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Bound by blood and fated for war as the city's magical heartbeat begins to fade. Supernatural Sanctuary Book 3

by Lula Peters

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright

[image: ]


COPYRIGHT © 2026 LULA Peters  All rights reserved.  No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.  First Edition: 2026

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Table of Contents

[image: ]


SHADOWS AND STEEL

The Geomancer's Scream

Tactical Alignment

Into the Iron Veins

The Null Threshold

Breath of the Grave

Sanguine Vows

Echoes of the Founders

The Mechanical Heart

Cold Iron and Hot Blood

The Weaver's Trap

Shattered Glass

The Alchemist's Desperation

The Siege of the Sanctuary

The Siphon's Heart

Soul and Sinew

The Purifier's Fall

Dawn Over Oakhaven

The Stormcrest Partnership

Guardian's Vow

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Shadows and Steel

[image: ]


THE HEAVY BAG DIDN'T stand a chance.

Solene Morgan moved through the kata with the kind of focused, mechanical precision that had taken her two decades to build and three months of vampirism to entirely reinvent. Her right heel connected with the bag's midsection, sending it swinging hard on its chain. She was already pivoting before it completed the arc, her elbow driving into the rebound, her body a continuous, fluid sequence of controlled violence. Only three months ago, she had been a high-level martial arts instructor and professional bodyguard, until a botched protection job ended with her being forcibly turned into a vampire by a rogue syndicate. She had fled to Oakhaven seeking the sanctuary rumored to protect those who refused to succumb to their predatory nature, desperate to master her new physical limits in isolation.  So far, she has learned what the truth is and what is false. She didn't burn up in direct sunlight, and garlic didn't bother her, nor did a cross; holy water, she wasn't sure of yet. The training hall was dim at this hour, lit by a single row of industrial overheads that cast long shadows across the waxed concrete floor, and the air carried the sharp, clean smell of ozone, old sweat, and the faint chemical bite of floor polish. She breathed it in deliberately with every exhale, using the sensory anchoring to keep the hunger quiet.

The thirst was always there. A low, metallic hum at the back of her throat, persistent as the vibration of a tuning fork held against the bone. It wasn't pain, exactly. More like a pressure, an awareness that her body was capable of things she hadn't fully licensed herself to do yet. She treated it the way she treated every new physical discipline she'd encountered across forty years of training: she acknowledged the phantom heat of the blood-lust as she chambered her knee, categorized its sharp pull during a mid-air pivot, and then systematically refused to let it run the session, burying the urge beneath the heavy, solid thud of her strike.

She spun into a back kick, her boot connecting with a crack that echoed off the high ceiling. The chain groaned. She reset, shoulders squared, silver-gray eyes fixed forward, and moved into the next sequence without pause.

She had been at it for ninety minutes. Her hair was pulling loose from its braid, dark strands clinging to the side of her neck, and the tactical workout gear she wore was damp at the collar. She felt none of the deep muscle fatigue that used to tell her she was done for the night. That was still strange. The body that housed her now was tireless in ways that felt more like a philosophical problem than a physical gift. She hadn't yet decided whether she missed exhaustion.

She stopped.

Not because she was finished. Because she was being watched.

The observation deck ran along the upper level of the hall, a narrow walkway behind a wall of reinforced glass that the sanctuary used during group training assessments. It was empty most nights. It was not empty now. She could feel the weight of it before she looked up, a dense, grounding pressure that pressed against her heightened senses, the sudden, sharp scent of rain-dampened earth and cold steel flooding her nose, and the heavy, rhythmic thrum of his heartbeat vibrating in the air like a low bass note. She turned her gaze upward and found him standing there, arms folded across a chest that looked like it had been built for the specific purpose of stopping things.

Gideon Stormcrest. She knew who he was. Everyone in the sanctuary did. She just didn't realize how handsome he was and why she felt a strike to the heart when he looked into her eyes.

He was watching her with a dark, interested look in his eyes, his jaw set, a stillness to him that was the opposite of passive. It was the stillness of someone who had spent a career making calculated decisions about where to look and what it meant. He hadn't moved since she'd spotted him, and he didn't move now that she'd spotted him, which told her he wasn't embarrassed to be caught looking.

Solene held his gaze for two full seconds. Then she reached for her water bottle, took a slow drink, and looked away first. Not because he unsettled her. Because the alternative was standing there acknowledging the strange, magnetic pull that had tightened in her chest the moment their eyes connected, and she wasn't prepared to do that at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday night in a sweaty training hall.

_________________

Gideon's POV: I had heard the sharp crack of someone hitting the bag in the training facility while I was reviewing the pictures from the security feed that had been given to me. I decided to see who was working out at this time of night. When I opened the door to the training hall, I decided to go up to the second-floor viewing platform instead of entering the training room itself. What I saw surprised me. I saw the most gorgeous woman in tactical gear working out with the bag. Her form was excellent, and not just her fighting form. For the first time in a long time, I felt myself get instantly hard, and  I felt my griffin stir awake and peer through my eyes. 

Then she stopped and looked up at me. I felt a strike to my heart, and my griffin said "MINE, MY MATE!" in my mind. I was so surprised that I froze. She looked away and took a drink of her water bottle. This jerked me out of my stupor, and I decided it was time to meet my fated mate. A fated mate. I never thought I would have one. My griffin has been coming out less and less over the years. Now I'm afraid if I tried to fully shift, he would not let me come back, and I would stay a griffin.  Solene Morgan. I knew her name and background since she came to the sanctuary. I hadn't had the chance, with everything going on, to meet her yet. Time to change that and get her take on the security pictures. 

________________

Solene heard the door at the top of the stairs open, then his footsteps on the metal treads, heavy and unhurried, descending toward the floor. She set the water bottle down and turned to face him, running a hand over her braid to push the loose strands back. By the time he crossed the hall floor toward her, she had her expression settled into something professional and neutral, which took more effort than it should have.

Up close, he was bigger than he looked from above. The faint scar across the bridge of his nose caught the overhead light, and there was a roughness to his face. He stopped a few feet away, a respectful distance, and held it.

"You always train alone at this hour?" His voice was deep and unhurried, a low rumble that Solene felt somewhere in her sternum before she properly heard it with her ears.

"I train when the hall is empty," she said. "That's usually this hour."

He nodded once, his eyes moving briefly over the heavy bag, which was still swinging slightly on its chain. Something shifted in his expression that she couldn't quite categorize. Not concerned. More like reassessment.

"My name is Gideon. I'm head of Stormcrest Security and a guardian of the Supernatural Sanctuary. It's Solene, correct?"  Solene nodded once. "I'd like to show you something." He pulled a tablet from under his arm and turned it toward her. On the screen was a high-resolution still image pulled from a security feed, a section of the sanctuary's outer wall caught in the pale wash of a perimeter floodlight. Along the base of the stone, creeping upward in slow, organic tendrils, was a growth that had no business being there. Gray. Almost silvery. It clung to the mortar between the stones like lichen, but it moved wrong in the image, its edges soft and blurred in a way that had nothing to do with camera focus.

"It's on three sections of the outer wall," Gideon said. "First sighting was forty-eight hours ago. By this morning, the affected area had doubled."

Solene studied the image with the same flat, analytical attention she gave to a new opponent before sparring. The gray growth sat on the stone like something rotting from the inside out, and the wards carved into the wall above it looked dull where they should have glowed faintly with active magic. She could see it even in the still frame. The life had been drained out of them.

"What does it smell like?" she asked.

"Nothing." His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "That's the problem. My team did a full sweep. There's no scent trail. No biological signature. Whatever is causing it isn't leaving the kind of markers any of us can track conventionally."

She looked up from the tablet. "Magical rot."

"That's what we're calling it until Solair gives us a better term." He took the tablet back, tucking it under his arm again. "The wards you were told would keep this sanctuary stable are being consumed from the outside in. We don't yet know the source or the mechanism. What we do know is that it's accelerating."

Solene was quiet for a moment, running the tactical geometry of it. A perimeter breach with no scent, no physical agent, and an exponential growth rate. The kind of threat that couldn't be solved by putting more people on the wall.

"You're telling me because you need someone who can operate in low-visibility conditions," she said.

"I'm telling you because you live here," he said. "And because the quiet life you came here for is going to get significantly louder in the next few days, I'd rather you hear it from me now than wake up to it."

It was a direct thing to say. She respected it more than she wanted to.

She glanced back at the heavy bag, still listing slightly on its chain, and then back at him. "Show me the wall sections."

Something moved across his face that wasn't quite a smile but occupied the same general territory. He gave a single, approving nod, as if she'd confirmed something he'd already suspected.

"Tomorrow morning, first light," he said. "Bring your gear."

He turned and walked back toward the stairs, his footsteps steady and even, and Solene watched him go with her arms loose at her sides and the metallic hum at the back of her throat entirely forgotten. She became aware, a beat too late, that she had tracked his exit with the kind of focused attention she usually reserved for girls' nights out and on the hunt for someone to take care of her female cravings for intimacy for the night.

She picked up her water bottle. Took another drink. Looked at the heavy bag.

The wards on the outer wall were dying; the perimeter had been breached by something that left no trace, and Gideon Stormcrest moved through space like a man who had never once questioned whether he belonged in a room. None of those facts were particularly comfortable.

She wrapped her hands again and went back to work.
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THE STERLING ESTATE sat at the far edge of the Garden District next to the sanctuary land, where the manicured streets gave way to older, wilder land that the city had never quite managed to tame. You could see the house from the sanctuary windows. She had just met Gideon outside when he got a call, and they jumped into his truck. Gideon pulled the truck through the iron gate at just past seven in the morning, and Solene smelled the trouble before they reached the end of the gravel drive. Charred pine and sulfur, thick and acrid, hanging in the cool morning air like smoke from a fire that had no visible flame.

She was out of the vehicle before it fully stopped.

Vespera Sterling was on the lawn, maybe thirty feet from the front steps, her knees sunk into the grass with both hands pressed flat against the earth. Her copper hair spilled forward, obscuring her face, her shoulders shaking with the effort of each breath. The grass around her palms had gone gray and brittle, as if the life had been drawn out of it by proximity alone.

Solene closed the distance in under two seconds, her vampire speed carrying her across the lawn before her conscious mind had fully issued the command. She dropped to a crouch at Vespera's side and pressed her hands, cool and steady, against the dragon's forearms.

The heat was startling. Vespera's skin burned like sun-warmed stone, feverish and vibrating with something beneath the surface. Her slitted amber eyes were blown wide, the pupils contracted to thin vertical lines, and her jaw was clenched so tight the muscle in her cheek jumped with the effort.

"I have you," Solene said. Low and even. The same tone she used to talk clients down from panic. "Tell me what you're feeling."

"It's rhythmic." Vespera's voice came out ground-down and raw. "Like a pulse. Something is pushing through the ley lines in a pattern. Mechanical. Steady." She exhaled through her teeth, a sharp hiss. "It's not organic. Whatever it is, it's doing this on purpose."

Gideon came to stand just behind Solene's shoulder, his shadow falling across them both. His voice was controlled, but the tension in it was visible, the kind of tightness that came from a man calculating threat levels in real time. "How long has she been down?"

"Twenty minutes," said a voice like gravel and smoke.

Maverick Sterling had emerged from the front door of the house and stopped at the top of the stone steps. He was an enormous, still presence, his dark eyes moving from his sister on the ground to Gideon with an expression that carried the weight of someone who had spent decades being the last line between the people he loved and the rest of the world. He was Gideon's closest friend. He also just found his sister after decades of thinking he was the only dragon of his bloodline left. He descended the steps with a deliberate, unhurried gait, but the air around him had shifted. Warmer. Charged.

"She went outside at dawn to check the ley line readings," he said. "She collapsed before she made it to the garden gate. When I found her, I called you."

Gideon held his ground as the dragon approached, his posture squared and still. "We need her stable, and we need her talking. The pulse she's feeling is our best lead."

Maverick's dark eyes settled on him with the flat, heavy focus of something that had weathered centuries. "She is not going anywhere near the source."

"Maverick." Vespera's voice, though strained, carried a blade. "I'm on the ground, not in the grave. I can still hear you."

Solene watched the tension between the two men with the same quiet attentiveness she would bring to reading a room before a fight. Maverick Sterling's protectiveness was bone-deep and entirely genuine. But it was also, in this particular moment, a tactical liability. She kept her hands on Vespera's arms and let the cool of her skin do what it was doing, drawing some of the feverish heat back.

"She doesn't need to go underground," Solene said, not looking up. "She needs to tell us where to go." She raised her gaze to Maverick then and kept it level. "She's the only one who can feel the source. That makes her the most valuable person in this conversation, and she can do that from right here."

Something shifted in Maverick's expression. Not
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