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  ~ Prologue~


Seventeen years ago 
Caleb watched Raven struggle to open her eyes. The cold concrete floor pressed against her cheek. He scooped her up and placed her on her bed. The guards slugged her in the face before she passed out; it was evident by the marks on her face.
Did she deserve it? Probably, Raven always gave them hell.
She killed a 'sex tech' by ripping his dick and balls off before her fangs tore out his throat. But he had it coming. He had just raped her. Oh sure, they called it scheduled sex, but it was rape in his eyes since she didn't agree to it. 
She never agreed to it.
The Facility had successfully bound nymph DNA to her six months ago. Now, her body needed sex to heal and repair itself. Now she was double-cursed; she not only needed blood to survive but sex. 
In her eyes, she was a monster. A monster who now had no control over the overwhelming need for blood and sex.
Caleb knew that Raven wished for death, yet it remained elusive; her resilient body wouldn't succumb to it. It healed too swiftly for death to claim her. Instead, she fought back with every ounce of power she could muster without disclosing too much about her abilities. Unfortunately, each time she resisted, they subjected her to severe punishment.
Raven was certain that, eventually, all the residents would break free. Although she didn't know when or how it would happen, she believed they would dismantle the place one day. Until then, she pledged to continue resisting. Caleb pleaded with her repeatedly to cease, unable to bear witnessing them brutally mistreat her while feeling utterly powerless to intervene.
Raven's need for blood took over after the vampire DNA was introduced into her body at the age of fourteen. Even at that young age, she fought them. After she had killed two blood donors, men she was forced to drink from, the Maître, the Master, declared only Caleb could feed her by the age of fifteen. He hated Caleb nearly as much as he did Raven, so this was a punishment to him. The Maître knew of the side effects of having your blood taken; it made you want sex, need it. And an orgasm was imminent for the donor whether or not they had sex.
For Caleb, this was the hardest thing he had to endure, giving his blood to a child. He felt dirty every time he got hard, but he had no control over how his body responded. He spent the past three years giving her blood two to three times a week. She always looked at him with sorrow in her blue eyes. Each time a piece of his heart broke.
Caleb heard the guards open her cell door and throw her in twenty minutes ago. He had tried to wake her up after he picked her up and placed her on her bed. A door was installed three years ago, to give Raven easy access to get Caleb's blood. Neither could be trusted when they were taken out of their cells, so this helped to eliminate injuries to the employees.
Thirty minutes after Raven was tossed into her cell, she sat up and groaned. “Shit.”
“Hey, sweetheart. How are you doing?” Caleb asked, leaning in the doorway.
“Better than the guy missing his throat.” She shrugged at Caleb and stood.
“Damn, girl. You're lucky all they did was knock your ass out. I assume he’s dead?”
“I hope to hell he is.”
“Good, you're awake.” The Maître said from the front of their cells. “You know, you have become quite the pain in my ass, girl.” As usual, he wore a white mask to cover his face, and he used a voice changer, so his voice couldn't be recognized.
“Your fault, not mine, asshole.” Her raspy voice answered. A voice she got from being tortured. “The one thing I know is you're not man enough to take me on anymore. Unless you have me chained down. Even then, I can feel your fear.” Raven had a bad habit of baiting him. 
He chuckled. “Yes, well, you'll be happy to know there will be no more chaining you down to have sex. From this day forward, you will use Caleb for sex.”
Caleb knew better than to show shock or anger. It would only give the asshole more satisfaction. His jaw clenched as he looked at Raven. Their eyes met; both remained neutral as they processed this information. 
“In fact, we will no longer even have a door between your cells.” The door was only unlocked between their room certain times of the day. “So, she can have free range to take what she wants when she needs it.” He gave Caleb a sinister grin from behind his mask.
“Fine with me, fucker.”
***

Six days later, Caleb woke to the sound of gasping with erratic breathing. He stood and walked over to the doorless opening between his and Raven's cell. She sat on her narrow bed, shaking; her hands clamped tightly on the edge. Her body shook violently.
He rushed to Raven, kneeling in front of her. “Sweetheart, look at me.” He reached out and tipped her chin up. Her eyes were jet black; the whites were gone. “You can't keep this up. You're only hurting yourself.” Caleb knew what she was doing; she was trying to spare him the act of having sex with her. 
She knew it weighed heavy on his mind. He was her friend and it just felt wrong.
His chest hurt since the day he was told she would use him now for blood and sex. She was only eighteen years old, while she was of age, that fact didn't help Caleb. She was still a kid in his eyes. Hell, he was well over three hundred years old, so she was more like a baby to him. But in the last six days, he found a way to cope with it in his mind.
He rubbed her jaw with his thumb. “Baby, let me take this pain away. You can't do this forever. You could die.”
“I don't… care. I can't do that to you, Caleb.” Raven struggled to speak as her body shook.
But I do care. And have you thought of the alternative? You could attack me when you completely lose control. Sweetheart, you could accidentally kill me, then I wouldn't be here for you anymore. I can't stand the thought of you being alone. He spoke in her head, so the cameras couldn't see or hear what he said.
Her eyes found his. It was a scenario she hadn't considered.
I know this is tough; it kills me too. But I found a way to deal with this, a way to make it all okay. He offered a weak smile.
How? 
If I am the only one allowed to give you blood and sex, then you will no longer be chained down. They will no longer force themselves on you. You won't be hurt like that anymore. And honey, I will do anything in my power to make sure you are safe. I can't do much, but I can do this.
Her eyes held tears, though Raven never let them fall. For her, it was a sign of weakness. I'm so sorry, Caleb. Her voice cracked in his head.
It's not your fault. It's not my fault. This is our life until we find a way out. Until Pandora is strong enough to break us out.
What if that day never comes?
It will. I promise you it will. But until then, you must remain strong. Denying yourself blood and sex weakens you. And you can't afford to be weak, sweetness.
Raven blinked away the tears and nodded. She was bullheaded but not stupid. She understood Caleb's point.  I'm… scared, Caleb.
Of what?
Of this changing us. You're my friend, and I don't want this to change that.
Baby, it won't. He wasn't sure of that at all, but he wasn't about to tell Raven that. She needed him. And he'd be damned if he let her down. They had been cell neighbors since the day she was brought in eight years ago when she was just ten.  
Can I make one request, though? She nodded, and he continued. We need to have sex at the same time when you take my blood, okay?
Okay. Why?
Raven did not understand what it did to his body when she fed from him. He kept it a secret that it made him so fucking horny that he could hardly stand it. She was too young for him to explain that when the feedings began three years ago.
Okay, well, when you take my blood, or anyone's for that matter, it makes us uh… want sex. It's a side effect of having blood taken from the vein. 
She gasped. What? You never told me that. So, for the last three years… Oh, god.
I'm sorry, sweetheart. I couldn't bear to tell you. I didn't want you to feel bad, and you were too young to explain this to back then.
Raven leaned forward, placing her forehead to his. “I'm so sorry, Caleb.”
“You never have to apologize to me.” He paused. “I need you to decide how you want to do this. Do you want me behind you or in front when we have sex?” He was hoping she'd say behind her, so he wouldn't have to look into her eyes. Then again, how could she take his blood at the same time?
She raised an eyebrow. “How could I take your blood if you were behind me?”
He figured she'd come to the same conclusion. “Yeah, you're right.”
“Uh, Caleb. They will see us.” She glanced up at the camera they each had in their cells.
“We can use a blanket to hide from their view.” He noticed how much calmer she became once they talked. And baby, when you're not taking my blood, keep your eyes on mine. This way, you'll always see who has you, okay? He switched back to speaking in her mind.
She nodded, placing her head to his once again. Thank you, Caleb. I love you.
I know, sweetheart. I love you too.
I swear, I will kill them all one day, Caleb. I will kill that asshole slowly, make him suffer the way he's made us suffer.
I know, baby. Meanwhile, we need to come up with a plan once we get out of here. We all must stay together. We're stronger that way. I've got ideas, but it's hard to say if they will work until we're on the outside.
Will you ever go home? To the Underworld?
Fuck no. Everyone I know has turned their back on me.
Yeah, I'm never going home either. My family is all gone. 
Not all are gone. And I'm your family now, sweetheart. You'll always have me. I promise you I will do everything in my power to never let you go.
The tears came back. She nodded to Caleb and whispered, “Thank you.”






  
  ~ 1 ~


Elijah barely slept. Anticipation and unease prowled through him like caged beasts, refusing to let him rest on their first night at Sanctuary. The uncertainty of this place gnawed at him. He wanted to believe Raven had finally stopped lying through her teeth—but a lifetime of instincts warned him otherwise. She always said just enough to make him lower his guard, to make him think she was giving him what he wanted. 
Yesterday hadn’t helped.
Seeing the warriors stolen from the Underworld twenty-five years ago—his people—had cracked something in him he wasn’t ready to examine. They were alive. Scarred, hardened, changed… but alive. And they had stories he wasn’t prepared to hear.
Elijah had the sinking feeling that the worst of it was still coming.
And no matter how grateful he was that Raven had brought them here, his mistrust of her only sharpened. Something about her felt… wrong. Hidden. Familiar in a way that made his skin crawl. She was holding back, and he’d bet his life she was holding back a lot.
He stepped out into the quad and spotted Damien leaning against Jacin’s open door, shaking his head in awe.
“Damn, Doc, the sexy witch thought of everything.”
Jacin emerged from inside, already in work mode. “She sure as hell did. The lab is perfect. Now all I need is the files and the blood samples.”
Elijah stopped beside Damien. “Where is she this morning?”
“No clue.” Damien’s grin widened as Roman approached. “But I bet Adonis knows.”
Roman shot him a look sharp enough to peel skin. “Call me that one more time and you’ll never take blood through your fangs again.”
Damien only smirked—pestering his team was the highlight of his damn life.
“Good morning.”
All four warriors snapped their attention to Olivia, who appeared behind them as silently as a shadow. Today she wore fitted jeans with a rip over one knee, boots, and a tight shirt that did nothing to hide her slight, wiry strength.
Damien openly looked her over, and Olivia lifted a brow, unbothered.
“Morning, Olivia,” Roman said, smiling warmly. “Everything is fine, sweetheart. Thanks.”
“Well,” she said, soft but steady, “if you’re hungry, I’ll take you to the dining hall. Follow me.”
“Where’s Raven and Caleb? I assume Kya’s with them,” Elijah asked as he followed the tiny woman. Olivia looked almost… wrong without flour dusting her face. She baked so much she practically wore it like perfume.
“They’re in the dining hall—and yes, the Princess is with them.” Olivia led them across the wide grass field where the kids had waged war the night before, toward a long building on the left.
Damien jerked his chin at the two three-story structures on the right. “What are those, Tinkerbell?”
Olivia stopped mid-stride. Turned. Narrowed her eyes. “Don’t call me that.” Then, with a deadly calm, “Those are the training centers. Feel free to use them.”
Jacin hid a grin and nudged Roman with his elbow.  She’s playing hard to get now. This is going to be fun to watch.
I was thinking the same damn thing, Roman answered back.
“They look impressive,” Elijah said, giving the buildings a once-over.
“They are. Caleb and Raven have made sure we have everything we need… and a lot more. One look at breakfast will tell you as much.”
“Damn, it smells good all the way out here,” Roman said, inhaling—only to freeze when an unexpected voice slithered into his mind.
I know who you are. But it will be my secret. I won’t tell her.
Roman nearly stumbled. It was rare for anyone to slip into his head without him sensing it. Do I know you? he asked back cautiously.
Not like you think.
That… was not comforting. What does that mean? What’s your name? And who are you talking about?
She wouldn’t believe me even if I told her who you are.
Roman’s stomach dropped. Who won’t believe you?
Someone else will need to show her. And you.
Show her what? What truth? And who is ‘she’? Raven?
Silence.
Whoever it was had vanished as quickly as they appeared, leaving nothing but the echo of their cryptic words… and a chill crawling up his spine.
Roman exhaled slowly. That was the strangest damn conversation he’d ever had, and he’d had some weird ones. Someone out there knew something about him—something hidden—and believed Raven wouldn’t believe it.
He wasn’t sure which part bothered him more.
All he could do now was wait. And hope the mystery voice decided to talk again.
***

After breakfast, Elijah watched Raven’s people more carefully. Kya had been right—many wore the shadows of old nightmares, others eyed them with quiet suspicion. Still, every single one of them offered courtesy, warmth, and a strange kind of gentleness.
But Elijah noticed something else.
When his warriors spoke to them, people relaxed. Smiled. Even laughed.
When he approached?
Their shoulders tightened. Their eyes dimmed. Conversations ended abruptly. A subtle barrier slammed down—one he couldn’t quite define.
They looked at him differently. Like he was a warning they’d been raised on.
As Elijah tried to make sense of it, Selene—the shy witch—walked up to Jacin. The way Jacin’s face lit up was instantaneous. Elijah had known the man his entire life and had never once seen him look at a woman like she was a sunrise he wanted to memorize.
Selene smiled softly. “Are you ready for us to start bringing you records and blood samples?”
Jacin matched her smile. “I am. Can I help you?”
She tilted her head as if weighing his offer. “If you wouldn’t mind… I have a lot of boxes. We do have a dolly, though.”
“I’m happy to help.”
Elijah stepped forward, testing his theory. “Selene, will the files and samples be labeled with names—or those coded numbers like what we found on the Gilham's computer?”
Instant change.
Her sweet expression vanished. She turned toward him with a blank, careful mask—every soft edge tucked neatly away. “They will have names. Raven told you we’d give you access to everything.”
And just like that, she returned her attention to Jacin. “If you’re ready, I’ll take you now.”
The two walked off, leaving Elijah alone—until Roman and Damien stepped up beside him.
Elijah’s jaw creaked. “Something is off here.”
“Yeah,” Damien muttered. “I feel it too.”
“They're all hiding something, Lije. Or protecting someone,” Roman said, crossing his arms as he casually scanned the quad. “On the way to breakfast, someone spoke in my head. Said some cryptic shit. I tried asking questions, but they went silent.”
“What’d they say?” Elijah’s voice dropped to a low growl.
“Said they know who I am, but won’t tell her who I am. Wouldn’t explain anything.”
A muscle ticked in Elijah’s cheek. “Either of you sense danger? Or a trap?”
Roman shook his head. “No. It feels like they’re forcing their thoughts and emotions behind walls. Like they’ve been trained to hide everything. I can’t get a read on a single damn one of them. They’re either concealing something massive… or protecting someone. Maybe both. But danger? No. Nothing like that.”
“I’m sure they’ve all been warned about what you can do with your mind,” Elijah said.
Roman snorted. “Exactly.”
Damien spoke next, arms folded as he watched Olivia cross the yard to Caleb. The demon prince kissed her cheek, whispered something that made her laugh—until she was intercepted by Tobin, the vampire with the easy smile and the nerve to sling an arm around her shoulders.
“The people are nice,” Damien said through his teeth, “but there’s anger beneath it when they look at us.”
“Yeah,” Elijah agreed, watching Tobin and Olivia approach. “I feel it too. I doubt the witch will explain why.”
Roman and Damien exchanged a quick glance. They already had an idea.
The video.
Raven—bleeding, terrified, taunted with the threat of the Prince of Darkness. And if The Facility used Elijah’s name to torture their victims… then every resident of Sanctuary had been conditioned to fear the man now walking among them.
The why was what they needed to uncover.
Tobin flashed a grin. “Hey, mates. How’d you like to take a look at some blueprints for the next facility we’re taking down? We’d love your insight on how you’d breach it.”
Damien’s eyes stayed glued to Olivia, who barely acknowledged him. Her cool expression didn’t match the soft, amused woman he’d watched baking the night before.
Elijah narrowed his eyes at Tobin’s still-present arm around her. “Sure. We’d be happy to.”
Tobin looked Damien up and down. “I hear you’re a master at research and hacking.”
“I’m pretty damn good. Why?” Damien’s stare was a silent threat—take your hand off her or lose it.
“Well, we were hoping you might tap into their internal security cameras. Every facility’s different inside—keeps us guessing. Thought if we could see the layout, see the personnel, we’d be ahead of the game.”
Olivia nodded. “Yeah. Like deciding who we keep alive… and who we don’t.”
Damien blinked at her. He’d never imagined her harming anyone. But the steel in her voice said she’d learned how.
“I can try,” Damien said. “Depends on their system and the security protecting it.”
“Brilliant,” Tobin said with a clap. “Shall we?”
The group started after him, each warrior silently bracing for whatever truth lay buried in Sanctuary’s shadows—because whatever it was, it was closing in.
Damien caught Olivia’s arm, stopping her short. “Hold up a second, Tinkerbell.”
She whirled on him, eyes flashing. “Let go of me.” She yanked her arm free, her glare sharp enough to cut.
“What’s going on here?”
“What do you mean?” Her voice was cool, clipped.
He motioned between them. “This—whatever the hell this is. What’s with the cold attitude?”
“Oh, that?” She folded her arms. “It’s the same attitude you gave me. The one that said loud and clear you weren’t interested. I told you the night of the attic nightmare that I was done. I meant it.”
He winced. That night—the fake hospital setup, the panic, her shutting down—he’d handled it badly. And she was right. She had stopped flirting, stopped smiling at him, stopped everything.
Damien scrubbed a hand over his face. “Olivia, dammit—I’m sorry I was an ass to you.”
“No, you’re not.” Her voice softened for a fraction of a second before she smothered it again. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m over you.”
His dark eyes locked onto hers. “You have something going on with Caleb or Tobin?”
She blinked, caught off guard for all of half a heartbeat before her mask snapped back into place. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”
Then she turned and walked off, her hips swaying in a way that made his restraint snap like a dry twig.
“They’re meeting in Caleb’s apartment,” she threw over her shoulder before disappearing around the corner.
Damien stared after her, chest tight, jaw clenched. Watching her walk away only made things worse. His mind went places it shouldn’t—places involving his hands gripping her hips while he took her against the nearest wall.
He groaned under his breath and forced his feet toward Caleb’s apartment, hoping motion would clear his head.
“For what it’s worth, I don’t think anything is going on between her and Caleb.”
Damien jerked, turning to find Kya falling into step beside him. “Jesus Christ, street rat—where’d you come from? And why the hell were you eavesdropping?”
She lifted a brow. “I wasn’t eavesdropping; I was walking toward both of you. Hard not to overhear when your voice carry like thunder.” She smirked. “But no, I don’t think she’s involved with anyone.”
Damien stopped, leveling a glare at the demon princess. “You think I give a shit if she’s got a man in her life?”
“Yes,” Kya said without hesitation. “Because if you didn’t care, you wouldn’t have asked.” She grinned, clearly enjoying herself. Kya and Damien thrived on antagonizing each other. It was practically their love language.
“Well, you’d be wrong.”
“Mm-hmm. Suuure.” Kya folded her arms. “Want a tip? She’s playing hard to get. You hurt her, and she’s definitely not over it. But having you suddenly show up here? In her space? She’s pretending she hates you because it’s the only way she knows how to keep her walls up.”
Damien’s jaw ticked as he looked away, hands settling on his hips.
“Look,” Kya continued, walking backward so she could keep pestering him, “if you want her, don’t let her run you off.”
He glared at her. She grinned wider.
“But hey, what do I know about how a woman thinks, demon?”
“Fuck off, Princess.”
Kya laughed and flipped him off before spinning around and sashaying away.
Damien muttered something foul under his breath …and couldn’t deny that every damn word she said was right.






  
  ~ 2 ~


Jacin and Selene had finally finished hauling the mountains of file boxes and blood samples into his Sanctuary apartment. With her help, the place went from orderly to absolute chaos in under an hour, every surface crowded with documents, vials, and equipment. At this point, he was fairly certain he wouldn’t see daylight again until the next equinox. 
Hands on his hips, he surveyed the overwhelming mess with a sinking feeling. “Shit.” The word escaped before he could reel it back.
“Is something wrong?” Selene’s soft voice cut through his frustration, snapping his attention to her. 
His frown eased instantly into a smile—he couldn’t help it. Something about the witch made the room feel brighter. “No,” he said, exhaling with a laugh. “I’m just realizing what I got myself into.”
“I’m happy to help with whatever you need.” Her gaze followed his to the towering stacks of records. “Do you know where you want to start?”
“Yes. Caleb, then Jarret.” Jacin tapped the counter as he thought aloud. “Since I know exactly what their DNA looked like twenty-five years ago, they’re the best baseline.”
“How can you confirm what it looked like back then?” she asked, curiosity softening her voice.
“We take blood samples at birth,” he explained, “and then every five years until females reach twenty-five and males hit thirty-five. We started this about a hundred years ago. We’re not fully mature until then, well we don't stop growing until we're those ages.  I’ll run home and grab their old samples later.”
Selene nodded and immediately went searching through the boxes. Within moments, she located the files, then crossed to the refrigerator for the matching blood samples. When she handed them to him, her fingers grazed his—just a whisper of contact.
A small spark zipped through Jacin’s nerves, startling him with its intensity.
“Jesus, you’re fast. Thanks.” He forced himself to focus, carrying the materials to the workstation she’d thoughtfully assembled for him.
He flipped open Caleb’s file first, skimming the meticulous notes Selene had recorded. Jarret’s came next. The similarities between the two hit him immediately.
“Is it a coincidence they both have sorcerer, witch, shapeshifter, and vampire traits?” He frowned, tapping the chart. “There are traces of other species, but nothing significant.”
Selene stepped beside him, her strawberry-blond ponytail slipping over her shoulder as she leaned in. “From what I can tell? No coincidence.” She pointed to the data. “It seems males who begin as full-blood demons consistently accept only those four species. Females don’t usually accept shapeshifter or vampire DNA, but they’ll take angel, fairy, even nymph traits instead. Patterns exist, but there are always exceptions.”
Jacin nodded—but only half heard her.
Her scent enveloped him again. Honeysuckle. Warm sunlight. He knew sunlight didn’t have a scent, yet somehow, she made it real. He inhaled before he could stop himself, feeling embarrassingly intoxicated.
When he realized she was looking at him—directly at him—waiting for a response, he snapped his gaze to the files, pretending to think deeply rather than gape like a lovesick idiot.
“Can I ask you a question, Selene?” he said, clearing his throat.
She nodded.
“What did you start out as?”
Without missing a beat, face perfectly serious, she said, “A man.”
Jacin froze. His jaw dropped.
Then her lips split into a radiant grin—and she burst into laughter. “I’m sorry,” she said between soft giggles. “I couldn’t resist.”
“That’s just wrong.” He shook his head, though a smile tugged at his mouth. “Go away. I’m not talking to you anymore.”
Selene laughed harder, the sound bright and musical—and unexpectedly dangerous. It hit him square in the chest, loosening something he hadn’t realized was wound too tight.
“I began my life as a witch, actually,” she said once her laughter settled into a soft smile. “They just made me a more powerful one. I’m sure it’s the sorcerer in me that enhanced my witch.”
Her smile dimmed, replaced by a shadow of something far older than her youthful face. Sadness softened her features as she glanced at the mountains of file boxes overtaking the apartment.
“The only good thing that’s come from what they did to us,” she murmured, “is that we’re using the power they forced into our bodies to free everyone else they hurt.”
Jacin dropped his gaze, his chest tightening. He couldn’t begin to imagine what she—and the others—had endured. “I heard about Tomas and Cole,” he said quietly. “Two of our own were involved in taking you and all the other people. And for what it’s worth, Selene, I’m sorry. For all of it. I hope none of you hold their actions against the rest of us.”
She lifted her eyes to his, and the honesty there struck him harder than any punch he’d taken in combat.
“We try to be fair,” Selene said softly, “but trusting doesn’t always come easily for us.” Her gaze flicked toward the balcony, where the faint sounds of Sanctuary life drifted in. “However… if Raven and Caleb trust you, then the rest of us will too.”
“All of you trust them that implicitly?” he asked.
A warm, unwavering certainty settled over her features. “Yes. If you had spent the last ten years—even two—with them, you’d understand.” Her blue eyes glowed with quiet admiration. “They’ve gone above and beyond for everyone here. No hesitation. No conditions. They gave us our lives back.”
She opened her mouth as if to say something else—but stopped herself.
Jacin caught it. The hesitation. The unspoken but hanging in the air like smoke.
“And?” he prompted gently.
Selene blinked, weighing her words. “And… Sanctuary works because we work. Because we respect each other, and we respect them.”
He folded his arms. “So, what happens if someone steps out of line?”
“That depends on who they clash with.” Selene’s tone remained calm, matter-of-fact. “If someone butts heads with Caleb or Raven, they handle it. They always find a way to make things work—some kind of common ground.”
“And if someone clashes with someone else here?”
She lifted a small shoulder. “We argue, we fight—just like anyone else. But if someone breaks a rule, they’re dealt with. Whatever punishment fits the crime.”
Jacin studied her profile, the grace in her posture, the strength beneath the softness. There was no fear in her voice. No bitterness. Only truth.
And gods help him… he was falling for that truth, and for her, faster than he had any right to.
***

Elijah glanced up when Kya and Damien entered, curiosity flickering in his blue eyes. Whatever had delayed Damien, Elijah suspected it had everything to do with the tiny warrior angel-fairy currently avoiding Damien with all the grace of a woman determined to pretend she didn’t care.
Kya walked straight to Elijah, her smile softening the hard lines of his face as she stepped into his arms. “Hey, sweetheart. What are you doing here?” He kissed her lips softly.
“I was giving Jace some blood since my first sample went up in flames,” she said, lifting a brow in a mischievous grin.
Elijah snorted softly. Of course she found amusement in that.
Just a few days ago, she and Raven had reduced her childhood home to ashes—destroying the house that had hidden a grotesque lie behind carefully crafted walls, including the mock hospital her surrogate parents used to convince her she was receiving leukemia treatments. They had never loved her. They had experimented on her. Lied to her. Manipulated her entire identity.
And so she had burned it all.
Every memory. Every shadow. Every lie.
Kya would never step foot in that place again—not even in its ruins.
Across the room, Damien’s eyes tracked Olivia. She stood beside Raven, speaking quietly. When Damien entered, Olivia stiffened, shook her head at something Raven murmured, then spun around and stomped off toward the kitchen.
Raven arched a brow at Damien, her expression saying clearly, What did you do now?
Damien ignored it, though the muscle in his jaw twitched.
“Gather around, everyone,” Caleb announced.
They crowded around the small dining table, where two sets of blueprints were spread out. Large, detailed, and ominously familiar.
“These are the prints from the last facility we took down,” Caleb said, tapping the top set. “The ones from the previous facility are underneath. The exteriors never change, but the interiors do. I’m guessing they never imagined we’d take down every damn one of them.”
Raven planted her palms on the table, leaning in. “The ground floor is always the same—reception, cafeteria, employee lounge, and some living quarters.” Her smoky voice drew every gaze. “Maintenance and control rooms stay on the bottom floor. Above that, they keep the most volatile residents.”
Elijah crossed his arms, posture rigid. “And you still need to pinpoint where the rest are being held.”
Raven nodded. “That, and we need to identify the staff.” She shifted her attention to Damien. “I want you to get into their system and pull employee records. We need to know who we’ll need alive to interrogate.”
Jarret leaned forward. “Most of their lower-level people don’t know shit. But there are always one or two who know everything. Those are the ones we need.”
Tobin jerked his chin toward Damien. “That’s why I asked him to try tapping into the cameras. If he can, we don’t have to guess floor layouts.”
Roman rested his hands on the back of a chair. “Have you ever gotten someone who knew everything? And if you did… where are they now?”
Jarret sighed. “I know what you want, brother—someone you can dig into. But they’re all long gone.”
Elijah frowned. “What happened to them?”
“Most refuse to talk,” Jarret replied, his voice low. “No matter what.”
“And one sick bastard bit off his own tongue rather than answer our questions,” Tobin added.
Caleb rubbed the back of his neck, frustration etched across his features. “The doctors are loyal as hell. No one breaks.”
“Or they’re too terrified,” Raven said quietly, her gaze flicking toward Caleb before scanning the group. “I think they’re more afraid of the Maître than of anything we could do to them.”
Elijah’s head snapped up. “The Maître? Who the hell is that?”
“The bastard in charge,” Caleb said. “He’s got a God complex, so everyone had to call him that. It means ‘The Master.’”
“Jesus,” Damien muttered. “So all of you have seen him, I assume?”
Caleb, Jarret, Tobin, Raven, and Olivia exchanged a look. A heavy, haunted look.
A look passed between the residents of Sanctuary—one that made Elijah’s stomach sink.
Whatever they remembered… Whatever they had seen… It was nothing they would ever forget.
And nothing Elijah was prepared to hear.
Raven finally spoke. “We all talked to him, but none of us have seen his face. He always wore a white theater mask—like something from an old opera house. And he used a voice modulator. His voice didn’t sound real.”
“So, you’d recognize him otherwise,” Elijah said.
Raven nodded. “Exactly.”
Elijah held her gaze, pushing. Testing. Daring her to lie. “Do you have any idea who this man is?”
Raven didn’t answer immediately. She glanced at Caleb—a silent exchange, sharp and telling.
“We have… an idea,” she finally said. “But that’s all it is. An idea. We can’t confirm anything.” She tipped her chin toward Damien. “Which is why we want him inside their cameras. If we’re right, he won’t wear the mask every second he’s inside the facility.”
Her attention shifted to Olivia. “And Olivia will help you once you’re in their system.”
Damien stiffened. “What? Why?”
“Because she can sense everything behind walls and doors,” Raven said matter-of-factly. “Trust me—she’ll be invaluable to you.”
Elijah’s focus drifted as they talked strategy. The blueprints blurred. Voices became little more than background noise. His mind refused to let go of the one truth that had sucker-punched him the night before:
Tomas and Cole—his warriors—his brothers—had betrayed them.
He had trusted them with his life. Trusted them with Kya’s life. Trusted them with the kingdom.
He had never failed to detect a traitor.
But this time, he had.  And Roman had missed it too.
The guilt gnawed at him like acid.
“Elijah.”
He blinked and looked up at the sound of Roman’s voice. “Yeah?”
“Where were you just now? Caleb asked you something.” Roman’s dark brows pulled together. Concern edged his tone.
Elijah scrubbed a hand over his face and stepped back to the table. “How did we not know?” His voice was low, tight. “How did none of us know Cole and Tomas were involved? How could we have been so blind?”
A silence fell—heavy, tense.
Raven and Caleb exchanged another look but kept quiet.
Damien exhaled hard. “Hell, I was thinking the same thing. Tomas and I were close. I should’ve picked up on something.”
Elijah felt someone watching him and lifted his eyes.
Raven’s gaze was leveled squarely on him, sharp and perceptive.
“What?” he snapped.
“I think you need to prepare yourself for the possibility that Tomas and Cole weren’t the only ones,” she said softly. “There might be more of your people involved.”
Elijah’s jaw flexed. Roman folded his arms.
“Which is why they faked their abductions,” Roman added. “They knew staying behind would expose them. They’d never get past mine and Elijah’s senses.”
Raven arched a brow at Roman. “Then why didn’t you sense anything twenty-five years ago?”
Roman’s expression tightened. “Because I don’t keep my senses wide open unless I need to. If I did, I’d go insane.” He shook his head. “And the people closest to me? They’re the last I ever invade. I trusted them.” His voice dropped. “I should’ve checked anyway.”
Caleb leaned forward. “Look, you can drown yourselves in ‘what-ifs,’ but it won’t change shit. We can’t undo the past. What we can do is end this. Shut them down. And kill every bastard responsible.”
Elijah locked eyes with him. “Then tell me who you think is behind it.”
“No.” Caleb didn’t soften the refusal. “Because every time we give you information, you lose your damn mind. You need to see it. You need to figure it out on your own. And when you do?” He gave a grim nod. “You’ll believe it.”
Raven crossed her arms. “Besides, none of us know his face or voice. All we have are suspicions.”
Elijah’s voice dropped low. “What motive would anyone have to hurt our own people?”
At that question, Roman and Damien shared a look—quick, subtle, but unmistakably tense.
They had an idea.
And neither one wanted to say it out loud.
Caleb met Raven’s eyes, both of them fully aware of the truth Elijah hadn’t uncovered yet.
Someone had it out for him.
The only motive they had ever been able to piece together—after countless hours reviewing the Facility’s archived torture tapes—was chilling: Every resident had been threatened using General Elijah Alexander. The Prince of Darkness.
Whoever ran The Facility despised Elijah—deeply and personally. And when Raven and Caleb survived long enough to understand the pattern, they realized the horrifying strategy: The captors didn’t just want Elijah to suffer.
They wanted him to suffer through others.
They wanted him broken from the outside in.
Caleb exhaled. “Again, we can only guess at their motive.”
Raven shot him a look—she clearly wanted to say more—but Caleb cut her off with a subtle shake of his head. She was not known for tact, and the last thing any of them needed was to set Elijah’s temper off again. He and Raven didn’t need help finding excuses to argue.
But Elijah was done with vague answers.
“This is bullshit, Caleb. I want your theory. That’s all I’m asking for.” His jaw flexed, fury simmering right below the surface. “I get that a theory could be wrong—but I deserve to know what you suspect. And while you’re at it…” Elijah jabbed a finger toward the courtyard, toward the residents scattering at the very sight of him. “Can anyone tell me why everyone here looks at me like I’m the fucking devil while they’re perfectly fine with my men?”
Caleb frowned. “What are you talking about?”
Elijah didn’t miss the flicker of tension between Roman and Damien. Yeah—they knew something.
“When I try to talk to anyone—even just say hello—they shut down. Blank faces. Avoidance. Fear.” Elijah’s voice deepened, dangerously low. “I had five different people look at me like I was the monster that kept them awake at night.”
Roman and Damien exchanged another silent look.
They’d postponed the truth for as long as humanly possible, fully aware it would unleash hell when Elijah finally heard it.
And now? There was no more dodging.
Elijah’s attention snapped back to Raven.
She stood tall, shoulders back, chin lifted—exuding unwavering confidence. Warrior confidence. It struck Elijah that he didn’t know whether she had always walked like that or if The Facility had forged her into steel. She had survived years of captivity with no mentor, no guidance—except Caleb, who had been a prisoner right alongside her.
Yet she held herself like someone born with fire in her spine. Like someone impossible to break.
Roman’s voice brushed her mind. Hey, baby. Let me do the talking when this comes out.
I can handle the Prince, Adonis, she countered.
I know you can. But let me buffer when I can. I’ve got a feeling you two are going to come to blows eventually. Let me take this one.
She arched a brow—an expression so Elijah-esque Roman nearly laughed.
Aw, are you my knight in shining armor? Hate to break it to you, handsome—I don’t need one.
No shit.
When she smiled—actually smiled—Roman felt it like a punch to the chest.
 Radiant. Soft. Alive.  A stark contrast to her usual guarded façade.
You need to do that more often. You’re fucking gorgeous.
What?
Smile.
And just like that, the mask slid back over her face—expression wiped clean. Roman laughed aloud, and Raven punched him in the arm as she stalked past.
Elijah’s head snapped up, catching it all. “Okay, spill it. What was that look about?” His gaze zeroed in on Raven like a blade. “What aren’t you telling me? I’m sick of the lies. I’m sick of the half-truths.” He stepped toward her, heat rolling off him.
Roman moved between them, planting himself firmly in Elijah’s path. “Take a step back, Lije. I told her I’d explain when the time came.”
“Goddammit, Roman!” Elijah exploded. “Why the fuck are you always standing in front of her? What is it about this woman that has your head so messed up you ignore protocol? That you keep vital information from me?”
Roman didn’t flinch. “I can explain why they look at you that way—and the possible motive behind the attack on our people.”
Elijah barked a humorless laugh. “How the hell could you know? You don’t know these people any better than I do.”
Raven remained silent, her expression unreadable.
Roman sighed. “The day you went home last week… we found something in the Gilham's files.”
Elijah’s stare sharpened. “And you didn’t tell me?”
“No. I decided to wait until you were here.”
“You don’t get to make that call.” Elijah’s voice dropped, lethal and cold. “Whatever you found, I should have been told immediately. I’m in charge here.”
The vein in his neck pulsed with barely contained rage.
Roman didn’t budge. “If you’d known earlier, you would’ve gone after Raven. And I wasn’t going to let that happen.”
Elijah rounded on her. “What the fuck were you keeping from me now?”
Roman spoke over her. “D—go get Jacin and the laptop. He needs to see it.”
“On it,” Damien said quickly before vanishing.
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Elijah waited, impatience coiling through him like a tightened wire. Calling him tense would've been generous— he was two seconds from detonating.
Damien reappeared with Jacin in tow, the laptop already open in the healer’s hands. Jacin dropped into a chair and began navigating through folders with quick, precise movements.
“We’ll show you what Jacin found,” Roman said, ignoring the hostility radiating off Elijah like heat from a forge. Roman moved behind Jacin’s chair, posture steady, controlled—preparing for the coming explosion. “Jace, pull up the video we watched earlier.”
“Sure, but why?” Jacin’s fingers paused over the trackpad.
It’s time to show Elijah what we saw in the Raven video. Let me take the heat for keeping it quiet. Roman’s voice slid into Jacin’s mind.
As second in command, Roman knew he would be less likely to experience the wrath of Elijah than the rest.
Jacin snorted internally. I hope you like heat, because that man can literally cook you alive.
Perfect. Anyone got a fire extinguisher? Roman shot back with a grin.
Jacin resumed clicking through folders, acutely aware of every set of eyes drilling into his skull. “Damn,” he muttered dryly, “I feel like I’m on trial.”
Caleb chuckled under his breath.
Elijah did not laugh.
His eyes were beginning to swirl—storm shades of blue crashing into one another. His arm curled protectively around Kya, pulling her into his chest as if bracing for impact.
“Talk.” His voice dropped, low and lethal. “Now.”
Jacin swallowed and found the correct file. “Right. So… I’ve been going through all these video files…”
Roman cut in. “Were they all as bad as the one we saw?”
Remorse darkened Jacin’s usually gentle face. “Some were worse.” His eyes flicked to Raven. She remained a statue carved from discipline—emotion locked away so tightly no crack showed. “After one in particular, I couldn’t watch more. But I did start noticing patterns.”
Elijah moved behind Jacin, looming like a shadow. “Explain.”
“Every file starts with either an ‘A’ or a ‘G.’ I think I was too shocked at the video's at first to register it.”
“What’s that mean?” Damien asked.
“A is for archetype. G is for Generation One. So any video starting with ‘A’ is about someone who was a pureblood of their species before being experimented on. 'G' videos are the people born inside The Facility.”
He pointed to a specific cluster of files. “And the next two letters are initials. That’s how I cracked it.”
“How?” Elijah demanded.
“I used Caleb’s.” Jacin pressed a key. “ACS. Archetype—Caleb Samal. These here… these are his videos.”
Caleb’s jaw clenched, but he said nothing. He didn’t need to. The room already felt colder.
Elijah looked down at his old friend. “Mind if I watch some of them?”
Caleb huffed out a dry, humorless laugh. “Brother, let me fetch you some antacids first. Or a bottle of whiskey. Trust me—you’ll need one or the other.”
Pain flickered behind his grin. The kind only survivors understood.
“And,” Jacin continued, glancing at Selene—who stood quietly near the door—“I saw one labeled A-S… that’s when I realized they were initials. And that’s when I realized Selene had archetype files as well.”
Selene’s posture tightened. She shifted back a step under Elijah’s stare.
His frown was dangerous. Cold. Angry.
And that shrinking-away—that hit something raw inside him. He was done being treated like a nightmare lurking in the corner of every room. Soon, he’d demand answers—real ones.
Roman saw Elijah’s eyes burning holes into Selene. He stepped in smoothly.
“Jace, pull it up.”
Jacin clicked— A video thumbnail flashed onto the screen.
A shaky camera. A dark room.
And Elijah’s breath left him like a blow to the gut.
Jacin clicked open a file labeled AAA05151998, and the video sprang to life.
A girl—small, thin, shackled—was shoved down a dim hallway by two men.
Come on, bitch. Time to go play.
Elijah’s jaw clenched so hard his molars screamed. The sound of those words… the casual cruelty… it ignited something dark in him.
Her hands were cuffed behind her back, her ankles chained so tightly she could barely shuffle. A cloth hood was tied around her head, cinched at her throat.
They dragged her into a room Elijah recognized instantly—a reconditioning room. Chains dangled from the walls like iron serpents. A surgical-grade metal table sat in the center, restraints glinting coldly beneath the fluorescent lights.
One man shoved her. With her feet bound, she had no chance to catch herself. She hit the floor, skull cracking against concrete. She didn’t move until they yanked her upright and slammed her into the wall, her head striking hard again.
“Fuck,” Elijah growled through gritted teeth.
One guard crouched in front of her. Come on, sweetheart. Show us what you can do. Hell, we’ll even uncuff your hands if you show us something. Instead, he freed only her ankles and stepped back.
The other guard grabbed a bucket of baseballs. He hurled one. It struck her chest with a thud. She gasped, stumbling back into the wall. Another ball. Then another. Each one hitting with vicious accuracy.
If you have so many powers, then stop the balls.
She stayed silent. No begging. No crying. No screams. Only that single gasp.
Then he pitched one directly at her face.
It hit hard.
She collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut.
Kya gasped. Elijah pulled her closer without taking his eyes off the screen.
Then both guards walked to the corner and retrieved two long sticks.
They touched the ends to her skin.
Her body jolted violently.
“Those are fucking cattle prods!” Elijah roared—exactly as Roman had days earlier when he first saw the footage.
Roman nodded at Jacin. “Pause it.”
The video froze with the girl’s body twisted on the floor.
Roman exhaled. “Okay, Lije. This is where everything shifts. What you’re about to see—and hear—is why we didn’t tell you immediately. We needed… context. And we haven't had the chance to ask Raven or Caleb about it yet.”
Elijah’s swirling blue eyes locked on Roman with fury potent enough to blister skin. Even with their long history, Roman wasn’t immune to Elijah’s wrath.
“Jacin.” It wasn’t a request.
Jacin hit play.
The men prodded her again, laughing as her body convulsed.
You know what I was thinking? One said. I wish the fucking Prince of Darkness could see this. See how damn useless you are. You're as pathetic as he is. The only reason he’s feared is because he has an army at his back. In here, he’d be as worthless as you.
Elijah stilled.
We may grab him soon. Test our theory.
Jacin paused the footage again.
Elijah didn’t breathe. Didn’t blink.
Then: “What the motherfuck…?” His voice dropped into lethal quiet. He looked at Caleb, Raven—accusing, stunned, furious. “Why the fuck are they threatening her with me? I’ve never seen these bastards in my life.”
Roman lifted a hand. “Not done yet. It's gets better.”
“Fuck.”
The video resumed.
One man knelt beside the girl’s limp body, voice dripping with sick anticipation.
Maybe it’s a good time to fuck you. Spread your legs for me, baby? Hell, maybe take both of us.
Elijah snapped toward Roman. “This is the part that’s supposed to be better? They’re about to rape her!”
Roman shook his head, jaw tight, gaze flicking to Raven. His stomach had twisted into knots when he’d watched this the first time—fully aware there were likely other videos where she hadn’t been able to fight back.
On screen, the girl clawed her way up the wall, listening, calculating.
The first man approached and she quickly slipped her cuffed hands under her legs so her hands were in the front.
Then she struck.
Her knee—still bound—slammed into his groin. As he doubled, she grabbed his head and smashed it against her knee. Blood sprayed. She punched his throat, swept his legs, mounted him, and slammed his skull into the concrete again. And again. And again.
Until the floor was wet and red.
The second guard drew his gun and fired five tranquilizer darts into her. She collapsed face-first into the pool of blood.
Fucking bitch!  He kicked her—hard—over and over.
Elijah’s fury was volcanic now, spreading through the room like heat before a wildfire. “Now,” he said, voice shaking with barely contained violence, “you want to tell me why the fuck I’m just now finding out about this? And how the hell do they know me? Why the fuck were they using me name to terrorize her?”
His glare snapped between Raven and Caleb.
Caleb met it with grim sympathy. “You may not know them, brother… but they sure as hell know you.”
Raven’s voice rasped across the room. “This is why I warned you—prepare yourself that Tomas and Cole may not have been acting alone. You might have more traitors in your ranks than you think.”
“And why the fuck didn’t you tell me earlier,” Elijah snarled, “witch?”
Jarret stepped forward. “What did I tell you about calling her that?”
“I don’t give a fuck what you said, Jarret.”
Tobin stepped up beside Jarret, his expression deadly calm. “I’d watch your tone, Prince.”
Elijah barely registered the threat. He pinched the bridge of his nose, exasperation and anger warring. “Is she the only one they used me against?”
Caleb shook his head slowly. “No. Every person was threatened with you. All species. We heard it over and over: ‘You can blame the Prince of Darkness for why you’re here.’”
“And logic tells us,” Raven finished softly, “whoever is running this hates you so much they’re willing to torture innocent people in your name.”
Elijah’s stare locked on Raven.  She stood uncharacteristically silent—and for once, he appreciated it.
“Hell, I know I’ve made enemies over the years,” he muttered, raking a hand through his hair, “but this? This is a whole new level of hatred.”
“You don’t need to worry about all of them.” Raven’s cerulean eyes held his, steady and unreadable. “Just the ones from the Underworld who hate you enough to move mountains.”
“I bet you already know who they are.” His voice was tight, clipped, dangerously steady.
Raven crossed her arms, posture defiant. “I have no idea why they hate you so much.”
“Bullshit.” His voice cracked like a whip. “How do they know me, witch?”
Caleb stepped in, hands raised as if ready to separate two predators. “Lije, we told you already—some of our people helped them take us. Tomas and Cole got us here. There’s no way they acted alone without someone else on the inside pulling the strings.”
“I heard you,” Elijah snapped, “but none of it adds up. Why would Tomas and Cole betray us? What the hell would they gain?” His gaze swept Caleb, Jarret, Raven.
Blank faces. No tells. And that infuriated him even more.
Roman finally spoke, tone calm but firm. “This is exactly why people here avoid you like the plague. That girl in the video? She wasn’t the only one threatened with your name, Lije. Dozens—maybe hundreds—heard the same shit.”
Elijah’s nostrils flared as his eyes zeroed in on Raven. “Goddammit. This is why you and I keep butting heads.” He stepped toward her, closing the distance with lethal intent. “You have answers. You’re always hiding something. Always playing your little games. Who is the girl? Is she alive? I want to talk to her. I’m done with your riddles and bullshit.”
His power spiked—heat rippled through the room, everyone tensing under the wave of it. This was why the Prince of Darkness was feared. With enough provocation, he could drop a building.
Raven’s expression shifted—not fear, not pain— satisfaction. Cold and sharp.
“You’re in luck, Prince,” she purred. “She is here. But I doubt you’ll get much out of her.”
“And why’s that? Did you tell her not to talk to me?”
Roman’s patience finally cracked. He looked at Raven, frustration etched in every line of his face. “Raven, sweetheart… just tell him.”
Elijah didn’t blink. Didn’t breathe. He waited.
The room fell so silent the air itself seemed to shrink.
 Caleb, Olivia, Damien, Jarret, Kya, Selene, Jacin—none dared interrupt. Every eye fixed on the two warriors poised on the edge of violence.
Raven exhaled, slow and steady. “Fine.” She turned to Caleb, something unspoken passing between them.
Then she faced Elijah. “That girl in the video… is me.”
Elijah stared.
He had known—intellectually—that Raven had endured hell like the others. But seeing it? Seeing her beaten, taunted, threatened with rape and him—that carved into him like a blade.
And something told him that what he’d watched wasn’t the worst she’d endured.  Not even close.
Raven met his stare head-on. Her chin lifted. Her stance that of a seasoned warrior. A woman carved from steel and fire.
Elijah couldn’t help it—something inside him twisted. Admiration, guilt, fury, something he didn’t have the vocabulary for.
But Raven snuffed that emotion out immediately. “I’m still the same bitch you hate,” she said flatly. “Don’t let what you saw change your opinion.”
Elijah dragged a hand across his mouth and planted both on his hips. “You know, witch… I’m actually not the cold-hearted asshole you think I am. If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t be here. I want these fuckers stopped.”
“Even if some of your own people are involved?” Her tone was razor-sharp.
“Yes.” His voice was iron. “And they’ll answer to me. I’ll make sure of it.”
Raven looked at Caleb.
Caleb looked at Raven.
A whole conversation passed in a single shared glance— a truth they both knew, a truth Elijah wasn’t ready for, a truth still waiting in the shadows.
Elijah watched the silent exchange between Raven and Caleb, the way entire conversations passed in the flicker of a glance. His jaw flexed. “What?”
Caleb cleared his throat. “Look, brother… I think the issue here is how far up the chain you’re willing to go. If your warriors were involved, someone with a hell of a lot more authority was pulling their strings.”
“And who besides you,” Raven said, arms folding across her chest, “could persuade your men to switch sides? Who could lead them?”
Elijah already knew what they were implying—but he wanted the words spoken. He always wanted the truth carved clearly, not danced around. “Spit it out,” he growled. His eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. “You know exactly who’s behind this. You’ve known. So tell me—why the hell won’t you?”
He took three long, lethal strides and stopped inches from Raven, towering over her. “You’re deliberately keeping me in the dark. Why? What do you gain from it? You understand that if we’re on the same side, I need to know everything you know.”
“I’m being cautious.”
“Fuck you.” The snarl ripped out of him before he could even think.
Raven’s eyes began to glow—icy, electric, edged with power. Her head tilted in that dangerous, predatory way that said she was seconds from either blasting him across the room or snapping his neck. Elijah didn’t care which. He knew their clash was inevitable. Knew they would break something—each other, this alliance, maybe the whole damned building.
He’d never hit a woman in his life. But Raven was rewriting a lot of things he thought he’d never do.
“No, fuck you, Prince.” Raven’s voice was low and venomous. “Every damned one of us heard your name. For years, they used you to torment us. When we were beaten, tortured, or experimented on, they whispered your name.”
A vein pulsed in her neck, though her fury was controlled—barely. “We didn’t even know who the hell you were. Or why we were being punished because of you.” Her chin lifted. Her voice sharpened.  “But now? I’m starting to see why they hated you so much they used you like a weapon. And still, I can’t figure out what you did that made them willing to make innocent people suffer in your name.”
She stepped closer until their chests nearly brushed. “So, excuse the fuck out of us if we find it hard to trust you. Because whatever you did triggered years of nightmares for everyone here. And your arrogance—your refusal to see what’s right in front of you—makes me question whether you’re the man Caleb and Jarret still claim you are.”
Roman suddenly shoved himself between them, one hand flat on Elijah’s chest, pushing him back.
“Both of you. Step. Back.” When neither moved, his voice cracked like a whip. “Now.”
But neither Raven nor Elijah looked at him. Their gazes stayed locked—two storms waiting to collide.
Damien, Caleb, and Jarret watched tensely, ready to intervene if this standoff detonated into violence. They all knew it was only a matter of time. And when it happened, it would be ugly.
Kya finally slipped forward, voice soft but steady.  “Elijah.”
His head snapped toward her.
She laid a hand on his chest. “I know you’re angry. But please… dial down the heat.”
He drew a breath through his nose, forced himself to nod, and pressed a kiss to her forehead. When he turned back to Caleb and Jarret, his voice was calmer—but only on the surface. “Tell me something. Whoever is behind this… is it someone I know personally?”
Caleb nodded. “Yes.”
“Someone I trust?”
Jarret looked to Caleb, then back at Elijah. Both nodded. “Yes.”
Elijah swung his gaze to Roman and Damien. “I swear to the gods—if it’s either of you, I’ll skin you alive.”
Damien snorted. “You could try.” He grinned, though tension pulled at the edges.
Roman only raised a brow, the picture of unimpressed confidence. His loyalty had never once faltered.
Elijah turned back to the trio who kept holding the truth hostage. “You know what? When the three of you”—his gaze swept Caleb, Raven, Jarret—“decide to trust me, come find me. Until then, I’m done.”
He grabbed Kya’s hand and strode out, leaving the room thick with silence, fear, and the bitter taste of secrets refusing to stay buried.
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