ideals and broken the moment power felt heavy.

The prophecy does not awaken for noise.

It awakens for alignment.

The first stirring came with a birth.

No ritual marked it. No god claimed it aloud. Only a fracture in pattern; a life born carrying too much weight for one soul. Fire where there should have been caution. Shadow where there should have been fear.

I noted her.

Then I slept again.

Not because the moment had passed but because the world was not yet ready to be judged.

The Academy continued like it always had. Hunters were trained. Directors were chosen. Loyalty was spoken of as virtue rather than necessity. I allowed the illusion to persist.

But illusion requires enforcement.

Each third year, they are brought to me.

Not to be tested for strength. Not for obedience.

For alignment.

I bind those who kneel before me not to the Academy’s rules, but to its purpose. I measure what they will become under pressure, not what they believe themselves to be. Those who align rise as Hunters, oath-bound beyond court, council, and crown.

Those who do not... leave.

Their memories of me are stripped away. Cleanly. Thoroughly. Without cruelty.

Knowledge of prophecy is not a right.

It is a burden.

The same judgment is rendered upon every Director.

Titles mean nothing to me. Intent does.

Those who align are permitted to rule in stewardship. Those who do not are unmade — not in body, but in knowing.

For that task, another was bound.

The Warlock of Secrets.

His bargain was struck long before the current courts remember how to fear properly. Immortality, in exchange for silence. Precision. Restraint. He erases only what must never be carried beyond these walls the Huntstone, the archive, the architecture of prophecy.

He does not punish.

He preserves.

I do not wake fully for births.

I do not wake fully for wars.

But when she crossed the threshold of my grounds, the wards tightened.

Stone remembered.

Ley-lines drew breath.

Awareness became attention.

One thread anchored.

One thread observed.

One thread carried memory older than his own name.

Three.

Not chosen.

Not summoned.

Aligned.

They believe this is about power.

They believe this is about loyalty.

They believe this is about love.

They are not entirely wrong.

Love is the most destabilizing variable of all.

It forges.

Or it fractures.

And prophecy does not distinguish between the two.

The God Trials are not vengeance. They are assessment. They have come before — when realms mistook survival for worthiness, when unity fractured into prideful dominions too divided to stand.

This realm was spared once.

It will not be spared again without proof.

I am not the architect of prophecy.

I am its witness.

I do not choose rulers.

I prepare them.

What rises now is not a crown.

It is convergence.

And this time, I am awake.
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Chapter One: Arrival
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“Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself.” 

— Jean-Paul Sartre

Allyssa POV

I’m in cuffs. Again.

Not just cuffs; enchanted ones. Ironwood and Fae-forged, locked tight around my wrists, humming like a damned lie detector. Designed to suppress magic. I heap sarcasm into every word as I remember what the Hunters told me as they secured me into them. Appear weaker than you are. Let them underestimate you. It keeps them sloppy. I let them think they have me leashed. It’s adorable, really; like chaining a hurricane with twine. They think the cuffs will hold me. But they’re a symbol of a world that would rather leash me than see me rule.

The Hunters flanking me are tall, silent, dressed in regulation black, a sigil seal printed on their sleeves in bronze, the tree of life surrounded by runes that translate to “all things in balance”, and a wolf his head bowed in front. They hold my arms like I’m a rabid animal. Probably because I am. Or maybe it’s because I broke one’s nose and bruised another’s rib on the way here. I didn’t even mean to. Reflex. Still healing, poor bastards. I learned early: control is an illusion. Power is the only real currency. 

Winter cycle had claimed Veyloris early this year. Snow blanketed the mountain roads, muffling sound and sharpening the world into clean edges. I preferred it this way. Winter cycle stripped things down to what mattered. Cold was honest. We’re tearing through Iseryth Dominion (Seelie territory), almost missing its capital Aureslong in the distance, on a glass-bottom hovercraft thing that slices through the silver forest like a blade. Open sides, air cold and electric, smelling of ozone and crushed pine. The driver, some Fae-blood with a jawline that could cut glass spins a glowing globe between his fingers like it’s a toy. I watch it, trying not to roll my eyes. Show-offs. I thought they were taking me to the Seelie courts for what I did to that Mac soithigh of a foster father. The road carved through the northern spine of Veyloris, the jagged mountains rising like the ribs of some ancient beast. To my left, the forests of the Lyrravene Wilds shuddered with their own intelligence. To my right, the distant shimmer of Calyxion, the Tribunal’s glass citadel, mocked the horizon.

They weren’t. They’re bringing me to The Academy, The Verdant Athenaeum as the elders call it, no one calls it that anymore. The Academy rose from the valley like a cathedral grown rather than built. Mother Nature’s mark was unmistakable. Vines that glowed faintly with magic wound along stone older than any kingdom in Veyloris. We screech to a halt at the gates, magic pulsing through the wrought-iron symbols of a wolf and the tree of life. The Academy looms behind them, sprawling and gothic like some medieval fortress ripped from a fever dream. Ivy strangling stone like it’s holding a personal grudge. Towers stretching for the blood-orange sky like they’re trying to claw their way out. It’s beautiful in that tragic way; like a corpse dressed for a ball.  This place reeks of power. Old power. I can taste it. The Seelie and Unseelie courts are a kingdom of masks. The Academy is a kingdom of hunters. And I? I am the wolf they all fear.

The cold sharpened everything. The air. The stone. The silence. Something old and quiet stirred inside me, counting distances. Doors. Lines of sight. No corners. Don’t turn your back, it whispered to me like it always did. I breathed through it until the pressure eased, filing the instincts away where they belonged. They had kept me alive once. Now it advises and I keep it in its cage. Somewhere deeper inside, something smaller wondered what it might be like to belong. The feeling cut off just as fast, feeling the vulnerability like the threat it was.

Students entered the Academy willingly now, most between eighteen and twenty-five, and left as Hunters three years later if they survived the training. Loyalty was not optional. Once sworn, it bound tighter than blood. No Hunter ever truly left the Academy. They were deployed. Never dismissed.

The forest surrounding the Academy is like nothing in the mortal realm. The trees here are vivid, some ancient hybrid between pine and predator snapping shut if you get too close. Like nature’s version of a bitchy door policy. Gorgeous, dangerous, my type of place, I belong here already. They’re bringing me in like this I look over myself; leashed, filthy, smiling. I make sure I’m smiling. Let them see the monster. Let them stare. Their judgment amuses me. Let them gather around for the show; hopefully they brought snacks.

The guards march me up a polished rune etched stone path toward the Administration building. Protection and safety runes I realised. I’m hyperaware of how tightly their fingers dig into my arms; like I might explode at any moment. They’re not wrong. I look left. The blond one pretty sure one of the other called him Matthews catches my eye. “So,” I purr in my most saccharine English accent, “do I wave now? Or sign autographs?” He bites back a grin and almost flinches in the process, I like him. The lead female fae doesn’t even glance back. Well that is a little rude, now I have to keep up my bitchy wit.

“I bet she’s just riveting in bed,” I murmur. “All that anger. Pillow-biting levels of fun.” Matthews laughs. Then leans in close. 

Mistake.

My breath stops.

Flesh memory sears across my brain like a cattle brand; hands too rough, breath too close, trust always betrayed. My instincts scream violence, but I freeze instead. I hate that I freeze, the self-loathing coming off me is stifling. “I shouldn’t laugh,” Matthews whispers, his tone low and unexpectedly soft. “But you’re making it difficult.” I force the smirk back onto my face, while that part of me that demands I stand tall, snaps the mask into place. He saw it, the raw, and that cannot be allowed. I shove the panic down. Deeper, lifting my chin, feeling the strength from within settle me. 

“Gods,” one whispered, “a Black Wolf hasn’t crossed the borders of the Verdfall since the fall of Stormglen Pack.

“They say she’s marked,” one of the guards muttered under his breath, not quite quiet enough.

“What, like the others?”

“Worse. Heard the Warlock’s watching her.”

“You mean him? The one who walks between lifetimes?”

“The one who remembers,” the first said, voice low. “They call him the Warlock of Secrets. Makes your soul forget itself, if he wants. Burned the name of the last Tribunal out of the stone.”

I didn’t flinch. But inside, something pulled taut.

Warlock of Secrets.

I didn’t know why, but the name tasted familiar. Like a warning. Like home. Something pulled at me across Veyloris, through ley lines, through shadow paths, a whisper older than the Seelie courts of Aurelsong, older even than the Unseelie abyss of Umbrakyn. There’s something about this place... It’s in the air. Like a song I almost remember. My blood starts to buzz, hot and twitching beneath my skin. Then it hits me. A Heartbeat, Fast. Frantic. Not mine.

It drums in my head like war, overlaying the pounding in my veins. My nostrils flare as the scent slams into me; vanilla and rain. Comfort and clean violence. It instantly calms the beast within and anchors me to the here and now. It also sends a sliver of arousal up my spine. Diabhal é. The scent of him is a claim I didn’t ask for. But now it’s mine. And I’ll tear the world apart to keep it. All I can think is: Mine, mine, mine. The possessiveness hits me like a sledgehammer. Why the fuck do I feel so possessive over this natural’s scent?

My wolf shreds through the surface. I growl, low and primal, as my skin starts to burn. My bones itch to snap and twist into my other form. Looking down at my half-transformed hands, I realize these cuffs may block my magic, a satisfied smirk crosses my lips, but these Na leathcheanna forgot one thing. They didn’t use silver. Their mistake. And one I’m going to use to my advantage.

“Matthews,” the brunette mutters, A warning? Or fear? I don’t really care. I need to get to find that intoxicatingly amazing scent.  

“Cooper,” Matthews yells, seeing my body trembling from the force of holding my shift and my claws pushing through. “She’s shifting!” Cooper turns her expression annoyed then she sees me and finally registers what is happening. Her face goes pale, her eyes widen in fear, sweet, delicious fear, she opens her mouth to shout a command. A sinister smile engulfs my face “too A chailleach”. With a feral snarl, I snap the cuffs and transform. My wolf explodes out of me; fur black as void, eyes glowing a blinding aqua. Gasps erupt, screams of fear surround me like music to my ears and I growl low and fierce. Students scatter. I don’t wait. I run.

The smell of blood pulls me, tugging my instincts like a leash. Past trees that seem to breathe, past Wisteria blossoms that sway and whisper in a wind that doesn’t exist. For a heartbeat, they seem to know me. Then I find him. Caspian. His name barrels through my head, a voice I’ve never heard before. He’s bleeding, vanilla and rain turned copper and iron. 

Three males tower over him two blondes and a brunette all over six foot, all muscle and malice obviously bred for combat. The two blondes look like they have had one too many broken noses turning their noses permanently crooked, the brunette has a bad case of Colliflower ear on his left a sneer that says he’s used to getting away with this and getting in Caspian’s face laughing and calling him names like half breed and bastard. It looks like they have been hitting him, Caspian’s lip is split and there are deep bruises all over his arms and face. They’ve shredded his shirt and humiliated him. Three on one fucking pathetic excuse for hunters, if they could ever be called such a thing, not if I have my way. I don’t get the chance to marvel and take in Caspian’s beauty.

Something in me answers to my bloodlust roaring. Familiar. The red haze descends. I want to tear their throats out. I want to drown in their screams. But then... his eyes meet mine. Ocean-blue. Fae-wolf hybrid. Fragile. Mine. And all that bloodlust? It reorients. Refocuses. Not gone, just... redirected. I shift back; naked, bare, unapologetic. Their eyes rove over me with hunger and awe and fear. Predators, but they’ve forgotten who the apex is here. Amadáin.

They forget what I am when I’m not fur and fang. I drop into a crouch, naked, unashamed. They stare mouths agape like prey caught in headlights. That’s all they are. The first one rushes me; blond, overconfident. I don’t even flinch. I spin, low and sharp, my leg sweeping his out from under him with a sickening crack. He yelps. Hits the ground. My fist finds his jaw twice before he blacks out. One down. The second grabs my shoulder. Mistake. I pivot, grip his wrist, and twist until I hear the satisfying pop of dislocation. He screams. I smile cruelly, satisfaction overtaking my features. Then drive my knee into his face. His nose collapses like a rotted peach. He falls sobbing, blood gurgling from his mouth. Two down. The third one, the one with the dark hair and trembling hands, lifts them in surrender. Smart. But not smart enough. Because I can smell his fear; rich and sweet, like burnt caramel. It drips off him like sweat. My pupils dilate. The wolf in me howls with approval. I stalk toward him slowly. His lips tremble. He tries to say something, plead, maybe, but I don’t care. His terror makes my veins sing.

He thinks he’s safe. He’s not. I punch him anyway. Once. Twice. Blood sprays. My knuckles split, but I don’t feel it. His face has a myriad of beautiful splits from my blows, eyebrow, cheek, lip, all bleeding, I love seeing the colour red run over their faces, a masterpiece of rage. I grab his collar and yank him close, letting him see it; the madness just under my skin, the darkness licking at my bones like wildfire. His wrist snaps under my grip. The crack echoes. He screams. Gods, I love that sound. I lean close. “You don’t get to look at him like that,” I whisper, voice thick with something ancient and unhinged. “You don’t get to exist near him.” I raise my fist again.

“Allyssa,” His voice. Caspian. The bond pulls like a tide. My arm freezes mid-air.

He’s behind me. He’s standing there; shaking, bleeding, but his eyes... they’re soft. Like he sees past the blood, the dirt, the monster I am. Like he’s not afraid of the darkness licking at my bones. He sees everything. The ruin and the rage. And somehow, he stays. Gods help me, I want him to keep staying. Something inside me leaned toward the warmth he offered.

The rest of me closed ranks and crushed it before it could show. I lower my fist. My breath is ragged, and I’m shaking from the inside out. Not from exhaustion. From need. The fight, the blood, the dominance, it feeds me. But Caspian is stronger than all of it. And then it happens. We lock eyes. Everything stops. The world falls away. The trees, the air, the males crawling in the dirt. There’s only him. The bond ignites. Like a circuit; sparking, locking, sealing. We’re caught in a storm of light and agony. 

The bond doesn’t just snap. It devours. His soul fills every crack in mine, searing away the rot and ruin until all that’s left is him; soft and bright and mine. I have been through too much for my walls to crumble, but Caspian lets me in without reservation, I see everything, his fears, his hopes, his gentleness. I offer nothing back. Just protection. It’s all I have, it’s all I know.

The mark sears into my shoulder blade, luminous atomic rings spun like halos. In the centre, suspended like a moon inside an atom, were his initials: C.A, burning like molten obsidian, his white wolf seared in, a broken crown that makes no sense on the other side. He is mine and I am his. Forever. When time resumes, I’m still on my knees in the dirt, trembling; not from weakness. From restraint. Because I could have killed that male. And part of me wanted to. That part is still whispering. And it sounds an awful lot like me again. This isn’t just a test of my strength. It’s a test of who I’ll become. And I already know the answer. Let them try to break me. Let them try to cage the Black Wolf. He should be running. He should be repulsed. But he’s still here, still watching me like I’m worth saving. I hate that he sees it, the raw, the unguarded. I want to snarl, to bite, to drive him away... but he’s the only thing that feels like calm in the chaos. He should fear me. He doesn’t. And that terrifies me more than the darkness ever could.
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Chapter Two: Claimed
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“Light thinks it travels faster... the darkness has always got there first, and is waiting for it.”

— Terry Pratchett

Caspian POV

She stopped. I don’t know how, but she did. I expected her to finish him off, to snap his neck like a twig and smile while doing it. She wanted to. I should hate that she smiled when she broke him. Should hate that it made me want her even more. But gods, I’d let her devour the world if she promised to keep me whole. She looked like something beautiful and terrible made flesh. But then I said her name, and everything shifted.

“Allyssa.” She didn’t respond. Her head tilted slightly, too far to the side to be natural. Not curious. Measuring. Like something inside her was recalculating her surroundings. Her eyes had gone dark. Not fully black. Not yet. But the turquoise I’d noticed earlier had been swallowed from the edges inward, shadow bleeding through like ink dropped into water. She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking through me.

My instincts flared, sharp and sudden. Not fear exactly. Awareness. The kind you get when you realise you’re standing too close to something that doesn’t need to prove it’s dangerous. I had turned twenty-one in June. Old enough to be dangerous. A year here was enough to sharpen my senses and take notice when in the presence of a predator.  Her gaze flicked over my throat. My hands. My stance. Calculating distance. Angle. Outcome. Safe or not safe, she seemed to be trying to determine. The same lessons I was taught from my father back in Frostpine. 

The air around her felt... compressed. As if she were holding herself together by force alone.

“Allyssa,” I said again, quieter this time. Something shifted. The tension snapped, not outward, but inward, like a leash pulled tight. The darkness receded from her eyes in stages. First the black. Then a flash of something feral, silver-bright and ancient. A wolf.

And then, turquoise. She blinked once. Twice. Her posture softened by a fraction, shoulders lowering as though she’d only just realised how tightly they’d been drawn. Black Wolf, I told myself. Power. Instinct. Alpha reflexes. That explanation fit well enough. It didn’t explain the way my pulse was still racing. Or why I had the distinct, unsettling sense that something inside her had noticed me... and decided to let me live.

She turned to me fully then like I was the only solid thing in a world made of glass. Eyes wild. Hair tangled from her shift. Blood dripping down her knuckles. Naked, furious, perfect.

I held out my jacket, she took it. The moment her fingers brushed mine, it was like being struck by lightning in a downpour; shocking and alive and terrifying. Heat coiled up my spine. Not just attraction, or lust. Bond. I knew it in my bones. She’s mine. But more terrifying; I’m hers. Her scent washes over me again sweet caramel and crisp mountain air and something darker. I try not to shudder at the way it grounds me. The way it makes me want to fall to my knees and worship her as much as protect her.

She slid the jacket over her shoulders like it belonged to her; which, I guess, it does now. She wrapped the jacket around herself, every movement casual, a faint blush on her cheeks and a hint of want in her eyes, that quickly left as soon as it came to the surface. The way my jacket clung to her felt almost obscene. It hid everything and somehow revealed more. My brain short-circuited, and I had to force myself to look away before I started ogling like I have never seen a female before. Never have I ever been jealous of an item of clothing before and holy fuck those long sexy as sin legs on display... “Keep it together” my wolf berates me even though his tongue is lolling out and he is panting like he ran a marathon and I snicker at him internally. I can’t keep the fierce blush coating my cheeks from where my thoughts took me however. The bond snapped taut between us like a drawn bowstring, electric and unbreakable.

I couldn’t stop staring. Her wolf was like nothing I’ve ever seen; jet black, eyes glowing aquamarine. But it was her fae form that stole my breath. She’s all edges and elegance, scars and strength. Her body is a map of violence and survival. Her power is coiled under her skin like a predator waiting to pounce, and fuck me if that isn’t the hottest thing I have ever felt. Damn it, there goes my thoughts again, seriously I know I usually have way more self control than this. Then I look back up and when she looked at me, there was something else. Fear, not of me, of herself. And that, somehow, made me love her more. The way she could break the world but hesitated to break me. 

The bond opened. Suddenly, I was falling into her. I saw her the moment I did. Not her memories, not her thoughts. Just... the walls. Towering obsidian spires. Locked doors. Barred windows. Endless corridors, each one colder than the last. It wasn’t absence of light. It was structure. Like something built from night itself. The pain of her silence screamed louder than words ever could. Every time I touched a door, it shocked me. Rejected me. Hurt. She didn’t mean to, I don’t think. But it still broke something inside me. She saw that. I felt it; the flicker of guilt. The soft ache of her apology. She wrapped it in protectiveness, sent it through the bond like a balm. But it wasn’t enough. I didn’t want her protection. I wanted her to choose me. And she didn’t.

The pain of that felt worse than any physical wound. And then came the branding. The Bond Tattoo; Ceangal doscartha. It carved itself into me, white-hot pain down to the marrow. Across my shoulder blade, two luminous atomic rings spun like halos overlapping each other. In the centre, suspended like a moon inside an atom, were her initials: A.M. Glowing. Permanent. Sacred. To the left was her beautiful black wolf and, on the right, a delicate white rose; the symbol of the seelie court where my bloodline hails. Intertwining itself around those halos was mother nature’s vines, alive and endless. I collapsed the moment it finished. I barely registered the blur of motion, her foot catching one male, her fist knocking another out cold. She fought like she was born for it, and maybe she was. Maybe we both were. I wanted to help her. But I couldn’t move. I was too stunned. Too full of her. She looked like death incarnate, but she was mine. And I was hers, I’m already obsessed 

The third male raised his hands, begging. She didn’t stop. And I; gods help me; I didn’t want her to. I wanted her to show them what she was. I wanted them to fear her. To see the way her rage moved like wildfire. To know what it was like to stand in front of a goddess and feel small. But then... she went too far. Her knuckles cracked into his cheek again and again. His blood painted the dirt. And the look in her eyes; it was rapture. A dark, intoxicating joy that made my wolf inside me curl its tail and watch, reverent and enthralled.

She wasn’t just punishing him. She was enjoying it. That’s when I called to her again, this time through the bond. Not a command. Not even a plea. Just a whisper: Allyssa. She froze. Turned. And the wild thing behind her eyes... quieted. She pulled away from the male. Her breath ragged. Her body trembling. Not from weakness. From restraint. Her darkness curled around her like smoke. She was holding back. For me. She didn’t even know how much that meant. She could end the world with those hands, and I’d still stand beside her, begging to be burned by her fire. I stepped forward, just as three guards burst from the trees, my head whipped in their direction; Matthews among them. Weapons drawn, panic in their eyes. They looked at me like I was her victim.

“Did the wolf do this?” a fae guard asked.

They were ready to blame her. I wasn’t going to let that happen. “She saved me,” I said. “That’s all she did.” They didn’t believe me I roll my eyes, you could feel the skepticism rolling off the rigid set of their shoulders, the pity in their eyes for what I am sure they think is my naivety. Mr. Lakemond seemed to be no different when he arrived. “Stay away from her,” he warned me. “You don’t know what she is.” But he was wrong. I do. She’s the dark half of my soul. The part of me that will burn down the world to keep me alive. And I’m the light she refuses to admit she wants. She didn’t let me in today. But I felt it. That flicker. That pull. She wants me. She just doesn’t trust herself with me. Not yet. But I’ll wait. Even if it kills me. Because even in that moment, even with the blood still warm on her knuckles, I knew: I didn’t fear her, much, okay maybe a little. I wanted her even still. All of her; teeth, claws, and the soft places she hides.

I didn’t understand it then, but even in that moment, it felt like fate was watching. Like she was always meant to stand above us all.

It wasn’t long before I’d learn what Matthews saw that day; and what he chose to keep to himself.

Matthews POV 

She ran. Not like a wolf. Like something wounded that refused to bleed in front of witnesses.

Caspian stood in the clearing, still catching his breath, still glowing faintly with bond-magic like it didn’t know how to stop. The others were scattering now. The fight was over. The males who thought it smart to provoke a Black Wolf were unconscious; or worse. Serves them right. And Allyssa, after that final blow, after Caspian stopped her with nothing more than a voice and a hand she had disappeared into the trees like smoke. I noticed her shadows though not quite staying in line with her, taking note of that and letting Lakemond know, it’s important. But Caspian stayed looking longingly at her retreating wolf, fingers curled into fists in obvious war on if he should follow or give her space. He bends down and winces in discomfort while picking up the discarded jacket and smelling it as if no one was watching, sighing in comfort at what I assume is Allyssa’s scent.

I don’t know why I waited. Maybe because I’d seen him before. Once, during a fire drill; he shielded two younger students with a failing ward and refused to move until they were safe. Another time, giving his own rations to a starving dryad refugee while pretending he’d “already eaten.” The male was too soft for this world. But there was steel under all that sweetness. And he’d just commanded the Black Wolf with nothing more than a word.

That... unsettled me. Then the other Hunters arrived with Lakemond and they all burst through the tree line in a panic, I just stood out with them. Caspian pointed them in the wrong direction but Lakemond saw the tracks and found her scent before taking off, I stayed. Caspian turned, cautious but not afraid. “She’s something, isn’t she?” I said. He gave a half-smile, his eyes holding a little extra shine, and replied. “Something.” There was no accusation in it. No pride either. Just awe. And worry. I sighed, crossing the few steps to him and offering my waterskin. He took it. Drank. Nodded his thanks.

“She isn’t always like this,” I said. He glanced at me, eyebrows raised. “I was there when they pulled her from her stepfather’s house.” “They didn’t assign just anyone to find her,” I added, lowering my voice. “They put him on her case. The Warlock of Secrets. The one who walks between lifetimes.” Caspian blinked. “He’s real?” “Very,” I said. “He’s bonded to five Black Wolves before her. They say he remembers every soul he’s ever served. Some say he remakes the ones he chooses.”

“Is he dangerous?” “He’s a paradox,” I said. “He burns memories into you, from you, finds your deepest secrets as payment, conjures that you most desire. And when he’s done? You’ll thank him for it. His reach is terrifying” I went back to recounting the experience to him “Last night. Almost eighteen. We thought we were picking up a student. Not a massacre.” Caspian flinched. “She had no mercy. Not like a warrior. Like something that enjoyed it. We found her covered in blood, straddling her stepfather on the basement floor, he had precise cuts to his lower arms and legs, deep gashes along his chest, she had sliced in his abdomen where she had reached through and pulled his lower intestines through, not all the way, only enough to cause pain but keep him alive by packing the sides with rags to keep him from bleeding out. He had burns all over his neck and back while she had carved her initials into his upper arms over and over. She had castrated him, the most terrifying... her stepfather’s face peeled half off in her hands like she’d been... studying it. Not rage. Not panic. Curiosity.”

Caspian paled, his eyes growing wider throughout my recounting.

“And when we pulled her off, she looked at me like I’d interrupted a private moment. Not embarrassed. Just... annoyed.” He opened his mouth. Closed it again.

“She didn’t cry,” I said. “Didn’t panic. Just sat there, like we were late. And I swear to the gods... she wasn’t angry. She was calm.”

“She was hurting,” he whispered.

“Yes. But not just from what he did. From being ignored. From being unheard. She spent nearly twelve years under that monster’s roof. Physically abused. Emotionally gutted. And... from what Lakemond uncovered... sexually abused. From age six to twelve. Then he moved on. Waited. Until the day she snapped.”

“What made her snap?” he asked.

“No one knows,” I said. “Not for sure. Only the Director has that piece. Whatever it was, it broke her silence. And she made damn sure he wouldn’t hurt anyone else ever again.” Caspian’s hands curled into fists. His breathing had gone shallow. “You know her file went missing, right?” I said quietly. He blinked. “What?”

“Her entire case was buried. Surveillance orbs never reported in. The old Director? Complicit or negligent. Her intake records were forged. Trauma scans edited. They pretended she was just another feral. Another half breed with an attitude. The Tribunal let it happen.” I let the weight of it settle. “Lakemond found it all. Dug through the lies. Matched timelines. Interviewed healers. Found bones that shouldn’t have healed. Found scars that didn’t belong on a child. At least that is the gossip mill says in the fully pledged circle anyways” The forest was silent. “She didn’t survive it,” I said. “She outlived it.” I leaned back against a tree. “She will protect you. From everything. From herself. That matters. But don’t think that means she’s safe. Or that you are.”

His voice was soft. “I don’t want her to be alone in it.” That caught me. I studied his face depper to see his emotions as if they would give me insight into the future but there was no pity, just respect.

“Then don’t try to fix her,” I said. “Just don’t flinch when she shows you the worst parts.” I stood, communication orb buzzing; Lakemond. I was being recalled. Meetings. Strategy. Allyssa. Adjusting my blades, I hesitated. “If you’re not careful, she won’t break you. She’ll make you watch as you break yourself for her.” I turned toward the shadows. “She’s not just dangerous,” I added. “She’s necessary. But that means the world will always want to leash her. 

“And the warlock? He’s not here to leash her,” I said quietly. “He’s here because she’s the one soul he can never forget. That’s what makes him dangerous.” Caspian looked at me like he’d just been handed a blade with no instructions. “Be careful with your heart,” I warned. “Because the moment she accepts his... it will change everything.” But you... you’re the only one she might let close enough to hold the line.”

Caspian didn’t speak. But I saw the answer in his eyes. He already had. What they don’t know is that the Tribunal is watching. They’re waiting for the Black Wolf to slip; to either leash her or destroy her. And they’ll use Caspian to do it. But I, along with the Director and the rest of the active Hunters, we’re working in the shadows. We’re biding our time. Helping her; helping Allyssa; in any way we can. Because we see what they don’t. We know she’s not just another wild half-breed to be put down. She’s the future leader. The future queen.
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Chapter Three: The Fall and the Flame
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“What matters most is how well you walk through the fire.” — Charles Bukowski

Allyssa POV

I ran. Fast and hard, like the fucking world was nipping at my heels. Running isn’t just survival. It’s control. And control is the only thing that keeps me from becoming something worse than a monster. Like if I slowed down, the truth would catch me. And that; that; I couldn’t survive. Trees whipped past in a blur of green and blood memory. Wisteria limbs reached out like old gods trying to claim me. I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. I’d just bonded with someone, Caspian, his name in my mind forcing me to gasp at how much I love his name and how unwelcomed those thoughts are, traitorous mind. This is permanent, that clawing sensation of being trapped comes over me, my skin feeling itchy and tight. Irrevocably, this can’t be undone, there is no way back, those thoughts spur my legs to move even faster, avoidance always the best strategy... right..... “What the actual fuck was the goddess mother nature smoking? I want a hit.” My inner bitch helpfully supplies the answer. Because she hasn’t fucked with my head enough, obviously. She had to give me a bond to someone who not only wants to see the softest parts of me but one that I could so easily break, she either has gone insane or she has more faith in my self-control than I do.

My heart roared in my chest, not from fear; don’t be stupid; I don’t get scared. Not really. It was rage. Confusion. Desperation. The raw ache of not being in control. That’s the thing, isn’t it? I choose who gets close. I choose who sees me bleed. And now this naive youngling; this beautiful, soft-eyed male with loyalty stitched into his soul, I scoff at my thoughts calling Caspian a youngling is ridiculous with the muscles that were bulging, the expanse of his chest, and the three day old scruff he was wearing, but there was this air of naivety those eyes that held so much compassion for a world so cruel, that youngling, seemed like the right fit but he saw too much. And worse? He didn’t flinch. Not when I broke bones. Not when I smiled through blood. He wanted me. Fucking idiot gave me his jacket and the look he was giving me, like I was his every dream and fantasy, I wasn’t sure why I didn’t respond violently to him looking at my body like that. Especially since the damage I did to the males that looked at my body but his gaze was different, it didn’t make my skin crawl.

The bond didn’t just snap. It devoured. His soul poured into mine like molten gold, too bright, too soft, too much. My heart stuttered, my breath caught, and I wanted to tear it all away. But I didn’t. His feelings rushed through the bond like a freight train I didn’t ask for, warmth, worry, want. I could feel his yearning for me like a hand curling around my throat. It felt like a crown, like a leash. And I don’t let anyone leash me. Not even him. So I did the only thing I could. I shoved the bond behind a wall. Thick. Brutal. Untouchable. Like everything else inside me. He didn’t need to feel what I was feeling right now; this need to devour and protect in equal measure. It’s not safe. I’m not safe. Especially not for him.

Behind me, I heard the snap of branches, the slicing of air and the scent of another wolf. Someone was following. I grinned; this is what I needed. Good let them try. Let them see what it means to come up against the Black Wolf. I twisted through the trees, breath steady, body electric with speed and the thrill of the challenge. The forest thickened, growing wilder the deeper I went. Vines slithered beneath my feet like they recognized me. But then; the weight hit me, hard. A second wolf, bigger, heavier, trained came at me from the side, caught off guard by my split attention. We tumbled down an embankment in a tangle of fur and rage, growling, clawing. Every nerve in me howled for dominance.

He pinned me. Pinned me. The fucker was pressing me to the dirt, growling low, demanding I submit, fucking laughable thinking the release of an alpha aura would do the job. Compared to mine his is child’s play. He is expecting me to submit to his alpha aura but I just chuckle in wolf form. For a split second, I considered killing him, I could feel his power radiating from him, my own magic roiling across my skin trying to get out, lash out. I am still yet to figure out what element I have control of. I know I am half fae, but what kind of fae, I have no idea. 

Then I freeze. Not from fear. Curiosity. Does he see me for what I am? Something to be controlled. Something to be weaponised. Something to be worshipped, if that druid male was to be believed. The questions are old. Older than this realm. Older than the night the portal tore open in front of me in the mortal world and my body moved before my mind could argue. I hadn’t chosen to run. 

I had obeyed something deeper. Something under my skin. Something that had already begun to coil. There had been blood before that night. A lot of it.  Purpose carved from violence.

Structure built from instinct. A place where my hunger had not been questioned — only rewarded. It had been all consuming, but it was starting to feel like it wasn’t enough.

Until the portal. Until this realm. And now here he stands. Another wolf. Another man with answers. I need to know what he sees when he looks at me. Because if he sees a weapon—

He won’t live long enough to use me.

My hackles rise. The fur at the back of my neck prickles. Not fear. Warning. His answers now will determine if I stay in this makeshift prison or not. He shifted first, a tall male, maybe in his thirties. Brown hair, soft brown eyes, puppy dog eyes, which meant I immediately didn’t trust him. Noone with that look is to be trusted, they look all trustworthy, but they are the most dangerous, no one suspects them.  

“Allyssa,” he said, backing off, hands raised in peace. “I’d prefer if we could talk in your fae form.” I stayed in my wolf form and snarled, fuck your comfort. He sighed like a male used to resistance and expected nothing less from me. “I’m Director Lakemond,” he offered, digging into a bag for clothes, is that why I feel like I know him, have I smelt his scent somewhere before. “Not that you’ll give a shit. But I’m not your enemy.” That made me bark out a laugh; dark and sharp. That’s rich, everyone is my enemy because no one can really be trusted thus an enemy. The clothes he pulls out just a pair of sweatpants for himself and a crop top and boyleg booty shorts for me. He puts the sweatpants on with practice moves not taking his eyes off me, smart, and lays the clothes for me in front of himself.

“The Tribunal wouldn’t send just anyone to find your kind of storm,” he added, voice softer now. “They sent someone who’s done it before. The Warlock of Secrets he’s been watching from the day I looked into your file my predecessor left.” I stilled. That name. It wasn’t just rumour, he is real. As if he could read my mind “Very real,” Lakemond confirmed. “Bonded to five Black Wolves before you. They say he remembers everything. Even the things you wish he wouldn’t.” “Not that he works for the tribunal, pretty sure he just informed them of his plan to be involved so they wouldn’t send anyone else” Lakemond said under his breath.  

I circled him, slow and deliberate, the way a queen walks among her court; dangerous, coiled, and untouchable. I could feel the fae and wolf hunters closing in, their panic practically vibrating through the trees. I give a wolfish grin as the threat of a fight pulsates in the air, good, let them fear me. Let them know exactly what I am, I’m not here to make friends. I’m here to command that voice within helpfully provides. Because one day, I will be more than just the Black Wolf. And they will all kneel. “I know what you did to your foster father,” Lakemond said, voice quiet but even. “And I don’t blame you.”

I stopped, mid-circle cocking my head to the side analysing his face to see if he is fucking with me. I turned back into fae, slow and proud, not bothering with shame or modesty as I pulled the clothes over my skin, the clothes tight and still showing the tiny white scars that score my abdomen and thighs. I keep studying him, seeing if I can catch a chink in the façade. He didn’t look away but kept eye contact out of respect. Good. I wouldn’t respect him if he did look away. “You’re not here to punish me,” I said, stepping forward, voice calm, eyes burning. “So why the fuck are you here?” The queen in me recognised the game immediately.

His smile was sad. Like he knew exactly how fucked I was and still hoped I’d figure it out. “Because if you don’t find a way to control what’s inside you, you’ll destroy everything, and everyone, who tries to love you.” I don’t flinch. I don’t break. He said it like he was handing me a lifeline. But we both knew it was just a leash with better marketing. He’s not wrong, and that pisses me off even more. “You sound like you’ve rehearsed that little monologue,” I sneered. “Did you write it on your way here? Or is that just what you tell all the psychopaths you collect?” His smile widened. “Only the ones destined to lead.”

That stopped me, scrunching up my face to show my annoyance at his statement. “What?” “You think people fear you because of your power?” he said, stepping closer. He doesn’t flinch. Smart man. But there’s something in his eyes. Like he sees the crown I’ve never worn and already knows it’s mine. “They fear you because you were born to wear a crown. And no one knows how to bow anymore.” “Veyloris has not seen a Triskillian alignment in over a few thousand years,” Lakemond said, voice hushed as if the stones themselves remembered. “Not even in the reign of the High Wolves of Frostpine.” I hated how much I liked hearing that, I hated how true it felt. His words coiled inside me like a prophecy I’d always known but never dared speak. My wolf is preening like the compliment unlocked a praise kink that I was sure we didn’t possess previously. I’m not sure what he was offering in that moment, loyalty? Respect? Something more? What I did see however, is the fear behind his eyes, smart. His gaze held conviction along with that fear, they all fear me, and I like it that way. If they fear me, they won’t try to own me, they won’t try to fix me, they won’t be able to fucking hurt me or catch me off guard ever. And yet... somewhere in the haze of bond-static and bloodlust, I felt it again. That flicker. Like a finger trailing through the edge of my thoughts. Not Caspian. No, this one felt older. More dangerous. A presence I’d forgotten I remembered. Cold magic and warm hands. He was watching. Or worse waiting. His magic slid through the air like a shadow peeled from the old Warlock enclaves of Draethen, volatile, hungry, and devastatingly patient.

Lakemond watches me like I’m going to snap his neck any second. Perhaps I would, Im a little unpredictable when the bloodlust is still waring for control. I cross my arms and lean against a twisted tree trunk, letting the silence stretch like a loaded gun. Let him sweat, I want to see how long it takes before he squirms a sick analysing smirk lifts the side of my mouth, I do love a bit of psychological mind fucks. To my disappointment however, he doesn’t move or squirm under my silence and my smirk falls into indifference, not bad teach. “Alright, Director Puppy Eyes,” I say finally, voice dripping with venom-laced amusement. “You’ve had your heartfelt TED Talk. Now tell me; where’s the male?”

Lakemond raises an eyebrow. “Caspian?” “No,” I deadpan. “The other male I bonded with in the woods while covered in someone else's blood. Yes, Caspian.” A twitch at the corner of his mouth gives away his stoic mask. Oh? Amused, are we? “Well?” I press, the casual tone in my voice doing a piss-poor job of hiding the sharp fucking need underneath. “Is he alright? Or did your Hunters freak out and toss him in a cell for public indecency and getting his face punched in?”

“He’s resting,” Lakemond says. “No punishment. He defended you, in fact, quite adamantly.” I blink, once, then snort. “Defended me?”

“Yes.” He says with a straight face. He better not be serious, I do not need to owe anyone anything here. 

“Like... verbally?” I push further, just to be sure I have the extent he went to. 

“Yes.” He replies eyebrows raised in challenge to his statement.

I blink again, Fuck sakes “I didn’t ask for his protection. I didn’t ask for anything. Except maybe a stiff drink and a map out of my own head.” and is that a glimmer of pride I’m feeling. I look away, lips twitching. “Fucking idiot,” I mutter, not appreciating this new development of feelings, eww.

Lakemond doesn’t ask if I mean it, he heard me clearly choosing not to acknowledge it. “He said you saved him,” he adds gently. “That you only hurt those who deserved it.” I stare at the forest, my expression flat. “Yeah,” I murmur, voice colder now. “Because we all know that the people or naturals who deserve it always get what’s coming, right?” Obvious sarcasm and a hint of a challenge director puppy eyes. Lakemond’s silence sharpens. “You want to know why I beat those little bastards?” I say, turning back to him, teeth bared in a smile that isn’t a smile. “It wasn’t just about Caspian. It was about me. Because I know; Know! that fuckers like that, they always walk away. They get community service and a fucking therapy pamphlet, or rewarded for strength.”

My voice lowers. “And then they do it again.” I take a step closer, close enough for him to see the storm behind my eyes. “So I made sure,” I whisper. “I made sure they’ll remember me the next time they even think about touching someone smaller than them. They will be praying to the goddess Lilith herself to come for them, so they are not left with me.” I lean back, grin flashing “Consider it a public service.” 

“Allyssa...” He starts. “No, no,” I cut him off with mock sweetness. “This is the part where you say I shouldn’t have done it. That there are rules. That justice will prevail. Go on, say it so I can laugh in your fucking face.” Lakemond is quiet. Then he voices a little more firmly “I was going to say... thank you.” That pulls me up short. “What?” “For stepping in,” he says. “And for not killing them. That’s progress.” “Selene give me strength,” I mutter invoking the moon goddess herself . “Set the bar any lower and I’ll trip over it.” I say to him. He laughs softly, I hate that it warms me. “You know,” I say, aiming to derail whatever soft feelings might be trying to grow claws in my ribs, “for someone in a position of power, you’re surprisingly chill about one of your students attempting felony battery.” “I’m pragmatic and not entirely sure what that means,” he replies, amusement and curiosity in his face. “And I’m not blind. Those males were predators.” “Were?” His jaw tightens.

Ah. So we’re not going to play ‘they were just kids’ card. Probably wise, to let it go before my anger can gain another foothold on me. “And Caspian?” I ask again, quieter this time. “He... didn’t get in trouble?” “No,” Lakemond says. “But he did look like he was carrying the weight of the world when I left him.” My mouth tightens. Of course he did. That male radiates guilt like a fucking halo. I shouldn’t care. I don’t care. ...I care. Goddamn martyr types.

I roll my neck, exhaling through gritted teeth. “Fine,” I mutter making my exasperation clear. “So we’re not expelling him. Or me? Subtle power play in the use of “we’re” in my response.” “No, technically that isn’t how it works anyway, it will be up to the alignment testing at the end of the third year” Lakemond says, either not catching on or ignoring it my power move. “You’re both staying, though I do expect you to attend an entry assessment.” He continues with a smirk. “Do I get a crown?” I reply smirking back. “Not yet.” He is grinning now, the easy banter is nice. I smirk again. “Figures, always the bridesmaid.”

He steps forward, slowly. “I know you don’t trust me or this place, you’ve had no reason to but give it time, Allyssa, give me time to prove I’m not the enemy you think I am. Let people see the real you.” “If the prophecy stirs,” Lakemond murmured, “then every faction in Veyloris, from the Druidic groves to the Vampire empire of Sangreal, will feel the tremor.” I laugh. And laugh harder, until it hurts. “Director,” I breathe through my laughter, “the real me makes people piss themselves and beg for mercy. I don’t think that’s gonna win me the fucking popularity contest.” And I don’t want it to. Because fear... Fear is control. And I know exactly what to do with that. “Besides, popularity contests are for the kind of females who bake cookies. I’m more of a death-by-chocolate kind of female.” I wink. 
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Chapter Four: Entrance Assessment
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“Things are not always what they seem...”

-Phaedrus

Lance Lakemond POV

I did not conduct entrance assessments personally.

Not anymore.

I had professors for that. Departments. Protocols.

But when the Black Wolf walked through my gates one month into the Winter Cycle, stirring the Huntstone. 

I made an exception.

The assessment chamber was circular and warded, stone etched with measurement glyphs that responded to breath, pulse, and magic draw. Professor Vyn stood to my left, hands clasped behind her back, expression clinical. His opinion matters, carries weight with me, I need her input here. 

Allyssa stood in the centre of the circular warding floor, hands loose at her sides. Still. Watching. Not defensive. Not relaxed.

Evaluating.

That was what unnerved me.

I had seen that stillness before.

On battlefields.

On rulers.

On beings who survived by calculating cost before committing to violence.

Professor Vyn stood at the periphery, silent for once. Even she understood this required precision.

“Miss Black,” I began evenly. “This is a standard entrance assessment.”

Lie. It was not.

“You arrived one month into the Winter Cycle. Before placement, we determine aptitude, stability, and compatibility.”

Her gaze did not waver.

“Proceed,” she said.

Not nervous. Not eager.

Command given as though she granted permission.

Interesting.

“Describe the territories of Veyloris,” I asked, wanting to know how much she has been told about the realm she was hidden from.

Her answer was immediate.

“Seven sovereign dominions. An eighth miniature territory governed by the Tribunal. Verdfall Enclave sits centra, fortified and magically neutral. Not to forget the Ocean Kingdom in the Saphire Coast of course.”

“Neutral?” Vyn prompted.

Her gaze flicked to the professor briefly. Assessing.

“Supposedly.” Her voice held a hint amused suspicion.

I did not react outwardly, but as the Director of this Academy I have so many questions about this young female that needed answers not only politically but for the future that has yet to come to pass. One that she is going to be the focal point of.

“Continue.” Vyn said.

“Unseelie Dominion governs Umbrakyn and its shadow lattice, they cover the land that stretches between Verdfall and Sangreal. Seelie Court presides over Aurenslong and the upper ley-lines of the North East Territory. Frostpine territories hold North West forests the largest werewolf community of the realm. Druvenwald maintains druidic enclaves next to Frostpine. Calyxion holds the Eastern Saphire coast ports. Draethen Neighbour’s Sangreal along the Southern edges. Shutter bay holds the largest stretch along the western coast that has numerous smaller villages held by committee for all naturals to live together no matter their ancestral dominion, it also has control over the largest port to the Saphire ocean which is the only way in or out of the ocean dominion. Verdant territories rotate stewardship, right in the centre of the land-dwelling realm.”

“And portal gates?” I asked, heavily impressed by what she has learnt about the realm in the last three years, I can see the intelligence in her eyes as she speaks, it lights up her entire face.

Her jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.

“Reopened three years ago. Unclear why Selene, Lilith and the Mother withdrew protection. New races crossed, but were quickly pushed back to where they came from. Balance destabilised.” I leaned forward before I realised I had moved. Putting the scholar away for the time being, there is too much she still needs to know, and not enough time before we will need her to be what we need to survive. 

She did not mention loss. She did not mention blood. Good. She compartmentalised. Terrifyingly well. She seems to be containing herself better than any previous reports about the black wolf, this is positive, this means my plans need to be moved forward at a faster pace. 

The chamber shifted. Illusion wards flared to life. Forest. Dusk. Three opponents. 

“Engage,” Vyn instructed.

She didn’t.

Most candidates attacked too quickly. Fear or ego driving them into the obvious trap. Allyssa stood at the centre of the warding circle and stretched her shoulders once, like she had just stepped into a sparring match she fully intended to enjoy.

The first opponent lunged. She sidestepped lazily. Not fast. Not urgent. Lazy. The blade missed her throat by an inch. Vyn stiffened beside me. The second opponent circled. The third feigned injury, limping convincingly toward cover.

She glanced at the “wounded” one and smirked. “Oh, that’s adorable,” she muttered. She let the flanker come within striking distance. Let him believe he had surprise. Then she caught his wrist mid-swing, twisted, and dislocated his shoulder with a clean crack.

But she didn’t finish him. She shoved him toward the second attacker and stepped back, folding her arms as the two illusions recalibrated.

She was playing. Not testing herself. Testing us. “Miss Black,” Vyn said coolly. “This is not theatre.” Her eyes flicked to her.

“I’m aware,” she replied, just as coolly.

The third opponent rushed from the rear. She ducked. Rolled. Came up behind him. Instead of breaking his neck, she leaned close to his ear. “You should really commit to the limp,” she said softly before shoving him forward.

Vyn exhaled sharply. I took a step closer to the circle. She was not fighting to survive. She was demonstrating that she could control the pace of the fight. The illusion shifted aggression parameters, escalating.

This time all three attacked simultaneously. She moved faster. But still not fully. Still controlled. She disarmed one. Swept the second. Kicked the third into a tree hard enough to splinter bark.

Then she stepped back again. Waiting. Mocking. “Are we assessing my restraint,” she asked lightly, cocking her head to the side, “or my efficiency?”

There it was. The arrogance. The awareness that she was being measured. The deliberate refusal to give her full capacity. Vyn looked to me. I held Allyssa’s gaze. “Again,” I said. The illusions reset. This time I adjusted the difficulty myself. Higher reaction speed. Tighter coordination. No theatrical tells. “Engage.”

She didn’t stretch this time. Didn’t smirk. Didn’t bait. She rose to the challenge without a word. The message was clear enough. She moved the instant the first illusion twitched. Flanker down in one strike. Neck snapped before the second had completed his step. She pivoted through the third’s attack, used his momentum against him, disarmed, and drove a blade cleanly through the sternum.

Three seconds.

Then silence.

The illusions dissolved.

Snow from the simulation fell as harmless light. Vyn stared. I did not. I was watching her breathing. It was steady. Unchanged. For the first time since she entered this room, I chose my next question carefully.  “Why wait the first time?” I asked quietly.

She tilted her head slightly. “Because impatience is predictable.” A beat later. “And predictable enemies are boring.” There was something almost amused in her tone. I needed to know more. 

“Source?” I pressed. “A book,” she replied with a shrug. No elaboration. No explanation. But I did not need one. Sun Tzu. The mortal war book. The same copy retrieved from her belongings when the Hunters found her in that basement. Dog-eared. Bloodstained. Read enough to reshape instinct into doctrine. I had read it out of curiosity. 

“Appear weak when you are strong,” she added after a moment. “Strike when the outcome is already decided.” She said it like a casual thought. But it wasn’t just instinct. It was philosophy. And philosophy is far more dangerous than rage.

Vyn folded her arms. “She could have ended the first engagement immediately.” “Yes,” I said. “And chose not to.” She stated it, disbelief threading the edges of her voice. That was not arrogance alone. That was control. And control meant she was aware of her power. Which meant she was also aware of the threat she posed.

I looked back at her. “Do you enjoy combat?” I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible, not letting on how her answer would dictate the precautions I put in place around her, because of her.

Her smile was small. Sharp. “I enjoy winning.” I recognised the danger in it. She did not crave violence. She craved certainty.

Vyn did not step back. She stepped aside. “Application,” she said. The chamber reconfigured. No forest. No theatrics. A stone room. Iron chair bolted to the floor. A Shadowkin male bound in suppression cuffs, projection calibrated higher than standard second-year resistance.

“This one will not respond to kindness,” Vyn said quietly. “Extract the coded route.” Allyssa studied the construct, an actual replica of a student here who did his assessment and passed with flying colours. 

Then she studied the restraints. Paying particular attention to the swirling ink that marks the shadowkin. All of them with different meanings and responding to different emotional ques. Noone but the shadowkin understand the meanings of each tattoo, its their most covenant secret. Then she clocked the door. Then us. She noticed everything. “Begin,” Vyn instructed.

She approached slowly. Not softening. She pulled out the chair opposite the construct and sat. “You look tired,” she said. The Shadowkin laughed. And she smiled. “Try harder.” He said. Interesting.  She shifted. Subtle. Shoulders slouched slightly. Gaze lowered. “I know what they do when you fail,” she said quietly.

The projection didn’t flinch. Too disciplined. She recalibrated. Faster than most seasoned interrogators. “You weren’t trusted with the full route,” she said instead. Nothing. “I would’ve split it too,” she continued casually. “Give you just enough to die believing you were important.”

The ward pulsed. Not collapse. Strain. She leaned back. Her eyes flicking down to his markings and smiled faintly. She is seeing something in the markings, intrigue has me pinned to see what happens next. 

“You’re disposable.” He lunged against the restraints. Good. She had found ego. But then—

He went silent. Deliberately. Cutting off engagement. That was new. Most candidates would escalate there. Threaten. Taunt. Break composure. She didn’t. She studied him and his markings again, I could almost see her mind switching into overdrive while she contemplated her next move. It was longer than was comfortable.

Then she stood. Walked behind him. Did not touch him. “Your handler isn’t the one who scares you,” she said quietly. Silence. “Your brother is.” Vyn shot me a look. That detail had not been programmed. Was she improvising. Or was this calculated, how fascinating. Perhaps projecting. Or fishing.

The Shadowkin’s pulse spiked. There. She heard it. Looked down to his markings along his arms again. She didn’t press. She softened instead. “You failed him once already.” What the hell was this. The construct’s breathing changed. “Drelith-Vey,” he snapped. Partial phrase. Incomplete.

The ward did not collapse. She tilted her head. Not satisfied. “You don’t know the second half,” she said calmly. “I do!” “Then say it.” He hesitated. Just a fraction. And that was the crack. She leaned closer. “Your brother was trusted with it, wasn’t he? Perhaps I should just go and ask him myself” Her voice coming in with a lethal edge to hit with just enough malice to understand her implication. Silence. The projection’s ward flickered violently.

“Tell me,” she whispered. As she raked a claw that she had partially shifted down his throat. I was so transfixed and a little entertained that I didn’t even register her partial shift. He spat the final sequence. The ward shattered. Silence returned to the chamber. She stood slowly. No triumph. No smile. Just assessment.

Vyn’s voice cut through. “You improvised psychological leverage not built into the simulation, how did you know what to say to him.” Vyn clearly interested in her method. I think she may have found a favourite student. 

She shrugged.

“Everyone repeats patterns and have biological weaknesses that a hidden but not undiscoverable.” Then she looked at me. And I decided to test her properly. “You’ve done this before,” I said evenly. She didn’t answer. “You worked with mortal gangs,” I continued. “Two reports confirm it. Three Hunters we sent to observe you returned... unsettled.”

Her expression did not change. “They said you let them think they had you cornered,” I went on. “Then disarmed them before restraining them. Extracted what you wanted.” The Hunters that came back not only had physical bruising but psychological ones. 

Silence. “They also said you smiled while doing it.” Her shadow shifted. Not aggressive. Closer. Tighter. Interesting. Just as Matthews had reported. 

“They were in my way,” she said calmly. Not defensive. Not ashamed. “And the mercenary contracts in Veyloris?” I pressed. “You interrogated targets before killing them.” A pause. “Yes.” No justification. No embellishment. Vyn stepped forward. “If we remove violence as an option,” she said sharply, “are you still effective?” She considered that. Actually considered it. Then:

“If the tool isn’t on the table, I don’t need it.”

A beat.

“But if it is on the table,” she continued quietly, “I’ll use whatever’s there.”

Her eyes didn’t waver. “It depends on the person in the chair.”

Not bloodlust. Not cruelty. Utility. That answer was worse. Because it wasn’t emotional. It was measured. Vyn folded her arms slowly. “She adapts to parameters,” she said. “Yes,” I replied.

But I was not looking at her hands. Or her posture. I was watching her shadow. It had not lashed out. It had not flared. It had tightened. Protective. Possessive. As if guarding something behind her ribs. Very interesting. Assessment complete. And I understood something I did not enjoy admitting. She did not prefer violence. She preferred certainty. And she would reach it by whatever means were permitted. Or not.

I stepped forward fully now. “Combat proficiency exceeds second-year requirements,” I said calmly. “You will attend third-year tactical sessions on top of the third year combat class.” No reaction. She had known before I said it. “Interrogation resistance and applied psychological extraction: third-year.” That earned a flicker. Not pride. Recognition. Vyn’s posture shifted beside me — not restrained anymore. Energised. She had found a student worth sharpening. 

“Magical theory,” I continued evenly, “second-year.” Neutral again. I did not elaborate. I would not, without more answers. “Political history and territorial governance: first-year.” Her jaw ticked once. There it is. “You lack foundational realm exposure, and even though you were able to advise the territories, you are still required to understand the history and political landscape not just the physical one” I said, voice level. “That is not an insult. It is a correction.” She inclined her head slightly. Controlled. But there was tension beneath it — not resentment. Awareness. She knew exactly what she had missed.

She had left her foster home not quite fifteen. That is when I took over from the previous director, inheriting his investigation, knowing I was going to need Mazzer involved. Records confirmed her affiliation Mazzer was very thorough. Disappeared from a foster registry the same week a younger mortal girl had also gone missing from the same home. I had read the report twice. The mortal police never found Allyssa, after her foster father reported her missing three weeks after she actually went missing. Actually from what Mazzer found, they started looking and a few days later closed the case never looking for her again. 

Three years later she had surfaced in Hunter intelligence threads — just shy of eighteen — slipping through reopened gates into Veyloris. No escort. No sponsorship. No faction claim. For the next two years she moved across territories on short mercenary contracts. Efficient. Surgical. Reputation spreading faster than her name. I was surprised when Mazzer said he kept loosing her. 

Twenty years old. And already this composed. I did not comment on the circle’s readings. The assessment ward had calibrated normally. Her magical output had not.

It had not spiked.

It had not flared.

It had not overreached under pressure the way young Naturals so often do.

It had remained steady. Too steady. The instruments did not register scarcity. They registered depth. Her Well was the largest the circle had measured in over a century. Not volatile. Not fractured. Contained. Waiting. 

And that troubled me more than instability ever could. The readings did not behave like elemental affinity. There was no flare of fire, no drift of wind, no pulse of earth, no tidal undertone. Instead, there was density. A pressure. A tightening. 

I knew that signature. Very few did. I was personally acquainted with the only other living being whose Well read like that —Density, pressure, tightening and I would have known if a child bearing that blood had been recorded twenty years ago.

There had been no such child.  Which meant this was not inheritance in the traditional sense. And that troubled me deeply. Does she know I wonder. 

Vyn cleared her throat lightly, far too pleased with herself. “She adapts to parameters,” the interrogation professor said again, unable to fully suppress the note of anticipation in her tone. I glanced sideways at her. “You’re volunteering,” I observed. Vyn did not deny it.

“She thinks in layers,” Vyn replied. “She doesn’t react. She positions.” I turned back to Allyssa. “Yes,” I said quietly. “She does.” 

“Who removed you from Veyloris?” I asked. Silence. Not defensive. Not evasive. Absent. “You do not know.” I continued.  “No.” She just simply stated, no emotion, not giving anything away. 

I believed her. That was the worst part. “You were placed deliberately,” I said softly, wanting to see how she reacted to being a possible political pawn. Her shadow tightened closer to her spine. Protective. “You were not discovered,” he continued. “You were positioned.” A flicker in her eyes. Not surprise. Recognition. “I figured,” she said.

I studied her. “You joined a gang at fifteen.” Her expression did not shift. “You survived all these years in mortal territory without faction or pack backing.” Silence. “You crossed into Veyloris alone.” Stillness. “You built a mercenary reputation before your twentieth winter.” A beat. “And you think that was random?” Her lips curved faintly. “No, I know what I am Director” she said. Good.  Maybe she understood the board she stood on. I dismissed Vyn with a glance. The professor left, already calculating lesson structures in her mind.

I remained. “Miss Black.” Her attention sharpened instantly. “You are not a weapon to be deployed.” A pause. “You are not a symbol to be paraded.” Longer pause. “And you are not as alone in this realm as you were in the mortal one.” That landed. Barely.

“If someone comes for me,” she said quietly, “I won’t wait for permission.” I did not doubt it. “I would expect nothing less.” She turned toward the door. I watched her shadow move with her. Not lashing. Not flaring. Following. The chamber sealed behind her. I remained still for a long moment.

Impossible readings. A Well too vast for her age. Shadow responsiveness tied to emotion — not instability, but inheritance. A twenty-year-old with strategic doctrine etched into instinct. And archival silence where there should have been record. Whatever she was—

She had not been hidden by accident. Her Well was not fractured. It was contained. Which considering what she has been through is so wildly insane. I wondered whether whoever concealed her had intended this outcome—

Or whether they believed time and distance would thin the bloodline’s reach. And if someone had placed her in the mortal realm to survive—

Then the Academy had just inherited something sovereign. Something not meant to be measured. I intended to understand it. Before whoever buried her decided to retrieve what was theirs.
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Chapter Five: The Academy Bleeds Stone
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“You must have chaos within you to give birth to a dancing star.” — Friedrich Nietzsche

Allyssa POV

The Academy was carved into the bones of a mountain and crowned with towers that scraped the breath from the sky. Stone and storm forged this place; not hands. Even the trees at its edge leaned away from it, as if the forest knew better than to question what lived here. The combat fields sprawled across terraces built into the cliffs of the Verdfall Enclave, overlooking the misted valley where Greenhollow lay tucked like a secret in the earth.

To the world, it was a school.

To Hunters, it was scripture in stone.

To me? It was another set of walls I’d learn to break. They call it a crucible. I call it a challenge.

The path wound through centuries of blood. Once a battlefield. Then a fortress. Now a crucible. The outer gates gleaming ironwood and obsidian, etched with runes that have never opened for the mundane. Only Naturals walked these halls, Vampires, Druids, Shifters, Witches, fae, Half-bloods (half fae-half wolf). Creations, born in blood, raised in command or more affectionately called half-breeds. Sent to the Academy before we were even done growing and taught to kill before we could vote. At least that was how it once was, now all the naturals in our realm get to choose to become a Hunter if they can get through the three years and get past the final trial. Most come through to the Academy between age eighteen and twenty-five to start studying and training, willingly having themselves carved into Hunters. 

We were half of everything; and whole in nothing. The half-breeds. There are not many of us as there used to be. We are the individuals for whom Academy attendance is compulsory, although not as early as was once demanded of us but without the choice like the other factions receive. All the other natural councils agreed half breeds must attend the Academy and on that the Academy didn’t disagree. I’m still unsure if that is because they feel we are too dangerous or wanted to get rid of us, to show the law of not allowing cross-breeding is punishable and that we would be in service to the laws of Veyloris to atone, I roll my eyes and the distain tastes foul in my mouth from their bullshit.  

The wars had ended between the seelie and unseelie courts, but the hierarchy hadn’t, now we were the law. The shadows between kingdoms, enforcers, guardians. The secret steel beneath every diplomatic smile, but that didn’t mean we were welcome.

We weren’t them.

Not just fae. Not just werewolf. Not noble-born.

Not pure.

And they made sure we remembered it.

Every Natural in Veyloris feared the Black Wolf, yet here within Mother Nature’s sanctuary, the hunters watched me with awe instead. Reverence. Hunger. And I in that moment I admitted to myself quietly that maybe I didn’t hate that. 

I stood at the edge of the training courtyard, cold wind biting at my skin. It was my first day of classes here, even though everyone was already a month into the Academic year. The winter sun caught in the white rune ring etched into the blackstone tiles. Beyond the trees, snow hung heavy on the branches like powdered bone. In the eastern hall, politics was taught behind stained glass that glowed like molten jewels. Below, students moved in formations; shield-magic drills, illusion-casting, tactics that reeked of court politics. Some on the field and on benches laughing with each other, something small and hopeful stirred before I buried it.

Caspian stood five feet behind me, and I felt it; his presence, heavy and gentle all at once. Like he was built to be a shield I hadn’t asked for. He looked so calm; like the world could break and he’d still stand there, unshaken, asking me if I was okay. Seeing him again after our first encounter last week is intense, he looks good, in his sparing gear arms bare, muscles bulging, who the fuck said I liked bulging muscles, I mentally face palmed my reaction to him. His scent hit me again and I swear I nearly moaned out loud, what the actual fuck, the bond tries to tug me into his direction but I not only ignore it, I strangle it into submission. I wouldn’t have gotten far in my life if my will wasn’t absolute and as stubborn as a unseelie cu-sith those adorable fae hounds and I share a lot of traits. Craving that softness, not an option. The desire for him, weakness that I can starve into silence. I didn’t turn around again couldn’t.... Because the bond was already whispering truths I wasn’t ready to hear. 

How he watched me like I was both a prayer and a promise.

How his hands wanted to touch the bruises he’d never see.

How he didn’t understand what I was, what I am, but wanted to anyway.

“Move,” someone sneered behind me.

I turned slowly. My wolf bristling at the disrespect, demanding I do something about it. Outwardly I school my features into that of mocking boredom.

A group of upper-year Hunters blocked the archway. “Kael” one of the others said a terrified warning coming through just that one word. Hmm Kael I took stock of him golden hair, perfect teeth, eyes that screamed pure-bred privilege. The kind of male who never had to ask twice for anything.

“You’re in my line of sight,” he said, He was giving me his best menacing glare, like he thought he could alpha his way past a wolf who’d already eaten bigger threats for breakfast. Cute.

I arched an eyebrow. “Maybe try closing your eyes. You’d save us both some trouble.”

His lips twitched in a smirk. “Big words for a half-breed.”

Caspian shifted behind me, and I flicked two fingers back an action to make him stand down, I do not need him. The bond strained at my rejection, a feeling of hurt came through but I ignored it, he needs to be tougher than that. 

Kael stepped closer, that smirk still there. “I heard you broke a student’s collarbone last week. Accident?” his eyes rove over me part leer, part cocky disbelief, what I took it as was a challenge of course.

“No,” I said flatly. “Deliberate.” Already bored. The memory of that fight, a fresh wave of satisfaction running through my blood, too bad Caspian stopped me from continuing.  

Another step from Kael. “You always this mouthy? Or is it just the leash that’s missing?”

I let a slow smile cut across my lips the dangerous edge clear. “You offering to put one on me, Kael? Careful. You wouldn’t survive the foreplay.”

Silence.

The satisfying crack of his nose sounded like music. Shame it wasn’t set to a better soundtrack.

Kael was on his back before any words had left his lips. My claws pressed to his throat, the air between us electric, I let a little of my alpha aura out. His eyes went wide with panic and something that smelled like arousal. You have got to be kidding me, I roll my eyes at the scent of arousal. The queen within already saw that reaction coming. 

“You forgot the first rule,” I said quietly squeezing his throat a little tighter, looking at his face starting to turn a pretty shade of purple from lack of oxygen. “Don’t provoke the wolf.”

“You’ll be expelled,” he gasped with what little room he had left to move his voice box.

I leaned down, letting him see every sharp edge I’d ever bared. “You think they’ll expel their Black and White? Their top bonded pair?” My voice was silk wrapped around a blade. “You’re not just weak, Kael. You’re expendable. Because this is my game, Kael. And you’re just a piece on the board”

I stood and turned away, leaving him fighting to fill his lungs behind me.

The Battle Game courtyard was built like a gladiator’s ring; sand scattered over blackstone, runes carved into every step. The air always smelled like sweat and magic, thick with the ghosts of a thousand training battles. Battle strategy lived here and I was all for it. The warrior in me was excited beyond belief and I had to tamper it down before it showed in my face.

Professor Merin perched on the edge of the stone steps like a crow eyeing fresh roadkill. His eyes were glacial blue, sharp, amused, and entirely too perceptive. He’d seen centuries of bloodshed, and he wore it like a second skin.

“Crude, but effective,” he said, his voice like silk over a blade. “You do understand that sometimes intimidation alone is enough, yes?”

I smirked, I truly feel like he gets me. “Where’s the fun in that, sir?”

“Ah, the artist’s dilemma,” he mused, tilting his head. “I can see you have a flair for the dramatic.” Approval shinning from his eyes.

Around us, the other students shifted nervously. Some looked at me with fear, others with fascination. No one spoke, good, let them wonder if they were next.

Battlefield games had always felt less like a lesson and more like a rehearsal for a play I already knew by heart. They taught strategy, I taught them that nothing beats the real thing. Sun Tzu words echoing through my mind a sweet hum of calmness washing over me. 

Professor Merin watched me leave, his smile thin and knowing. They think this is about power. It’s not. It’s about survival. And I’m very good at surviving. Chaos was in my blood. But maybe, just maybe, that was exactly what this place needed.

The next day, in Magical Ethics, I sat in the corner, half-listening while Professor Helvain droned on about the Laws of Mundane Interference.

“...as decreed by the Arcanum Tribunal,” he continued, pacing slowly in front of the slate board, “who oversee cross-faction compliance and maintain the central Archive of Sovereign Record.”

The Tribunal. Record-keepers. Judges. Neutral in theory. Neutrality is a convenient mask for power. Each faction ruled its own land. Frostpine had pack law. Shutter Bay had council codes. Draethen had contract governance dressed up as consent. The Seelie cloaked their rules in etiquette and virtue. The Unseelie... bent theirs until they resembled something else entirely.

But the Tribunal ruled what touched blood.

Bloodlines.

Portals.

Children.
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