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They came for me at dusk, when the sky was bruised purple and the wind smelled like rain and iron.

I knew better than to run.

Running only made them curious.

The carriage waited at the edge of the clearing like a predator pretending to be polite—black-lacquered wood, silver sigils carved deep into the panels, the kind that hummed against my skin even from twenty paces away. Blood magic. Old. Refined. Expensive.

Highbloods.

I kept my hands visible as the figures emerged from the trees. Three of them. All pale. All still. The kind of stillness that wasn’t natural, that didn’t belong to breathing creatures.

“Asset confirmed,” one said, voice smooth as oil over water. “Half-fae. Pendrake bloodline.”

My jaw tightened. I didn’t ask how they knew my name. Names had a way of leaking when people with power wanted them badly enough.

“I don’t belong to you,” I said.

They smiled.

None of them bothered to contradict me.

The one in front stepped closer, boots soundless on the wet ground. His eyes flicked to my throat, then my wrists, calculating. Not hunger—assessment. That was worse.

“You’ve been selected,” he said. “By Crimsonwing Academy.”

The word academy almost made me laugh.

I’d heard the stories. Everyone had. Crimsonwing wasn’t a school—it was a sorting ground. A place where immortals decided which of us were useful enough to keep breathing.

“I didn’t apply,” I said.

“Few do.”

The sigil on his glove flared. Pain slammed into my chest, sharp and invasive, like something reaching inside me and curling its fingers around my heart.

I dropped to one knee with a gasp, the world tilting violently.

“Restraint only,” another voice murmured. “The regents prefer them conscious.”

Bastards.

I forced myself to stand, shaking but upright, refusing to give them the satisfaction of seeing me break. If this was happening—and it was—I wasn’t going to beg.

The first man inclined his head, almost respectful.

“Get in.”

The carriage moved without horses.

That should have terrified me more than it did, but fear had already settled into my bones, cold and patient. I focused on breathing, on the rhythmic sway of the vehicle, on the way the sigils pulsed faintly with every mile we crossed.

The air inside smelled like old parchment and metal. Chains lined the floor, bolted into the wood. I avoided looking at them.

“You’re not a prisoner,” the guard across from me said, as if reading my thoughts.

I met his gaze. “Then why does it feel like one?”

“Because you’re perceptive.”

That earned a soft chuckle from the others.

“What am I to you?” I asked. “Student? Sacrifice? Blood bag?”

He considered. “You’re an asset.”

The word landed heavy. Final.

Outside, the landscape changed—trees thinning, ground rising. By the time the carriage slowed, the air had gone sharp with altitude and magic.

Crimsonwing Academy loomed out of the fog like a wound torn open in the mountain.

Dark spires clawed at the sky, linked by bridges and battlements. Red-veined stone pulsed faintly, as if the building itself had a heartbeat. Massive iron gates stood open, waiting.

For me.

As the carriage rolled through, I felt it—something old and vast brushing against my mind. Measuring. Weighing.

Judging.

My skin prickled.

“Welcome,” the guard said quietly, “to where power is decided.”

They marched me through halls that swallowed sound.

Candles burned with crimson flames along the walls, illuminating banners stitched with sigils I didn’t recognize but somehow understood—dominance, lineage, conquest. Vampires moved through the space with lazy confidence, long coats and sharp smiles, eyes flicking toward me with open curiosity.

Not one of them looked afraid.

That told me everything.

We stopped in a circular chamber carved deep into the stone. A symbol was etched into the floor—interlocking wings and fangs.

A man waited at its center.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Hair silvered at the temples, eyes dark and unreadable. Power rolled off him in controlled waves, the kind that didn’t need to prove itself.

“Arch-Regent Soryn Valecrest,” one guard announced, bowing.

I didn’t bow.

Soryn’s gaze slid over me, cool and precise. “Aeryn Pendrake,” he said. “Half-fae. Unregistered. Untested.”

I lifted my chin. “Still breathing.”

“For now.”

He gestured, and the guards released me, stepping back but not leaving.

“You are not here as a student,” Soryn said calmly. “You are here as an academy asset. Your survival will depend on your usefulness.”

“I don’t consent—”

“Consent,” he interrupted, faintly amused, “is a luxury of equals.”

The floor sigil flared beneath my feet. Magic surged up my legs, invasive and burning, reading me like a ledger—blood, lineage, potential.

I bit back a cry.

Soryn’s eyes sharpened. “Interesting.”

“What?” I demanded through clenched teeth.

“Your blood remembers things it shouldn’t.”

The pain receded, leaving me trembling.

“You will be ranked,” he continued. “You will be tested. You will obey academy law.”

“And if I don’t?”

A pause.

Then, simply: “You will be drained.”

Silence fell heavy and absolute.

Soryn turned away, already dismissing me. “Assign her to the lower tiers. Observation status.”

The guards seized my arms again.

As they dragged me toward the doors, his voice followed, almost thoughtful.

“Send Nightgrave.”

They took me down.

Literally.

Stairs spiraled beneath the academy, deeper and colder, until the air smelled of damp stone and old blood. My quarters were a narrow chamber with a narrow bed, a desk, and a barred window that looked out into darkness.

“Assets sleep below,” one guard said, unfastening my restraints. “Students above.”

“Charming.”

He smirked. “Don’t worry. If you survive, you might earn sunlight.”

The door slammed shut behind them with a final, echoing clang.

I sank onto the bed, heart hammering.

Crimsonwing Academy.

Asset.

I pressed my palm to my chest, feeling the steady beat beneath. Whatever they thought I was—whatever they wanted from me—I had one rule.

I would not break quietly.

Somewhere above me, a bell tolled.

And I knew, with chilling certainty, that this was only the beginning.
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The bell didn’t just ring.

It hunted.

The sound slithered through the stone like a living thing, vibrating in my ribs, clawing its way into my skull until sleep fled in tatters. I bolted upright on the narrow bed, breath sharp, heart hammering as though I’d been running.

Another toll followed—slower this time. Heavier.

A summons.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, bare feet hitting the cold stone floor. The chill seeped straight into my bones, grounding me. Somewhere above, footsteps echoed—measured, confident, unhurried. Laughter drifted down, smooth and careless.

Students.

No—highbloods.

I dragged a hand through my hair and stood. The thin, charcoal-gray uniform folded at the foot of the bed was clearly not meant for warmth or comfort. No insignia. No crest. Just fabric meant to mark me as interchangeable.

An asset.

I pulled it on anyway.

The corridor outside buzzed with movement as soon as the door slid open. Low-tier students—mixed-bloods, humans with borrowed magic, creatures that didn’t quite fit anywhere—filed out of identical rooms. No one spoke. No one met anyone else’s eyes.

Predators didn’t walk down here.

We were already caged.

A tall woman with skin like polished marble waited at the end of the hall. Her eyes were crimson glass, unblinking.

“Line up,” she said.

We did.

She paced slowly in front of us, heels clicking softly. “Welcome to your first morning at Crimsonwing Academy. Some of you will not last the week.”

Her lips curved, pleased. “Most of you will not last the term.”

She stopped in front of me.

Her gaze slid down my body, lingering at my throat, my wrists. “Half-fae,” she murmured. “How quaint.”

I met her stare, refusing to look away.

Her smile sharpened. “That will change.”

With a flick of her hand, the corridor doors at the far end burst open.

Light flooded in.

We emerged into the central atrium, a vast open space carved upward through the mountain. Balconies ringed the walls, each level more ornate than the last. Highbloods leaned against railings above, dressed in tailored black and crimson, watching us like entertainment.

A ripple of laughter followed us.

I felt it then—an invisible pressure settling over my shoulders, heavy as wet stone. The academy itself pressing down, reminding me exactly where I stood.

The woman raised her voice. “All first-rank initiates will be assessed.”

A groan rippled through our line.

“On your knees.”

The command cracked like a whip.

Some dropped instantly.

Others hesitated.

I didn’t.

Stone bit into my knees as I lowered myself, jaw clenched. The pressure intensified, magic coiling around us, forcing compliance.

“Look up,” she said.

I did.

The highbloods stared down at us openly now, eyes glowing faintly, hunger and disdain braided together. I felt stripped bare under their gazes, measured in worth and weakness.

A young vampire with golden eyes laughed. “Are these the best they could find?”

“They’re not students,” another replied lazily. “They’re reserves.”

A hand brushed my shoulder—light, possessive. I stiffened.

“Interesting,” a male voice murmured behind me. “This one doesn’t shake.”

The pressure suddenly spiked.

Pain exploded behind my eyes. I gasped, hands bracing against the stone as my vision blurred. Around me, others cried out, collapsing forward.

I forced myself to stay upright.

Stay conscious.

“Enough,” a new voice cut in—cold, sharp, authoritative.

The pressure lifted abruptly. I sucked in a breath, lungs burning.

Boots crossed the floor. Slow. Deliberate.

I knew who it was before I saw him.

Vaelor Nightgrave.

He stepped into my line of sight, tall and dark against the light pouring from above. His uniform bore the crimson sigil of the upper tiers, cut to perfection, magic stitched into every seam. His eyes—obsidian shot through with silver—flicked to me with clinical interest.

Not hunger.

Calculation.

“Regent’s orders,” he said coolly. “No deaths before ranking.”

A few groans of disappointment echoed from the balconies.

Vaelor’s gaze lingered on me a fraction longer than necessary. “You,” he said.

I pushed myself to my feet, ignoring the tremor in my legs.

“Yes?” I asked, voice steady.

A few highbloods chuckled.

His mouth curved—not quite a smile. “Bold. I like that in prey.”

My stomach twisted.

“State your designation.”

I lifted my chin. “Aeryn Pendrake.”

Murmurs rippled through the balconies.

Vaelor’s eyes sharpened. “Pendrake,” he repeated softly. “That’s unfortunate.”

“For you,” I said before I could stop myself.

Silence slammed down.

Every gaze snapped to me.

Vaelor stepped closer. Too close. His presence pressed in, cold and intoxicating, power rolling off him in controlled waves.

“You don’t understand how things work here,” he said quietly.

“I understand bullies,” I replied. “You’re just better dressed.”

A sharp intake of breath echoed above.

Vaelor laughed.

Low. Soft. Dangerous.

He leaned in, voice dropping so only I could hear. “Careful, asset. I decide who bleeds today.”

Then he straightened and turned away. “Take them to the Hall.”

The guards moved in.

As they hauled us toward the massive doors at the far end of the atrium, I felt his gaze burn into my back.

And I knew—deep in my bones—that I’d just painted a target on myself.

The Hall of Ascension was a lie.

That was my first thought when we entered.

The name suggested ceremony. Glory. Hope.

What it held was blood.

Stone tiers rose around a circular arena etched with sigils that glowed faintly beneath our feet. Chains hung from the walls, some stained dark, others disturbingly clean.

We were herded into the center.

“This is where your ranks are decided,” the marble-skinned woman announced. “Magic. Combat. Endurance.”

She gestured, and a gate on the far side creaked open.

A creature was dragged out—humanoid, barely conscious, veins glowing sickly green beneath translucent skin.

A blightborn.

My chest tightened.

“Pairings will be assigned,” she continued. “You will fight until submission.”

A laugh rippled through the balconies.

My name was called third.

They shoved me forward, magic snapping around my wrists like invisible cuffs.

Across from me, the blightborn lifted his head, eyes wild with fear.

“I don’t want to hurt you,” I said quietly.

He sobbed.

The bell rang.

Pain tore through my arms as the restraints tightened, forcing movement. The blightborn lunged, driven by panic more than intent.

I twisted, letting his momentum carry him past me, then slammed my elbow into his ribs. He collapsed with a wheeze.

The crowd booed.

“Get up!” someone shouted.

I hesitated.

The sigils flared.

Agony lanced through my spine, dropping me to one knee with a scream.

Vaelor’s voice cut through the noise. “Finish it.”

I looked up at him, vision swimming. He watched me intently, unreadable.

I rose slowly, every nerve screaming.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered—to the blightborn, to myself.

I struck once more, precise and controlled.

He went still.

The bell rang again.

Silence followed—then polite applause.

My knees buckled as the restraints vanished. I barely stayed standing.

“Rank: provisional,” the woman announced. “Low-tier combat viable.”

Viable.

I stumbled back into line, hands shaking.

As the next fight began, I felt it—deep beneath the pain, beneath the fear.

Something stirred.

A warmth in my chest.

Not rage.

Not magic I recognized.

Something older.

And for the first time since the carriage had come for me, I realized something else.

Crimsonwing Academy wasn’t just testing me.

It was waking me up.















