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        I found my five Virtues… but they didn’t want to be found.

      

      

      
        
        Talk about reluctant. My five Virtues all need to be taught a lesson, even Kaito, my mentor who thinks he knows everything—FYI, he doesn’t.

      

        

      
        Hendrik, a dark mage who thinks he’s still pulling the strings.

      

        

      
        Logan, a wolf shifter who hasn’t caught on that I’m really his alpha.

      

        

      
        Dante, a brutal hunter who doesn’t realize he’s the one being hunted.

      

        

      
        Orion, a playboy demigod who hates that all he wants now is me—and no one else. He’ll be the hardest of all to break.

      

        

      
        The tables have turned and there’s a monster loose in Fortune Academy (hell yeah, that’s me, by the way). A year has passed on the outside, but it’s only been a few short weeks for supernaturals who are ramping up for Fortune Academy’s big exam. This is a test of our fortitude and our powers unlike any we’ve had before. The Third Echo of Calamity is on its way to Earth and I need to be ready for it, which means I am going to need my Virtues on my side.

      

        

      
        I feel them in my soul and have never been more certain of anything in my life. I’ve called my Virtues to me, whether they are ready or not.

      

      

      

      
        
        They are mine.
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      “If Orion writes you another poem, I’m going to shoot myself in the fucking face.”

      This was the latest in a litany of complaints from Trevor, the son of Poseidon, and one of the unhappier Demi members, given the hit to his powers that made him guzzle the Academy’s water bottle supply like his life counted on it.

      Well, it kind of did, being that the Academy was nowhere near shorefront property and it was Orion’s magical feeds that had been fueling his life-force up until now. When I had initiated our Virtue bond to begin forming, I took away his ability to feed on others. All he wanted was me, and, well, I wasn’t putting out.

      My bad.

      “Seriously. You need to fix this shit,” Trevor said, crushing yet another plastic bottle and tossing it into the recycling bin. Because yeah, the Academy required blood for registration and forced its students to fight to the death, but they sure as hell recycled.

      I adjusted my backpack and leaned against the wall, accepting that the Demigod was clearly not going to get out of my way. Not that I was in a rush to get to another class designed to torment me into fully Awakening.

      Yeah Awakening. That thing I have to do to remember what I am, why I’m here, and how I’m going to save the world.

      No pressure.

      Trevor pulled another bottle from his gym bag and started guzzling while giving me his best glare.

      I fanned myself with the offending poem, then grinned.

      “Why are you smiling like that?” Trevor asked after finishing off his bottle and wiping his mouth.

      I waved the parchment in his face.

      He groaned. “It’s scented? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Someone snatched the poem from my grip before I had a chance to torment Trevor further with the level of depravity I was forcing on Orion. I had a plan of torment for all my bullies and I was reveling in every second of Orion’s punishment.

      “That’s enough of that,” the daughter of Athena scolded as she stepped between us. Her once luminous braids now stood out in frizzy patches against the hallway’s unforgiving lights. “It’s bad enough that you took away Orion’s power that sustained the rest of us. Now you’ve demoralized him into a sniveling romantic.” She opened the letter and frowned at its contents. “I don’t know if I should be impressed or throw up.”

      Trevor snorted, then winced as the pressure made his dry nose start to bleed. He wiped away the crusty blood with the back of his hand. “How long are you going to let this go on? Can’t you undo whatever spell you cast on him already?”

      “It’s Hendrik we should be talking to, not his pet,” she said with a sneer.

      I tried not to take the insult seriously, but it stung anyway and I couldn’t help but glance down at the Blood Stone that hung around my neck like a noose. It was steadily feeding on their misery with delicate red and purple tendrils that lingered in the air, slowly filtering into the stone. Luckily they didn’t seem to be able to see the drain that would help me pay back the blood debt I owed the Dark Mage. Hendrik was my worst bully of all and until I figured out how to keep Olivia safe, I was going to have to play along with his demands.

      “Whatever,” I snapped, hating how defensive I sounded. I shoved off the wall and straightened, staring Ally down. Even without her muscles and lean stature, the daughter of Athena held herself with a sense of confidence that magic couldn’t take away. “If both of you would kindly move, I would like to get to class.”

      Ally crumpled the letter and threw it at my chest. It bounced off and rolled across the floor. “I don’t think so. You’re going to fix this with Orion and you’re going to fix it now.”

      “Yeah,” a male voice chimed in.

      Furrowing my eyebrows, I searched for the source. “Zero?” I asked. The son of Zeus usually had a booming cadence to his voice that went along with his powerful presence, but he was nowhere to be found and he sounded somehow distant.

      Ally sighed. “That’s what I meant. Even Zero has been impacted. If this goes on much longer, it’s going to be more than just a practical joke. You could seriously impact our standing at the Academy.”

      A sharp jolt of electricity made me jump and a shimmer of a silhouette flashed briefly at my side. My eyes widened. “He’s… invisible?”

      “Yep,” he said, not sounding too aMused about it. “Makes raising my hand in class a challenge.”

      “Like you ever raise your hand,” Trevor grumbled as he rummaged in his bag, producing empty water bottles. He scratched away a dry scale forming at his neck and cursed. “Dammit. I’m out.”

      Ally took me by the elbow and began to drag me down the hall in the opposite direction that I needed to be going. I could have used my supernatural strength to stop her, but being around them only fueled the stone more. By the dim light in its core, I was nowhere near filling it up completely and could use all the power I could get.

      “I signed you up for a new class,” Ally informed me as she took me down the corridor. Poor Olivia would be looking for me, but I was doing all of this to make sure she survived our sophomore year.

      Yeah… it had only been a few weeks for us, but an entire year had passed for the outside world. I didn’t even want to dwell on the repercussions of that, especially knowing that Dante was on a mission. An entire year had passed for him. Would he have forgotten about me?

      “I thought she’d be more reluctant,” came Zero’s comment.

      I shivered and yanked myself free from Ally’s grip. She stumbled back, then caught herself. It pissed her off to no end that I was just as strong as her.

      “It’s creepy that I can’t see you,” I complained at Zero’s disembodied voice. It felt like his breath was on the back of my neck and the air shimmered as he followed us.

      “Then fix what you’ve done,” came the logical reply.

      Guess I deserved that.

      “I don’t know why you guys think that I have any control over Orion’s powers,” I countered. All I had done was unwittingly initiate the beginnings of the Virtue bond. In spite of Orion’s romantic advances, I knew his ploy was to get me to think I’d won. I felt his resistance in our bond like a cold dagger stuck in my chest. He thought this was something I actually had control over, which was fun at first, but now it was getting annoying.

      Did I really want a Virtue connection with a playboy Demigod that had slept with over half the Academy? I mean, not really, but I couldn’t deny how I felt around him. Part of me wanted to punch him in the face, but the other part? Yeah, it wanted to try out some very Demigod-like kink.

      “What do you mean you don’t have any control?” Trevor snapped. “I’m calling bull, because you’ve been leading Orion by the dick for weeks. It’s time to stop.” He yanked a door open to a classroom I’d never been in before. I peered inside, spotting only one row of desks and a disgruntled looking Orion leaning against the wall. The only evidence that he’d noticed me at all was the flaring of his nostrils.

      But gods, was he beautiful.

      His bronze skin glowed from within, illuminating freckles that spanned over his entire body that made him look like a walking constellation. His eyes were always beautiful, even now with his powers on the fritz. His weakened state was demonstrated by his silver-grey eyes that followed my movements as I stepped inside, making me feel drawn to him in spite of myself. Soft locks with a slight curl on the ends made me wanted to run my fingers through his hair, perhaps while kissing, and taking a bite out of those oh-so-delicious biceps.

      “Hello?” Trevor drawled. “Ringing Lily Fallen. Quit staring at your boy toy and fuck him already.”

      I cleared my throat and absent-mindedly palmed the Blood Stone that continued to draw power from all the Demigods in the room. A glance at the front desk told me we were all very much alone.

      Not good.

      “What kind of class doesn’t have a teacher?” I complained, trying not to sound too shaken. Even though I was on the path to discovering who and what I was, it didn’t mean I had any substantial defensive powers to work with. I’d survived the Academy this long because Hendrik was a tentative ally and Kaito kept tabs on me, staying one step ahead of the red tape that the Dean put in place to catch someone like me trying to bend the rules.

      I had my supernatural strength, which might be enough to spring me to the only exit. I turned around, only to find that all three Demigods stood in front of the door, staring at me expectantly.

      Zero, or what was left of him, shimmered into the visible range. Lightning streaked across his skin and it looked painful for him to remain corporeal, but his jaw flexed as he suffered through it. My Blood Stone hummed as if delighted to slurp up his pain.

      Trevor had been draining the Academy’s water bottle supply for quite some time, but he’d really stocked up today. He summoned a trident and pinged it against the ground, sending a sharp ringing to settle in my ears and make my teeth clack.

      Ally rested her hand on the hilt of a long sword that had materialized at her thigh. “You going to do something, or just stand there with that dumb look on your face?”

      I cleared my throat. “Well, clearly you lot are putting all the cards on the table.” I propped my hands on my hips. “How long can you keep this up? Do you really want to drain what’s left of your powers just to frighten me? That’s a good way to get Hendrik on your ass.” The Demis and the Mages were supposed to be allies, but all this tension between Orion and myself was definitely causing some waves.

      A hand slipped around my middle and rested on my stomach like a brand, pulling me in close to a hard chest.

      “Who said anything about draining our power?” Orion whispered in my ear, making me shiver.

      Then I felt it.

      Fuck, the bastard! “What are you doing?” I snapped as I twisted in his grip, only to find myself perilously close to his lips.

      He grinned, showing no pity on me as his growing erection dug into my abdomen, turning me on even more. “I’m not sure what you did to me, little star, but I know what I’m doing to you.” He waggled his eyebrows. He knew that I loved his new nickname for me, even if I’d never admit it. “I’m turning you on, which means I can feed off of you.” He held me tighter when I tried to squirm away from him. “It’s your own fault, really. You cast a spell that bound me to you, making it impossible to feed off of anyone else. No more orgy parties to give the Demis the boost we need to stay at the Academy, leaving a void.” He licked his lips, taking his time running his gaze over me as if he was ready to devour me. “Which means I will take what I need from you.”

      My body reacted to his lust, but my heart sensed it was only skin-deep. I wouldn’t take a Virtue who didn’t really love me. No fucking way.

      I used my strength to rip out of his hold. “What about that poem you wrote me? And the chocolates you sent the day before? Or the ‘puppy’ I found in my room with a red bow and a note it was from you?” And by puppy, I mean an undersized wolf shifter who had been frightened within an inch of his life not to turn human while in my presence and to pretend to be my new pet, Orion’s orders.

      “What about it?” he asked as he took a seat at one of the desks with an innocent expression plastered on his face. He leaned over the back of his chair, leaving no room for imagination when it came to every curve of his body that cut through his uniform illumined by his divine heritage. “I tried wooing you. Didn’t work.”

      “So now you’re opting for force?” I bit out.

      He shrugged, flashing me a panty-melting grin that sent my mind sprawling with a whole new set of things I wanted to do to him. “I’m not forcing anything. You’re the one lusting after me, and I’m feeding off of that, little star. I don’t even have to touch you.”

      I turned to find the Demis a good deal stronger than a moment before. Ally’s muscle tone had definitely improved. Zero didn’t look quite as pissed off trying to stay corporeal, and Trevor had enough energy to dance a trail of water over his knuckles in a show of power.

      Okay. Maybe not the best predicament to find myself in, but there was a solution. All I had to do was stop lusting after Orion.

      I turned and settled my gaze over his utter perfection, my Virtue connection having a field day with all the ways I could seal my bond with him here and now.

      Fucking annoying succubus libido. Well, I’m doomed. Death by sex drive. That’s what they’ll write on my tombstone.

      A growl rumbled in my throat, part sexual frustration and part self-hatred, as I sat at the desk next to the wall. “Hendrik and Miss Williams are going to hear of this,” I grumbled. Even though Kaito was my main mentor, Miss Williams oversaw my Awakening progress. Kaito said it was good for me to make an alliance with one of the most feared counselors on campus. She was a real hard ass, but I was growing on her, which meant she looked out for me when it came to shit the other cliques liked to pull.

      “What’s Hendrik going to do?” Ally countered, drawing her weapon in a slow shift from its sheath. “We’re not touching you, and if you try to leave, well, that’s on you. Class isn’t over yet and we’re permitted to use force to keep you here.” She grinned. “Miss William’s orders.”

      What, really? Fuck. And here I thought she was starting to like me.

      “Next time you give someone chocolates, try one first,” Orion suggested.

      “Why, did you try to poison me?” I snapped, but my stomach had dropped. What the fuck had he done to those chocolates?

      Orion chuckled as he got out of his chair. As promised, he didn’t touch me, but he proceeded to torment me as he pressed one hand on the wall and blocked me between his chest and my desk. I wanted to turn into his warmth that radiated at my back, but I locked my spine and refused to look at him.

      Nope. Not going to—is that cologne? Or just how a Demigod normally smells? Because it’s like he bathed in strawberries and… liquid sex.

      I buried my face in my hands and groaned as Orion’s husky chuckles made my thighs clench.

      “I don’t know what kind of spell you put on me, but it seems to be backfiring, little star. I can taste your desire like honey.” I peeked through my fingers, only to find he’d shifted in front of me and licked his lips for effect.

      Ally’s sword sang through the air as she tested a swipe. The blade had definitely gotten longer, and maybe shinier. Because slicing people in half needed to be done in style, apparently.

      “How long are you going to keep me here?” I asked, my voice having a strain to it that was hopeless to try and hide.

      Orion leaned in closer, wrapping me in a blanket of heat and desire as he whispered his answer. “As long as it takes for you to undo what you’ve done to me.”

      And there it was. My heart twisted in spite of knowing the truth all along. I couldn’t force Orion into a Virtue bond, not when he was more interested in hosting orgy parties to keep his buddies juiced up. I was just an inconvenience to him. He didn’t deserve me or my desire.

      It didn’t change the fact that he was gorgeous, kissable, and very much in the palm of my hand right now. His gold-flecked eyes watched me without blinking, taking in my every move. I felt the beginnings of something more between us, if only he’d open his heart to me, but whatever part of him knew how to love was very much buried, and perhaps a bit broken.

      That was okay. I was broken, too.

      “I can’t undo it,” I snapped back at him, making him flinch. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      He frowned. “You’re telling the truth.” He leaned in a fraction closer as his eyes dipped to my lips. “This is a strange torment Hendrik has crafted for both of us. He’s made me want you more than I’ve wanted anyone, and I suspect you feel the same way, but neither of us are going to give in to this carnal desire.” His gold-flecked eyes flashed up to meet mine. “Because if you hate me as much as I hate you, sex is off the table.”

      It was a good thing that Orion was so close to me, because it gave me just enough reach to kick him right in the balls.
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      Olivia held a hand over her mouth to smother a laugh. Her entire body shook as she tried to compose herself.

      “We’re in a library,” I reminded her, but even I had a goofy grin plastered on my face.

      “You’re telling me that you kicked a god right in the family jewels?”

      “Half god,” I corrected as I opened up my textbook to the class I’d missed which was Supernatural Psychology, a curriculum with the premise that my memories were blocked by a past trauma. I didn’t see why I needed a class to tell me that. My first memory is being covered in someone else’s blood. Uh, yeah. Something fucked up happened to me. Didn’t take a genius to see that.

      “What did you do after?” my best friend asked with her eyes wide enough for me to see the streaks of grey through her irises. She really was on the last leg of her magic and would need to jump into Hendrik’s collective of Dark Mages soon, which meant that I needed to hurry up and repay my debt to him.

      “I got the hell out of there,” I answered, mindlessly flipping the page without reading it. “The rest of the Demis were so stunned that they just watched me haul ass. Wish I had a camera. Their faces were priceless.”

      Olivia blew a low whistle, only to be shushed by the librarian for the third time. She winced and waved an apology.

      I sighed and flipped another page as my free hand went to my necklace again. It warmed under my touch, pleased with the suffering I’d extracted from Orion these past few weeks, yet it wasn’t nearly enough to fulfill its ravenous hunger. Wearing it this long had made me more in tune with its needs, striking me with the disturbing thought that it was a sentient object.

      “I think I’ve gotten all the power I’m going to get out of Orion,” I said, focusing on the objective. The sooner I did what Hendrik wanted, the sooner I could get rid of the thing. “It’s time to get to Logan, but I have no idea where to start.”

      Hendrik’s debt required me to drain not only a Demigod of his power, but the Alpha of Fortune Academy’s wolf pack as well, which meant getting him kicked out of his role as Alpha. Ever since he’d ended his courtship with me I hadn’t seen him again, which made any sort of agenda on my part a moot point. Wolves did a good job of hiding when they didn’t want to be found.

      “Have you tried talking with Miss Williams?”

      I frowned. “Pretty sure I’m on her bad side because I gave her chocolates.”

      Olivia made a face. “Why would she be mad at you over receiving chocolates?”

      I shrugged. “Who knows, but I doubt she’s going to approve any requests from me to get placed into one of Logan’s classes. I don’t have a good reason other than it’s for Hendrik, and she will want to stay out of clique politics.” Unless it made my life miserable, of course, then she was happy to help the Demis trap me in a classroom to be interrogated and tormented.

      Olivia placed an ice cold hand over mine, forcing me to stop flipping through my textbook. I glanced up at her and hated how sunken in her cheeks were starting to be. “Just give it a try. It’s a start, and plus, you’re not making any headway with your Awakening. You had that one breakthrough with Kaito and then it all came to a screeching halt. She needs to approve your request to go off campus to try and trigger your blocked memories.”

      Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen.

      I opened my mouth to protest, but one more look at Olivia’s hopeful face made me swallow hard. “Okay,” I said instead, “I’ll talk to Miss Williams.”

      Olivia patted my hand before leaning back again. “There you go. Just don’t bring any chocolates and you’ll be fine!”

      I really needed to figure out what Orion had done to those things.
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      I took my time walking the long street that ended when I reached the low golden buildings where I would find the counselors. My heart tugged when I passed Kaito’s building, sensing that he was still up in his office just waiting for me to interrupt him. I knew he’d be busy researching the prophecy that marked me as the champion of the world, along with the Virtues who would give me the power to survive. He was determined to find the key to unlocking my powers and he thought the answers would be buried in one of the testimonies from Fortune Academy’s graduates.

      And I would need a lot of power. If anything, my classes had taught me that much.

      The Third Echo of Calamity was on its way and all of Fortune Academy was going on lockdown. Hence why the outside world had gone on an accelerated time table while Fortune Academy delved its pocket realm deeper. Being in a pocket realm at all was a defense mechanism designed to protect the Academy from Calamity’s effects. Renee, one of the founders and a Fate Witch, saw that it would be possible to protect small pocket realms from Calamity. They weren’t going to count on a champion coming up to stop the threat. There was no telling what destruction it had in mind this time. Each Echo manifested in its own way.

      The First Echo had been thwarted by Sonya, the Queen of Hell herself who had stopped a Male Muse from mind controlling the entire world. Apollo might have always been a bit crazy, but it was Calamity itself that had pushed him over the edge. Trying to figure out who had been affected and how to stop it would have taken too long. Plus, no one at the time even knew that Calamity was in full force—except for Renee. But even she wasn’t strong enough to predict what would happen.

      Luckily, the universe always has a loophole. That’s why Sonya was given the choice to find her Sins, bond with them, resolve them, and stop Calamity from taking hold. She didn’t fully succeed, because the realms still crashed in on each other, but at least we didn’t all die.

      The Second Echo had taken the form of a crazed Royal Covens witch named Sarina in pursuit of immortality at the detriment of the rest of the world. The witch who had stopped her, Evelyn, was also one of Fortune Academy’s founders. She’d done some pretty amazing things to overcome her foe. Time travel, spells, and general badassery.

      Putting myself next to those champions made the whole idea feel ridiculous. The Queen of Hell. The leader of the Royal Covens. Then… me? It didn’t sound like I really fit in that grouping, but that’s what Kaito insisted was the case. I wouldn’t have believed him had I not felt the Virtue bond myself.

      One I wanted to explore with him—but no, there wasn’t a good excuse for me to go up to his office outside of our weekly schedule. We had managed to keep our romantic involvement a secret, for now, but I would blow our cover if we were caught together on school hours just because I couldn’t keep it in my pants.

      I forced myself to look away from the building and turned my back on the idea of releasing all my pent-up frustrations on my counselor, preferably on his desk while he kept his tie on.

      Head out of the gutter, Lils, you can do it.

      I replaced my fantasies with images of Miss Williams scowling down at me. She wasn’t unattractive, but she always wore too much makeup and mascara goop liked to form in the corner of her eye. It was enough to get me to stop thinking about all the dirty things I wanted to do to Kaito.

      I found the administration building where Duds wandered hopelessly lost on the first floor while clutching Merlin’s scribbled notes to their chests. I usually told them where to find Miss Williams, but today I needed her undivided attention. They’d survive a day or two longer, and would probably thank me for it. The Awakening Trial was no picnic for newbies.

      Jogging up two flights of stairs, I found Miss Williams’s door closed. I drew in a deep breath and knocked before letting myself in.

      “What is it?” she asked without looking up, her shoulders hunched as she worked with a red pen. She jotted out X’s on some poor soul’s exam until the paper looked like it was bleeding.

      “Hi Miss Williams, I’m sorry to bother you,” I began.

      She snapped her gaze up at me, then glared. “You are bothering me. Go away.”

      Well, this was off to a great start.

      I cleared my throat and tried again. “Orion told me about the chocolates. I’m sorry I gave them to you. I didn’t know he’d done something to them.”

      She froze, then started lightly tapping her pen against the desk. “Those chocolates were from Orion and were meant for you?”

      I nodded.

      Her pen’s tapping increased in tempo. “Did he say what they would do?”

      Gods. I really wanted to know now. I’d never heard Miss Williams quite so flustered. “No.”

      She relaxed. “Well, I suppose I can’t fault you, then. I’ll be sure to discipline the Demis for the prank.” She cleared her throat. “Was there anything else you needed, or did you just come here to apologize? Because I would like to get back to grading papers.”

      By grading, pretty sure she meant massacring.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me what the chocolates did? Was it bad?”

      Her pencil stopped tapping. “Just tell me what you want, Lily.”

      Okay. Here goes nothing.

      “I would like to be transferred into a wolf shifter class, preferably one with the Alpha.”

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Why?”

      I shifted uncomfortably under her scrutiny. “Because I owe Hendrik a debt and it involves the shifters,” I answered honestly. Hendrik had some sway when it came to the counselors. He got into shit sometimes, but I saw how they preferred to stay out of his way.

      “You know I can’t approve that without you showing any shifter traits,” she said, making my chest fall before she quickly added, “however if you’d like to spend more time with the shifters, I suggest signing up for extracurriculars.” She returned her attention to her papers and began long swiping motions as she struck out answers—I suspected regardless if they were correct or not. “The wolves and panthers have a game tomorrow. If you think you can handle it, then sign ups are in Central Hall for anyone who wants to join in spite of what the shifters want everyone to think.” She made another mark with an aggressive scratch across the paper. “Now get out of my office.”

      Mumbling my thanks, I shuffled out and closed the door behind me.

      Looks like I was joining a sports team.
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      I met up with Olivia back at our dorms. She had picked her new Dark Mage curriculum for our sophomore “year,” which was a feat given that she still couldn’t perform magic without risking her own life.

      She held up a translucent orb and stared at it until I cleared my throat. “Lily!” she gasped as she clutched at her chest. “Can’t you see I’m concentrating?”

      A smirk lifted the edge of my mouth as I dumped my bag on the floor. “Is that a conjuring orb? Didn’t you learn your lesson from the last time we tried to use one of those?” Olivia had given me a truth orb that made the victim amenable to suggestion. It had been helpful when it came to a stubborn guy like Hendrik, but it was also why I was in this mess with him to begin with. I had accidentally used a Hell orb instead and summoned a demonspawn from the pit, draining three weeks of his magic and then some just to keep us all from dying a horrible, gruesome death. Oops.

      She chuckled and placed the orb on the table. “This one’s a conduit.” She poked at my necklace. “Kind of like this, just not as powerful.”

      I hummed. “So your plan is to gather magic on your own so that you don’t have to draw on the Dark Mage collective?”

      She shrugged. “It came with a class and it would be nice to have an alternative.” She eyed my Blood Stone, her gaze growing hungry for its power. I wanted to give it to her, but then I’d be in shit with Hendrik all over again. No telling what he’d do to Olivia if I pissed him off twice. No, I had to figure out a way to get Hendrik under control. Everyone had a weakness. He was unwittingly teaching me how to exploit that in others and soon I’d figure out a way to turn those tactics on him.

      “An alternative would be great,” I agreed as I slumped into the adjacent chair. “I’m getting tired of being Hendrik’s lapdog.” Everyone knew it, too, which made my debt all the more humiliating. Perhaps I was taking my frustrations out on Orion—or I had been, anyway, before he’d learned how to get me all hot and bothered and use that against me. Gorgeous glowing bastard.

      Olivia rummaged through her bag and produced what I could only describe as a grimoire. She thumped it onto the desk and gave the cover a brush of her hand. “Well if kicking a Demigod in the balls isn’t a surefire way to charge your Blood Stone, I don’t know what is.”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, that was fun, but Orion isn’t enough to charge this thing. Hendrik said I needed to go after Logan, too, and even then it might not be enough.” I didn’t even want to think about what else I’d have to do if I actually managed to unseat Logan as Alpha of his pack.

      “He’s been totally MIA. Did you ask your counselor to get you into one of his classes? Because I don’t know how you’re going to mess with him if you can’t even interact with him.” When I bit my lip, she straightened and her dark eyes flared with excitement. “Oh, you figured out a way to butter up Miss Williams, didn’t you? How did you do it?”

      I shrugged. “She wouldn’t get me into a class with Logan, but she did tell me how to get closer to him. Apparently the shifter games aren’t exclusive and anyone can sign up for them. I put my name down for a game tomorrow.” I plucked the translucent orb Olivia was working on off the table. It shimmered with the scraps of power she’d managed to store inside of it. I didn’t even want to ask where that power had come from or what this artifact fed on. “As for how, that was easy. She was so flustered about whatever Orion’s chocolates had done to her that she helped me and told me to get lost. I think she just wanted me to get out of her hair.”

      Olivia’s eyes widened. “Why would she be flustered over Orion’s chocolates?”

      “Uh, because I gave them to her when I was trying to get on her good side?” The golden tin that housed glittering, delicious looking chocolates seemed like the perfect bribe at the time. I’d been tempted to keep them for myself, but something felt wrong to eat chocolates from a suitor who was just trying to play with my head. Orion wanted me, sure, but he didn’t fully understand the potential of our connection. I took my Virtue mate bonds seriously. Until he was done playing games, I wasn’t going to indulge him, even when it came to something as simple as chocolates.

      Olivia broke out in one of the biggest smiles I’d ever seen. “You… gave Miss Williams the chocolates. The ones from Orion.”

      I put the orb down. “Uh, yeah. That’s what I said.” I tilted my head. “What, do you know something I don’t?”

      She bit her lip before replying. “So, I might have stolen a couple of chocolates.”

      “Olivia!”

      “What!” she screeched as she splayed her arms open. “They were sitting right there on the table and in an inviting little golden box and everything! I thought you were sharing!”

      I swiped my face with my hand. “Well, I guess I was, but I didn’t think you would want them. You hate the Demis as much as I do.”

      She shrugged. “Chocolate is still chocolate.”

      I leaned in, dying to know what had gotten Miss Williams’s panties all in a bunch. “So? What did they do? Did you get sick?”

      Her eyelashes fluttered as she stared at her hands. “Uh, sort of.”

      “What do you mean ‘sort of?’“

      She bit her lip again and began to wring her hands. “Well, uh, they sort of caused… feelings.”

      “What kind of feelings?” Olivia began to sweat. “Olivia! Just tell me!”

      “Orgasms!” she yelled, flinging her arms into the air. “They caused orgasms, okay? Lots, and lots, of orgasms.”

      I choked on a laugh and promptly covered my mouth. “Oh gods.”

      “At first I thought I was going to vomit. Thought they were poisoned or something, you know?” She rambled as her gaze took on a glassy, distant appearance as if reliving the past trauma. “But then… I liked it. And then I really liked it, you know? It became kind of addicting… and, well.” She rummaged in her pocket and produced a chocolate with golden flecks garnishing its surface. “I kind of spelled it with a cold spell so it won’t melt and I was saving it for later. I used some of the magic from my conduit orb, since it’s good for little spells like that. Anyway, I just wanted to hold onto it. Like for when I inevitably find out I’m going to run out of magic and die.” She shrugged. “Wanted to go out with a bang, and all that.”

      A ridiculous grin made my jaw hurt, but it was worth it. I hadn’t heard anything this hysterical since, well, ever. “You seriously kept one? Even after you knew what they did?” I picked up the chocolate, admiring her spell that kept the surface cool and delicately smooth. The sweet scent coming off of it was absolutely sinful and even I was tempted to take a bite, but the last thing I wanted was to have an orgasm in front of my best friend.

      “You can have that one,” Olivia said with a small grin as she produced another chocolate. “I kept two.”

      My eyes widened as I realized the implications. “Oh gods. How long does it take to kick in?” How many chocolates did Miss Williams have before she figured it out?

      “About ten minutes. I’m glad I only tried one first before I learned they were… special.”

      Knowing Miss Williams penchant for sweets, she’d probably eaten the whole tin before…

      I doubled over laughing. “Poor Miss Williams!”

      Olivia covered her mouth as she snorted, no doubt coming to the same realization as I had.

      Yeah, this was pretty much the best prank ever, and now that I had one chocolate left, I was sure going to put it to good use. “I think it’s time for Orion to have a taste of his own medicine—er, chocolates.” I held it up to the light, admiring the golden flecks. “Do you have any juice left in that orb? It’s time for some orgasmic payback.”
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      With my orgasmic chocolate tucked away in my pocket, I looked forward to an opportunity to get back at Orion. I wasn’t sure when or how it would present itself, but I knew when it did, it would be glorious.

      Until then, it was probably best to avoid the Demigod. I had kicked him in the balls, after all, and I didn’t want to get trapped by the Demis again. They’d found a way to feed off of my Virtue bond with Orion, even though it wasn’t fully established. Sleeping with Kaito had enforced the connection and brought me closer to accepting my destiny. Now it was as if the universe was pushing me to seal the deal with all of my mates, and it became increasingly apparent which ones were meant to share my soul.

      Although picturing myself in a heartfelt relationship with Orion, Dante, Logan, and especially Hendrik made me wonder what kind of crack the universe was on. It had gotten Kaito right, at least. I enjoyed being around him, even if it was a bit taboo since I was a student, but he didn’t seem to mind, so neither did I. But Orion, well, he was an asshat Demigod who wanted to play games. Dante had spent a year on the outside forgetting about me while on some sort of “mission,” and Logan was going to hate me more than he already did once I figured out how to make his life miserable in order to pay back my debt to Hendrik. Speaking of the Dark Mage, he was the least likely to bend to my will and seemed to enjoy toying with me on a daily basis. I was his pet, as far as he was concerned, and nothing more. When I figured out how to bring him to his knees, he would be begging me for mercy.

      Yeah, I’m romantic like that.

      I wrapped my thin jacket around my shoulders as I hunched and disappeared into a plethora of students. My morning walk was usually accompanied by the warm glow of what passed for morning in the pocket realm that Fortune Academy occupied, but with the time shift and further burrowing into the space-time continuum, Fortune Academy was experiencing some unfortunate side-effects, such as winter-like conditions that made my nipples want to fall off.

      I still didn’t quite understand all of it. Fortune Academy lived in its own little realm. Exactly “where” we were was a mystery, although rumor had it that Fortune Academy ran alongside the Hell realms—courtesy of Sonya, the first to combat Calamity. Apparently she was close to the witches who founded this place: Renee and Evelyn.

      If that was true, it made sense that Fortune Academy always had a healthy warm glow and it never got cold—until now, at least. Who knew Hell could keep things so nice and toasty warm?

      With another wave of Calamity on its way, Fortune Academy needed to pull itself away from the other realms. The way my newest professor explained it was that the Calamity was shoving all the realms together and they didn’t quite fit, which caused ill side-effects like supernaturals losing their memories. If we wanted to regain our memories, rather than regress further into whatever plans Calamity had in mind, our pocket realm needed to get the hell out of dodge. There was worse to come as the Echoes swept through our realities, especially if there wasn’t a champion to dampen the blow of the third echo that was well on its way.

      We didn’t know what would happen this time, but it wasn’t going to be anything good. Kaito’s research estimated anything could happen, from full-out world destruction to acid rain to kittens learning how to talk—which sounded pretty adorable. I hoped it was that one. Unfortunately, we wouldn’t know until things progressed further along.

      Until then, I would focus on me. It was far too much pressure to think about saving all the realms. It was already bad enough figuring out how to get out of Hendrik’s debt in order to keep Olivia alive. She had faith that the Academy wouldn’t let her die, but I didn’t want to put that to the test. They let Hendrik get away with a lot and I was sure he would weasel out of any blame if she died from lack of magic. He’d be able to spin it in a way that left him blameless. So, one step at a time. Right now I needed to play along and that meant getting even with Logan. He’d stepped all over me my first few days at the Academy and then humiliated me in front of Hendrik and the Demis. He deserved to be dethroned.

      The long walk had quickly cooled me off and I shivered against a biting breeze. Snow dusted the streets and showcased trails of shoes and paw prints. I heard the clamor of the sports arena before I turned the corner. It was the one place that would be alive with warmth and excitement on campus. Everyone was anxious by an entire year getting skipped. Instead of allowing the students to acclimate, we’d been expected to just jump ahead and keep up. “No time to waste with Calamity on the way,” the Dean had said.

      With a sigh, I continued past the arena and ventured into Central Hall in search of the signup sheet. Miss Williams hadn’t been very specific, but I had a good idea where I might find it.

      There were a handful of advanced classes held in Central Hall itself, each with a designated sector divided by supernatural types. The shifters were paired together in this building—both panthers and wolves—only because the professors could keep a close eye on them. The classes elsewhere would be separated into wolves or panthers with ample space between them. They fought like cats and dogs—literally.

      Such a cliché.

      Luckily with a game soon underway, the shifter classes were nearly vacant. I left the gathering of students from the main hall and ventured down shifter territory hoping not to be spotted. Shifters tended to be territorial. Go figure.

      I kept an eye out for other students as I ventured deeper into the shifter sector. If there was a signup sheet, it would likely be buried at the end of the long halls well out of reach of the other students. I thought I was going to make it unimpeded until a mewling came from around the corner. I dove into an empty classroom, closing the door as much as I could without making noise.

      “Can you believe Logan? He’s been such an ass lately,” came a female voice with a soft purr to her words. A panther shifter? Why would she be talking to Logan?

      “More so than usual, you mean?” asked her companion. I peeked through the doorway to spot a brunette with long graceful legs that put mine to shame. Her slitted green eyes made her look like a mystical creature come to life. I recognized her as the star of the panther sports team. Petunia Panther, which was the most ridiculous name I’d ever heard, but now that I saw her up close, I had to admit it suited her. She was known for the iconic purple streak in her hair as well as her aggressive moves against Logan—uncommon for a panther shifter and often the arena’s favorite spectator action. Off the field, the panthers got owned by the wolves, but in the arena where the numbers were evenly matched, it was an entirely different story.

      I crouched and held my breath as they passed. The other girl wore fighting shorts and a sleek tank for the sports arena. As a shifter, she really didn’t need to wear anything, but even I grudgingly admitted it looked good on her.

      Nope. Not jealous of how gorgeous she is, or the fact that Logan rolls around in the arena with her.

      “He told me not to play today. As if he can just boss me around. The nerve of that guy.”

      Her friend scoffed. “What a douche. Good thinking to signup right before the game. I wouldn’t put it past him to erase your name.”

      “He would, wouldn’t he?” she agreed. “Even if it takes magic, he’d find a way.”

      “Total douche.”

      They continued to badmouth Logan as they sauntered down the hall, leaving the path to the signup sheet wide open.

      I waited a moment to make sure no one was coming, then darted down the hall and found the signup sheet wedged between two classrooms. Logan’s name, among other notable wolf shifters, proudly stood above a bold line while the panthers scribbled their names beneath it. All the slots were filled, so I would have to erase someone’s name to make room for mine. I was sure that wouldn’t earn me any favors, but I knew exactly who to replace.

      “Sorry, Petunia. I’ll be the one rolling around with Logan today.”

      Grabbing the pencil attached to the board by a wire, I cradled the Blood Stone as I took the eraser end and wiped out her name, quickly jotting down mine. A tingling swept through my body as the magic used me as a conduit to change the listing. I winced, wondering if Petunia would have felt it too. If I was lucky, she’d just walked outside and would be too numbed by the winter winds against her slut-exposed outfit to notice.

      Satisfied, I hurried out of the shifter’s sector and rejoined the students as they trickled towards the arena.

      I’d been to the sports arena a handful of times. At first it was in an effort to spot Logan. He played in the games, but he disappeared into the team’s lockers immediately after and managed to make himself disappear. The arena sat astride Central Hall and was a favorite among the students. When the shifters weren’t playing violent games, the Demis were playing gladiator with volunteers—although not so much lately that they were struggling with their powers. Yet another reason why the collective of students hated me. Take away their orgies and blood bath shows? Yeah, I was definitely not popular around here.

      That fact was accentuated by the wide berth as I approached the arena’s entrance. I’d wisely kept my exercise outfit hidden underneath my uniform. The black leggings underneath my short skirt only made it look like I was trying to stay warm in the new winter-like conditions. If the students figured out I actually intended to play, they would murder me before I even thought about walking inside.

      The entrance to the lockers wasn’t hard to find, although I swallowed hard when I saw there was only one door with the massive palm reader pad, which meant this was a co-ed locker. Shifters weren’t shy and male and female alike had no problem changing in front of one another. Shifters spent the majority of their time outside of the classroom naked as it was.

      Petunia said goodbye to her friend and flashed a toothy grin at her fans before she pressed her palm against the reader. Her eyes went wide when nothing happened. She took it off and pressed it on again, slapping against it with an angsty groan. “Logan!” she screeched before throwing her head back with a high-pitched roar that definitely wasn’t human.

      She shifted, bones cracking and splitting what little there was of her outfit into strips before she barreled out, no doubt heading back to the signup sheets to find out who she needed to murder.

      Yep, I was so dead.

      When she was gone, I waited a few moments to see if I could sneak my way into the lockers, but there was no such chance. I had a full audience as I shifted my bag and approached the pad.

      Here goes nothing.

      I raised my hand and waited for the magical sensor to register my participation.

      A soft click sounded, and then the door popped open. A few students gasped and I hurried inside, closing the door behind me.

      I sure hoped this worked, because I’d just pissed off a creature with claws.
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      Yeah, this was probably a bad idea.

      Five panther shifters froze and stared at me with that eerie cat-like stance. If they still had their fur, it would be spiked straight up right now.

      Three males and two females comprised the panther team. Panthers were always sleek and lean, but one of the rare muscular males often played this game the students liked to call Scurriage. It was like scrummage in rugby, but involved diving for the ball and then a violent game of chase where the poor soul who captured the ball scurried to the goal—and often didn’t make it unscathed. Hence why only shifters likely signed up for these games.

      The largest panther shifter stalked up to me, lithe in his movements in spite of his bulk. Unlike the other shifters, his eyes had a gold tinge to them, making me wonder if there was another breed in his lineage. “What the fuck are you doing in our locker room?”

      I cleared my throat before tossing my bag to the bench. I began peeling off my sweater to reveal my tight-fitting workout uniform underneath. Olivia had even sewn on an Academy patch for me, making me feel all official even if I had cheated my way onto the team.

      “I’m here to play, of course,” I said with a shrug, then pulled out my soccer shoes from my bag. I’d managed to find them in the school store and even found my size. My feet were embarrassingly large, but I wasn’t going to care about girly shit like that. I’d need all the traction I could get today when I found myself running from teeth and claws.

      A low, warning growl came from the male—Aaron, I remembered. Olivia thought he was hot and had blathered on about him before. To which I remember countering that panther shifters always got the short end of the stick at the Academy and would be a poor addition to our Dud alliance.

      “Where’s Petunia?” he asked as claws extended from his fingernails and black fur began to poke from his skin. This panther had an admirable amount of control over his shift.

      I kept my rising fear bottled up in my chest. If they smelled weakness, I would be dead before we even got on the field. “She said Logan wouldn’t let her play,” I offered with another shrug as I perched on the end of the bench and began lacing up my shoes. “Asked me to replace her.”

      A horn sounded, signifying that we had five minutes before it was time to get out on the field. There wouldn’t be time to validate my story, much less replace me with Petunia even if she did manage to get back to the signups board in time.

      Aaron narrowed his slitted gaze at me, the low growl still working its way through his chest. “Why would Petunia ask you to replace her? We’ve never had a dud on the team before.”

      “We get enough shit as it is,” complained one of the girls as she crossed her arms and leaned against a locker. She licked the back of her hand, making no effort to hide her animalistic instincts that most of the shifters found embarrassing.

      It was true, though, adding a dud like me to their ranks certainly wouldn’t help their reputation. “Just give me a chance. If I suck, you can bite me, okay?”

      Aaron’s gaze flickered with interest at that. Ew, cat germs. Gross. “Very well. If you trip us up, I’m taking you up on that offer.”

      One of the other females mewled with protest. “Aaron! You said you’d only bite me.”

      He smirked. “Sorry, Sophie. I’ll try to restrain myself, but it’s just too easy when prey offers itself.” He gave me a wink before stripping off his shirt. “Time to play with the wolves. Let’s go.”

      He turned and unlatched the door to the field. He walked out onto it, barefoot and confident as the rest of his team finished glowering at me and followed. Sophie gave me a snarl for good measure before taking the end of the line.

      Adjusting my shoes, I sighed and waited to a count of three before I followed.

      Four silver floodlights amplified by magic illuminated the field and dispersed any of the dreary dullness the weather changes had taken. While the arena was indoors, a massive glass ceiling gave a spectacular view to the sunless sky. I missed Earth, and the moon, and especially the sun, but magic was a good second when it came to fighting cold and darkness.

      The grass beneath my feet held a natural warmth to it that made the shifters relax. The wolves stalked towards us, likewise barefoot and bare-chested minus the girls who wore tight spaghetti-strap tanks that would be destroyed the moment they shifted. It was all for a good show as part of the games and one of the rare instances the shifters enjoyed forsaking their nudity for the added dramatic effect.

      Logan spotted me instantly, his surprise flickering across his features before he schooled himself in frigid stillness. His team spread out behind him and waited for the game to begin as they took me in with curious glances.

      “Attention, students!” boomed the loudspeaker with a showy female voice. “It seems we have a special game today. In place of Petunia Panther we have… Lily Fallen!”

      The small crowd of students responded with hoots and excitement. They probably all thought I was about to get mauled.

      Maybe I was.

      I flexed my fingers when a referee hurried to the center of the field. A witch if I read the faint purple aura around her correctly. She blew a whistle and tossed the ball into the air.

      Aaron roared, splintering the air with his claim as he jumped and shifted, his claws outstretched for his target.

      Logan reacted with instant speed, his bones breaking as he burst into his wolf form in a shift faster than I’d ever seen, shortly followed by his teammates as their uniforms disintegrated from the impact.

      I held my breath and watched the clash of bodies going for the ball. I palmed my Blood Stone. It was able to use me as a conduit for established spells, but I wasn’t a witch. I couldn’t work magic on my own. My plan had been to humiliate Logan, but I hadn’t thought much farther than actually getting myself into the game with him. Now that I was up close and personal with the mixture of teeth, fur, and claws, I saw how ridiculous my plan really was.

      Good thinking, Lils. All you’re going to do is get yourself killed.

      I couldn’t see who got the ball first, but a telling yip sounded as Aaron bit down hard on Logan’s shoulder. The ball launched into the air and I tracked it as it went on an impossible trajectory.

      No. You are so not heading for me.

      The ball landed with a thump at my feet and I flickered my gaze up to see the shifters whirling on me.

      Without thinking, I grabbed the ball and bolted. The wolves hadn’t seen me as a threat, so I had a straight shot to the goal with only one shifter guarding it.

      Come on super strength, don’t fail me now.

      I pushed all my power into my legs and as my cleats locked into the soil beneath me. The wind made my eyes water, assuring me that my strength was working as I flew across the field. I arched my arm back and readied my shot as the wolf prowling back and forth dared me to try and get the ball past him.

      I needed to focus on the two advantages I had here. The shifters had underestimated me. As a dud, I wasn’t supposed to have any powers. I kept my super strength only for when I really needed it, so other than a few of my bullies who I’d shoved out the way, not many of the students knew about it. Secondly, I had rage.

      A lot of it.

      All this time I didn’t know what I was when I watched students all around me embrace their lineage and pursue a future that I could never have. I was here illegally, all because of some prophecy that made Kaito believe in me. That insecurity was still there that what if the universe hadn’t chosen me. Would I have still found someone like Kaito? Would I be deserving of love?

      When I thought back to my dredged up memories before the Second Echo of Calamity hit, I knew I didn’t deserve love.

      I was a monster.

      Fueling my blow with everything I had, all my rage, pain, and suffering, the ball went sailing past the wolf that launched a fraction too late.

      “G-goal!” the announcer stuttered.

      I whirled to see Logan shifted back to his human form as his wolves growled behind him. He stalked up to me as his jaw worked with anger.

      “So you want to play? All right. Let’s play.”

      He grabbed me and slammed me to the ground. The horn blew as the ball launched back into the field, but Logan kept me pinned as he straddled me and ground his hips into mine.

      And, yeah, I became very aware that he was naked.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” I snapped at him, but that lingering part of me that recognized Logan as my potential mate flared to life sending heat to all sorts of undesirable places. He shifted against me as I squirmed, only serving to make wetness dampen between my thighs.

      He bared his teeth as his nostrils flared. Shit. Could he scent that he turned me on?

      His pupils dilated and he shook his head as if stunned. “Fuck,” he grumbled, then he jumped off of me. “Stay out of my way,” he growled as he retreated.

      I tried not to let my eyes roam over his perfect body, but that was pretty much impossible, so I gave in and tilted my head in appreciation, which seemed to only piss him off. He growled again and shifted, sending fur sprouting over his muscular form and crunching bone in that sickening way that made me wince.

      “Hope that hurt!” I shouted as the silver wolf ran towards the rest of his pack.

      Having kept me occupied, my team was doing a bang up job of losing again. A wolf ran straight at me with the ball secured in his jaws. Getting a goal had pissed off Logan pretty bad, so I decided that I needed to do it again.

      Waiting until the wolf was just within reach, I sprang towards him and ignored the snap up my calves as my muscles protested the burst of energy. A cold, numbing sensation spread from my core, alarming me, but my fingers were already on the ball.

      Yanking it free, I tucked it in the crook of my arm and ran in the opposite direction. “Ew!” I muttered to myself, wiping my free hand on my pants leg as I ran. “Dog spit!”

      If you’re afraid of a little spit, you’re in the wrong place.

      Logan’s voice invaded my mind without warning and made me falter. I’d almost forgotten he had that power with me. I didn’t have time to wonder if it was a shifter thing, or just a Logan thing, because there he was, all teeth and snarl as a silver wolf that dared me to try and get past him.

      Already having put my supernatural speed into my sprint, there was no way I was going to slow down in time. I glanced to my right to find a sleek panther trailing me. Those golden eyes beckoned me to toss the ball.

      Well, the panthers might not have expected me to play on their team, but Aaron seemed to accept me. Maybe it was just to piss Logan off, or maybe the panther had decided to give me a chance. No matter his reasons, I wanted to get this goal. Not just because I was on a mission for Hendrik, but because for the first time since I arrived at the Academy I was good at something.

      I tossed the ball, sending it hard towards the panther. Aaron caught it with ease as his lithe form jumped through the air.

      Beautiful.

      He ran straight for the goal and Logan snarled, ready to attack. The rage in his eyes said that there would be violence.

      “Oh no you don’t!” I shouted and launched for the wolf, pinning him to the ground. To my surprise his muscular form gave underneath me and yipped as if I’d hurt him. We rolled across the field and wetness spread across my shirt. I looked down to see a large splotch of red soaking my uniform and I froze.

      Did I do that?

      The crowd cheered as Aaron barreled past the lone wolf and made a second goal, but my attention was locked on the bloodied naked man clutching his chest.

      “Logan?” I scrambled over to him and went to turn him over to assess the damage, then froze.

      My hands.

      My very… inhuman hands.

      Long elegant talons extended from each finger and streaks of black ran up my veins, dissipating at my wrists. I turned to see the shifters had noticed me and I searched to see if there was any way to hide what I’d done, but no such luck. Bleeding wolf. Me, literally red-handed.

      Yeah, they were going to eat me alive.
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      “You were bested by a dud?” came a snide reply from one of the female wolves. She lifted a lip at me. “Disgusting.”

      I looked down to see that my hands had reverted back to human with healthy pink cheerleader-worthy nails garnished by Logan’s blood.

      Had I imagined it?

      Was I going insane?

      The long gash along Logan’s side said otherwise. I’d done that to him, somehow, and he wasn’t looking so hot.

      Well, no, he was pretty fucking hot. I just preferred him less bloody and in agony.

      He snarled at the shifters who judged him. “Didn’t expect her to have claws.”

      Another wolf laughed. “Little baby human claws? Absolutely pathetic, pack leader,” he said, tossing the last word out with a heavy dose of sarcasm. “You’ve been stalling as Alpha for weeks and now this shit, plus we lost two goals! I’m out.” He turned on his heel and barked.

      The other wolves echoed the sentiment, following him to their lockers. The audience murmured with excitement, but they seemed to take a hint that I wasn’t getting and started to leave as well.

      I blinked a few times. “Uh, is the game over?”

      The panthers watched the exchange, slowly slinking off one-by-one to leave the field. They’d won a game, probably the first ever, but they weren’t celebrating.

      When we were the last ones on the field, Logan staggered to his feet and hissed in pain. “You. Come with me. Now.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he grabbed me by the wrist and dragged me towards the panther’s lockers. He smashed my hand onto the pad to open the door and shoved me inside.

      “Don’t manhandle me… or wolfhandle me… or whatever the fuck you’re doing!”

      He grunted in response and glared at the panthers who were getting dressed. “Out,” he commanded.

      “You can’t just—” I began, but Aaron shot up a hand.

      “It’s all right. We’ll leave you two alone to… discuss.” He glanced at Logan. The two were Alphas of their packs and seemed to have an understanding that completely went over my head.

      “You can’t leave me alone with him!” I shouted, real panic filling my chest. I’d been trying to get to Logan for ages, but being alone with him when he was pissed off, and with no witnesses no less, felt like it put me at a distinct disadvantage. Even if I did have sporadic inhuman claws that appeared of their own volition.

      A supernatural trait I was so not cool with, by the way.

      What’s your superpower?

      Oh, you know. THE CLAW.

      Logan glared at me after Aaron and the others left us alone. “The claw? That’s this new ability of yours? Pretty lame name.”

      “It’s supposed to be lame. I didn’t know I could do that, and it’s lame. Who has claws, anyway?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Cats, for one. Are they rubbing off on you?” He grunted as he took a seat. There was a pair of shorts next to him, but of course he didn’t have the decency to put them on. Instead he just grinned at me with fangs pointing from his lips as blood ran down the inside of his thigh.

      “You really should see a doctor,” I suggested, averting my gaze when I was tempted to look. I’d seen his dick before, but there was just something wrong about checking out a guy that was bleeding all over the floor.

      “I’ll heal in a minute.” He patted the seat next to him. “Let’s chat.”

      I scoffed and crossed my arms, keeping my chin high to make sure I still didn’t look. “Chat? Really? You’ve been avoiding me like the plague ever since Hendrik got into your head and now you want to chat.”

      He smirked and his gaze fell to the stone that rested on my cleavage. It burned with fresh energy and I realized that it had fed on Logan’s suffering caused by his wound. In fact, the stone was still feeding on him now. Was Logan in pain?

      “Yes, I’m in pain,” Logan confirmed, making me jolt.

      “How are you in my head?” I whispered. “Can all the wolves do that?”

      He shrugged. “Only ones that have mated to you.” He smirked, showing fang. “If any of them do, be sure to tell me so I can neuter them.”

      Shock washed over me and I found myself taking the seat he offered before I fell over. “Excuse me?”

      He released a long sigh. “Look. I’ve been avoiding you because I accidentally mated to you. It’s embarrassing.”

      My mouth opened and closed a few times before I managed to croak out some words. “How does one ‘accidentally’ mate?” I mean, I was pretty sure Logan and I hadn’t slept together. I felt the pull of his Virtue bond, but it wasn’t permanent yet.

      He perked up. “What’s a Virtue bond?”

      Shit.

      “Uh, nothing. You know. You’re so virtuous and all. It’s enough to make any girl want to bond to you, right?”

      Yeah, I was babbling.

      “No,” he drawled, leaning into me. “I don’t have any good virtues, and girls don’t bond. They fuck, or screw, or take. Bond is a magical term.” He tilted his head, his nostrils flaring as if he could scent any untruth. “What kind of creature are you that you need a mate-bond?”

      I stilled my thoughts from answering that question, since apparently Logan could read my fucking mind.

      “I can’t read your mind, darling. You’re shouting in my head and it’s impossible not to listen.”

      Right.

      I shot to my feet before I said or “shouted” something at Logan I shouldn’t. “Why did you bring me in here? If it’s to punish me for hurting you, or helping the panthers win the game, I’m sorry.” I tugged off the Blood Stone and dangled it in front of me. “This is why I did it. Hendrik is going to let Olivia die if I don’t pay him a blood debt by charging this stone that feeds on suffering and you were one of his targets he told me to go after.”

      Logan frowned. “I knew you were his pet, but I figured that was because you were trying to get into his pants.”

      Well, I definitely wasn’t doing his bidding to get into his pants, but I’d eventually have to answer the call of our Virtue bond.

      A low growl emanated from Logan’s chest as he stalked me. His wound had nearly closed and his muscles rippled with renewed strength. I became acutely aware that I was in close confines with an Alpha predator—one that had just proclaimed I was his mate.

      “You are my mate. Even if you haven’t accepted me yet, you have magic that calls to mine. Your thoughts invade my head. I don’t know if it’s this Virtue bond you keep referring to, or if you’re a compatible shifter, but whatever it is, I can smell your need for me.” His nostrils flared as his gaze dipped, every part of him hardening.

      “Will you stop undressing me with your eyes?” I snapped even as fear and anticipation ran down my spine when he approached me.

      Logan backed me up against a wall and boxed me in with his arms. “I wouldn’t have to if you’d take those things off.” He leaned in until his breath puffed against my neck, sending goosebumps pebbling across my exposed skin. “I brought you in here because you marked me, darling. That’s the first step in a mating courtship.”

      It was?

      I tried to push him away, but my palms met a solid wall of muscle that refused to move. “Get your head out of your ass. I’m not a shifter, okay? I wasn’t trying to claim you, or whatever.”

      I think.

      He took his time and drew in a long inhale, brushing aside my hair before he licked my neck.

      Oh, well, that’s kind of nice.

      I mentally slapped myself and focused on the burn on my arm where the rune kept my succubus side in check. Nope, not going to let my succubus side take over my mental faculties. Repeat the mantra, Lils.

      …. You’re greater than your sex-drive.

      … … You’re greater than your sex-drive.

      … … … Your sex-drive is great.

      Dammit.

      Logan chuckled. “Succubus? Is that what you are? I didn’t know your kind were allowed on campus.”

      My blood ran cold and I tried shoving him away again, but he retaliated this time by pushing his leg between my thighs. An agonizing pressure ran up my core and made me want to forget getting away from him. My nostrils flared, taking in a new scent.

      Lust.

      “Stop that,” I hissed, but it was too late. I had his scent now and it was delicious. A magical mix of a forest and moonlight. His hand fell to my hip as he grated his thigh harder against me, making me groan. “Did you trick me into mating with you, little succubus? And claws. That’s a nice touch. I knew succubi were a branch of demons, but—”

      Demons.

      That was where my claws had come from. I was one-third demonspawn and my worst fears were coming true. The deepest, darkest parts of me were coming to the surface and I clamped that knowledge down tight. Those were not thoughts I wanted drifting into Logan’s mind to shout to the rest of the Academy and get me expelled, or worse.

      He frowned as he nosed my neck. “You’ve shut your mind off to me. Why?”

      “Because I deserve privacy,” I countered, feeling that cold sensation spread through my chest again. A gnawing hunger ate at me and the rune Kaito had put on my arm began to burn.

      Shit. My super strength. My claws. Those were magical attributes fueled by something inside of me, and my stores were starting to get low.

      I so was not going to refuel on a wolf.

      He chuckled, sending his breath hot against my skin. I couldn’t help the urge to arch into him. He was all muscle and tightness as he closed in around me like a prison I never wanted to escape. “I couldn’t hear all of that, but I sense your need, darling. I scent your heat.” He ran his tongue down my jaw, eliciting a shiver from my body. “And you smell delicious.”

      No, this was so not happening. “Logan, you need to get off of me right now,” I bit out, although the words held a sensual tremor to them that I couldn’t control. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Hurt me?” he sounded absolutely delighted by the challenge. “You can try, darling.”

      “Quit calling me that.”

      He nuzzled into my neck again. “Not a chance.”

      Dammit! I needed to think of something. If he kept doing… that, I was so going to break.

      “What, this?” he asked, shifting his leg against my core again and sending a moan escaping from my lips.

      A cool breeze drifted into the locker room as the door popped open. I managed to flutter my eyes open to see Orion staring us down. I guess the Demis were one faction that didn’t require a signup in order to gain entrance to the arena’s locker rooms.

      He grinned. “Is this a bad time?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      “Depends. Do you like to watch, playboy Demigod? Or is taking the only thing you’re good at?” Logan asked without turning around. He wasn’t put off in the least that a Demigod had broken in and positively seethed with rage.

      Orion walked inside and slammed the door behind him, the sound thudding against my chest with finality.

      After our last encounter, he’d told me sex was off the table, but he seemed to have as much control over his urges as I did. Rage and lust burned in his eyes and I knew I wasn’t going to get out of this situation easily. I was trapped with a gorgeous wolf shifter that wanted to mate with me and a Demigod that fed off of my lust and seemed to be losing control by the second. This was definitely not going to end well.

      I tried to twist out of Logan’s hold, but my super strength seemed to fail me after my expenditure on the field. That cold pit in my chest warned me that I had reached my limits, making me wonder if this was how Olivia felt all the time.

      Logan grabbed one of my wrists and hauled it over my head, pinning me as he closed in and resumed the torture of his thigh grinding between my legs.

      “Careful. She goes for the balls,” Orion warned, smirking as he crossed his muscular arms. His glowing freckles stood out in the dim chamber, drawing my eye to him in spite of Logan’s hold on me.

      “She’s feisty,” Logan agreed, never taking his crystal blue eyes off of me. “The best way to mate a wolf is to pin her down so she can’t bite,” he said, then snapped his teeth playfully at me, making me jump.

      “She’s not a wolf,” Orion pointed out.

      “No, perhaps not. But she has the spirit of one.”

      “Will you both stop it,” I growled, only to be silenced as Logan crushed his mouth to mine. My treacherous body arched into him, my mouth opening to encourage a deeper kiss as his scent filled me and his lust welled in my chest, warming that impossibly cold core that I always neglected. The rune on my arm burned with warning, but it helped me to deviate from my need to feed towards my Virtue bond instead, drawing strength from Logan without harming him.

      That’s my girl, Logan whispered in my mind as his kiss traveled down my neck. Even if he didn’t understand the Virtue bond, he was a wolf. I imagined the mate-bonds wouldn’t be that much different.

      My mouth parted when his sharp teeth threatened to bite. He could rip out my throat right here if he wanted to and that sense of vulnerability both terrified and thrilled me.

      It made me feel alive.

      Orion’s gaze flashed with arousal, although he didn’t move to intervene. Jealousy worked at his jaw and his fingers dug into his biceps as he kept a rigid stance.

      Why was he here again?

      As Logan replaced his thigh with his hand, working me with skilled, merciless strokes until pleasure exploded through my core, I realized exactly why the Demigod had sniffed me out. He fluttered his eyelids as he drank in the power of my orgasm. Our Virtue bond connected me to the god of sex tighter than any spell or magic he could devise on his own. This was a soul-deep connection that manifested even at the slightest whisper of attraction between bond-mates. Orion wanted me—that much was clear, but I knew that’s all it was. He needed me to keep the Demis in power and to satisfy the throb that made his dick hard.

      My eyes cast down at the bulge in his pants as fantasies of him taking me unfurled in my head. Logan lazily stroked me, bringing me down from my high as he watched me.

      “You’re beautiful, darling.”

      His words shook me from my trance. Had I just been fantasizing about Orion while Logan brought me to orgasm? What the fuck was wrong with me?

      Damn succubus tendencies. Damn Virtue connections.

      “Logan,” I breathed, weakly attempting to shove him away. This time he obeyed. Perhaps he knew my legs wouldn’t take me very far in my current condition, so I wasn’t a huge flight risk.

      “Don’t tell me you can’t feel our connection,” he implored, those wide blue eyes searching mine. His messy hair fell into his face and he brushed it away. “I know you do.”

      I swallowed as I sensed a whisper of emotion cross his thoughts. I hadn’t expected fear. That’s why he’d been avoiding me this whole time, not because he was embarrassed to have mated with me, but because he feared I would reject him. Since a wolf mates for life, I could understand his anxiety to approach the topic with me.

      “You never told me how you accidentally mated with me,” I said, lowering my voice. Orion might still be able to hear me, but at least I’d give Logan some sense of discretion. “When did it happen?”

      His cheeks reddened, which was fucking adorable, and he snatched up a pair of pants lying on the bench. He pulled them up as if he’d suddenly realized he was naked, not to mention had a hard-on that made my succubus side do backflips. “It was when we met,” he admitted. “You touched me in my wolf form and your magic brushed against mine. I could have rejected you… but I didn’t. That’s why I was immediately able to talk in your head.”

      Whoa.

      “So all that business about ‘courting me’ was just for show? You’d already chosen me as your mate?”

      He smirked, that little bit of fang showing that gave him a mischievous look. “My wolf didn’t need a courtship, but I figured you did.”

      “So it was for my benefit?”

      He nodded.

      Well, now I felt like an ass. “What if I had said no?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “Does that mean you’re saying yes?”

      “I… don’t know, Logan.” To be honest I felt confused. My Virtue bond wanted to fuck him—and my succubus side wholeheartedly agreed. Yet I couldn’t forget how he’d treated me in the cafeteria. He’d humiliated me in front of everyone and then left me to fend for myself against Hendrik. I was still trying to stay one step ahead of the Dark Mage and I could have used some help. Instead, he’d left his mate all alone.

      Logan pulled me close and pinched my chin. “I’m sorry for that.”

      I believed him and the sincerity of his words touched the bond within me, begging me to forgive him.

      “Are you guys going to fuck or what?” Orion complained, although there was a jealous bite to his words. “I promised Trevor he wouldn’t have to beg Miss Williams for another shipment of water bottles. They’re getting expensive now that the Academy realm is regressed, you know. Earth travel isn’t exactly a walk in the park.”

      Yeah, like Orion was really here so prince Trevor would be more comfortable.

      Although, it was concerning to hear that travel to and from Earth had become more difficult. I made a mental note to ask Kaito about that later. It worried me that Dante wouldn’t be able to return if things progressed much further.

      “The moment has passed,” I said. “Why don’t you get off watching someone else? Or better yet, see if you can’t get it hard and take care of it yourself?” I stuck out my bottom lip. “What’s the matter? Does the big bad Demigod need Viagra?” I produced the spelled chocolate I’d kept from Olivia. “Something like this?”

      The Demi leaned against the wall and grinned, unaffected by my taunt. “Oh, so you kept it on hand did you? That’s kinky, little star. Did you intend to eat it somewhere public?”

      Logan moved to take the chocolate, but I snatched it out of his reach. “Hey,” he complained. “You can’t just wave chocolate in front of a hungry wolf and not offer to share it.”

      “Trust me, you don’t want to eat this,” I said, then tilted my head. “Isn’t chocolate poisonous to dogs, anyway?”

      He chuckled. “I’m not a dog, darling.”

      “You kind of are. And quit calling me that.”

      He made a grab for the chocolate again and I jumped out of his reach only to stumble over something on the floor. “Who’s leaving their junk lying around?” I complained, then spotted a hand waving from a dark pool of muck.

      Well, that can’t be good.

      “Nobody move,” Orion hissed. “That’s a demonspawn.”

      “Demonspawn?” Logan yipped. “How the fuck did it get in here?” He moved to stomp on it, but I held out an arm across his chest. He could have pushed past me, but he gave me a raised eyebrow instead. “Want to tell me something, darling?”

      Fuck, this was my fault, wasn’t it?

      I looked down at the hand that was looking for something to grip onto. It wasn’t like when I had used the summoning orb. The murky surface looked thicker, darker, and harder for the creature to crawl through. Perhaps it had come here of its own accord, but what was it after?

      My Blood Stone warmed against my skin to the point that I wanted to take it off, then I cursed. “Dammit, Hendrik.” This thing was calling demonspawn to me.

      To prove my theory, the creature managed to haul itself enough to peek through and beady red eyes immediately locked onto me. It hissed as it flicked out a forked tongue to taste the air.

      “I think the not moving idea isn’t going to cut it,” I said with a hysterical lilt to my voice. “Orion, do something!”

      “You do something!” he shot back. “You drained all my power and prevented me from recharging, and now you want me to save you?” He scoffed. “Typical woman.”

      “Don’t talk to my mate like that,” Logan snarled, then shuffled back when the demonspawn hissed at him as it extracted itself further from the pool of darkness.

      I didn’t know much about demonspawn, but I had a feeling that once it was completely free, we were all dead meat.

      “I have an idea,” Orion said, slowly stalking the creature as he bent his knees, “but you’re not going to like it.”

      The demonspawn opened its maw, revealing serrated teeth as drool dribbled from its mouth. I grimaced. I so did not want to get bitten by that thing.

      Fuck this. I’m not going to be saved like some damsel in distress.

      I opened my hands and spread my fingers, imagining claws shooting from my fingertips like I was some kind of X-men. “Come at me!” I shouted.

      The creature gurgled, which I realized was a laugh as it approached, taking its time sizing up its prey.

      “Eat the chocolate,” Orion demanded. “It’ll give me enough of a boost to kill it.”

      Was he serious?

      “No way!”

      The creature released a screech that made me throw my hands over my ears. It dove for me, claws extended, and I braced myself for pain before a flash of silver launched in front of me. Logan’s wolf form cried out as he took the brunt of the creature’s blow. It bit down on him and worked its jaw into his scruff, sending blood matting into his fur as Logan thrashed, then went still.

      “Logan!” I cried out. “Fuck.” I wasn’t going to let him die just because of my pride.

      I shoved the chocolate into my mouth.

      Holy shit, that was delicious. I tried to keep myself steady as the liquid sex melted on my tongue.

      Ten minutes. That’s how long Olivia had said it took to kick in. Logan had to survive until then. “Your boost is coming,” I promised Orion as I licked my lower lip. “Be ready.”

      He nodded and closed his eyes, building a golden glow that shimmered behind his freckles as if his flesh was a speckled piece of candy covered in miraculous and divine wrapping.

      Captivated, it took me a moment to turn my attention back to my attacker who continued to gnaw on the limp wolf. Protectiveness washed over me, quickly followed by rage that anyone or anything would dare harm one of my Virtues.

      I dove into that cold sensation that had been growing in my chest, forcing the darkness to splinter across my skin and extract the claws that marked me as a kindred creature to this thing. I hated that more than anything, but I couldn’t allow Logan to suffer because of me.

      The demonspawn released its hold on the wolf and revealed blood that marred its jagged teeth. It snarled at me, accepting my challenge as I pounced.

      We tumbled away from the wolf, which was my goal. That dark pit inside my chest gnawed at me and grew every moment I forced my change. I didn’t have the energy for this and I already could feel myself weakening and fading. One hand changed back to normal as the creature jabbed its claws into my shoulder, sending a flood of pain jolting through my body. I bit back a cry and tried to fend it off.

      Then the effects of the chocolate hit.

      A burst of pleasure wiped out my pain and my mouth opened on a gasp. The room blew wide open with stars and cosmic dust as Orion shed his mortal form and changed into the god he truly was underneath as he drank in the raw lust that spread through my body, only intensified by his proximity. He was golden, gorgeous, and blazed sunlight that kissed me in the most intimate of places. Warmth flooded through me and banished the cold that had threatened to take me under. He matched my gaze for a moment. Golden irises watched me, took in my pleasure, and increased it a hundredfold by a stroke of his attentions that ran like an invisible hand over my breasts and slid down to my core.

      Orion grinned, making him look even more gorgeous as he approached and simply walked through the dark creature trying to kill me. It evaporated in a burst of ash drenched in Orion’s perfection.

      This was Orion’s true glory—and I had a feeling it was our Virtue connection that had unleashed it.

      He extended a hand and all I wanted to do was to explore his skin and get lost in him. Tell him what we really were to each other and see the acceptance in his eyes.

      But something nagged at me, a concern that threatened to dampen my pleasure. “Logan,” I breathed.

      Orion’s smile dimmed ever slightly, but he waved a hand to the wolf as golden light embraced the creature and smoothed away the grime and blood of the attack. The wolf got to his feet and intelligent soft blue eyes turned on us, watchful and curious.

      Logan was alive and safe.

      I could lose myself in Orion without guilt.

      So I did.
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      I thought that I was already at my limit, but then he touched me.

      “Gods,” I breathed, relishing as he ran his fingers up my arm, leaving golden dust that sparked pleasure through every nerve.

      His fingers ran through my hair, gripping the roots to tilt my head back as his lips hovered over mine. I held my breath, waiting to see what he’d say, what he would demand of me before he would let me lose myself in his oblivion. “Not gods, little star. Just me.” He angled me how he wanted as he took me with a kiss that tasted of sunlight and stardust. Heat rushed to my core and I wrapped my arms around his neck.

      A part of me wanted to retort his cocky comment, but his impressive erection pressed hot against my abdomen, making me want so much more than just a kiss.

      He backed me against a wall that had warmed from his presence. Everything around him threatened to melt, including me.

      “More,” I breathed between kisses.

      He chuckled, the sound a low thrum of desire in my chest, then obeyed. His hand gripped my hip as he pressed his body against mine. A fleeting thought wondered if he intended to mock Logan’s orgasm by giving me one in the same way, but it would be heightened with me drunk on his power.

      Was my wolf still watching?

      Would he hate me if I let Orion continue?

      The Demigod spun me, pressing my breasts against the wall as he whispered a command and golden heat washed over my body, disintegrating my clothes and leaving a fine golden dust to sparkle across my skin.

      “Beautiful,” he breathed as he brushed my hair over one shoulder. He ran his hands down my back and cupped my ass. He moved in, engulfing me in warmth as his erection pressed into the curve of my body, settling between my butt cheeks as a reminder of what I was doing to him by just existing. He reached around me, firmly gripping my breast with one hand as deft fingers flicked a nipple until it beaded under his attention. Then his other hand ran down my thigh, teased around my clit in a slow circle that spread warmth through me and made me clench my thighs.

      He adjusted himself as he shoved a leg between mine, spreading me and keeping me open for him as his fingers explored my folds. “I’m going to enjoy this,” he promised and then licked the back of my ear, sending pleasant chills down my spine.

      “Are you sure you want me?” I asked when I felt the undeniable tension of our Virtue bond threatening to take hold. If we went much farther, he would be mine… and I would be his.

      Even if he was a douche, I wanted him.

      This was the real Orion. Tender, attentive, and utterly intoxicating.

      I wanted to explore everything he offered. He was so must more than just a playboy. With his sexual attentions focused all in one place, his divinity could shine through.

      And it was glorious.

      But did he really want me? Not just now, but always?

      He tested my neck with his teeth as his fingers worked skillfully over me, making me approach the edge of a climax that threatened to undo me.

      “Orion,” I breathed, demanding an answer.

      “I told you. You’re all I desire. You’re all I can think about.”

      He’d resented me for that, but maybe now he accepted me.

      He wanted me.

      Relief flooded me. I let my head fall back against his chest as I closed my eyes and let the raw pleasure tighten in my core, then it exploded and shattered me into a million pieces.

      Orion was ready for me. My pleasure fueled his magic, only deepening our bond as he eased the full length of himself inside of me, being far more gentle than I ever could have imagined. He tenderly worked me, going with my contractions instead of forcing himself into me.

      It escalated my pleasure to unimaginable heights, making me cry out as he took me, making me unravel.

      “Say my name,” he commanded, thrusting into me faster as I came down from my high. When I didn’t respond, my tongue still uncooperative as stars glittered across my vision, he adjusted his angle so that he hit a new spot, eliciting a gasp from my throat.

      He braced against me, holding my hips in place as his hand ran up to my throat, keeping me pinned against him as he took me.

      “Say it.”

      Our bond deepened and wrapped around my heart, threatening to break if it wasn’t cemented soon. Orion needed to accept me, needed to give me everything for this to work.

      I needed to obey him, just this once, to show him I wanted him as a bond-mate.

      I wanted him forever.

      “Orion,” I breathed his name, making him harden inside of me as he continued to hit that delicious spot.

      He made a strangled sound, one that sent my insides curling with warmth as he lost himself in me.

      Orion was mine.
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      When the stars faded and the light of our lovemaking dimmed, leaving the locker room glittering with golden dust, I spotted him.

      Logan.

      His blue eyes watched us and filled with hurt.

      “Logan,” I whispered, my voice hoarse from the screams Orion had elicited from me.

      The wolf jolted, as if his name on my tongue had freed him from a trance. He snorted, then turned from us and disappeared into the darkness.

      Orion’s grip on my naked shoulder claimed me, said I was his now and no one else could have me.

      Until he felt Kaito’s aMusement through our bond.

      “Little star?” he growled, forcing me to face him. His freckles still emanated the healthy warm glow of his divinity, but his mortal features had returned, giving him a coarseness that made me want to run kisses down the stubble of his jaw.

      I forced a smile. “Yes?”

      “What the fuck did you just do to me?”

      Yeah, maybe I had some explaining to do.
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      After we’d found some poorly-fitting clothes to wear—since Orion had disintegrated what we’d been wearing—he all but dragged me to Kaito’s office spitting curses the whole time.

      “I could get away from you if I wanted, you know,” I reminded him as he manhandled me up the stairs to Kaito’s office. When Orion and I sealed our Virtue bond, warmth settled into my chest where that cold core used to be, refilling my well with strength. Kaito would be fascinated by it, and I wanted to talk to him anyway, so it wasn’t like Orion was taking me somewhere I didn’t want to go.

      Never mind the fact that we’d gotten here in record time.

      I passed a window to see the golden streak where Orion had sped us all the way from the arena to the counselor sector on the Academy’s outskirts in a matter of seconds. Students stopped to marvel as they cast wary glances at the counselor building. Yeah, this was going to start all kinds of fun rumors.

      All of which would no doubt get back to Hendrik and he’d be asking me for my pound of flesh soon. I gripped the Blood Stone still around my neck, not sure if I’d gathered enough, much less if I really wanted to give him power that came from suffering and drew demonspawn out of Hell.

      It also upset me that I’d hurt Logan—bad, and while I had been seduced by the Demigod, Logan had slowly suffered and fueled the stone. He had a Virtue bond with me that had not been fully established and the Demigod had literally cock-blocked him. Logan probably didn’t even know what the Virtue bond meant, nor how I couldn’t have denied Orion in that moment even if I had wanted to, but all he’d seen was me rejecting him in favor of Orion’s promises of pleasure.

      “I feel like such an ass,” I said as Orion shoved me in front of Kaito’s door.

      “As you should,” he agreed, although for the wrong reasons.

      I rolled my eyes as I rapped on the door. “Kaito! I have a pissed off Demigod who wants to speak with you.”

      The door opened immediately, making my heart flutter as I endured Kaito’s scrutiny. He always got my gears working in spite of how satisfied Orion had made me feel. Kaito was beautiful in an entirely different way. He ran his fingers through his hair, messing up that silver streak as he grinned at me. “Konnichiwa, Lily. I see that you’ve added a new member to our group.”

      Yeah, speaking Japanese was a new thing he’d started with me and it made me want to jump his bones. Although it bugged me how much it pleased him that I’d just had my brains fucked out by Orion. I didn’t think he got off on it, rather he wanted me to accept all my Virtue bonds so that the prophecy would come to fruition and he could witness a champion of Calamity at work for himself.

      Orion wanted to play games.

      Kaito wanted to treat me like a research project.

      Dante was missing.

      Logan thought I hated him.

      Hendrik wanted to own me—or destroy me. I still hadn’t worked out which.

      Fucking Virtues.

      I jabbed a finger in Kaito’s chest, sending him back a step. “Don’t look so happy about it. The Virtue Bond isn’t meant to be an experiment for one of your papers.”

      Kaito threw up his hands. “Of course.”

      Orion growled and stormed into the room, slamming the door behind him that sent a thud through the whole building. He always had a divine sort of glow to him that speckled across his body through his freckles, making him look like a living constellation, but a deep red blossomed to life in his otherwise golden eyes. I knew that I had put that fragment there.

      A piece of me was inside of a god.

      And it glowed with the red of blood, of mortality… of Hell.

      “Why do I sense you in my head?” Orion demanded of Kaito as he closed in on my mentor. “Who are you?”

      The counselor straightened as his tattoo shimmered with power. He wasn’t intimidated by the Demigod, which had me even more curious as to what kind of supernatural my first bond-mate really was. “I’m one of Lily’s Virtues, as are you,” Kaito said. He motioned to three chairs he’d set out, as if he’d been expecting us. “Would you care to have a seat? I can tell you anything you wish to know.”

      I internally groaned, not looking forward to a mile-long conversation involving the Third Echo of Calamity, my Virtues, or how we all played into the grand scheme of things to save the world—or worlds, in my case.

      I just wanted to bond with Orion. Why did that have to come with so much baggage?

      Orion scoffed. “Don’t worry. I’m not staying for long.” He gripped Kaito’s arm and his hand began to glow. “Whatever magic she’s cast over you, I’m going to break it.”

      It must have hurt, given the white-knuckled grip the Demigod had on Kaito, but the counselor didn’t move and defiantly stared up at Orion as a golden wash of magic swept over him. After a moment Orion’s eyes grew wide and he released a dangerous growl. “Why isn’t it working?”

      “I already told you. I’m one of Lily’s Virtues, the very same bond that’s making you so protective over her right now. You can’t harm me because being a Virtue ties us together.”

      Orion’s grip tightened, making Kaito flinch. “I don’t care. I’ve decided that if I’m stuck with her, she’s mine and no one else can have her. What’s it going to take to break the bond she has with you?” He tilted his head. “Do I have to kill you?”

      “Orion,” I warned, shoving between them. Orion refused to let go, which only wedged me between his perfect chest and Kaito’s warm body. A plethora of unseemly images filtered into my mind as my mentor slipped a hand around my waist, pulling me close to him.

      “Mmm,” he murmured as he buried his nose into my neck. “You smell like sex and sunlight.”

      “That’s me you smell, you idiot,” Orion shot back.

      Kaito shrugged.

      I rolled my eyes. “Both of you just stop it, okay?” I fisted the thin shirt Orion had put on, ignoring the part of me that wanted to rip it off again. “Orion. I asked you if you were okay with this and you said yes.”

      Orion’s eyes widened and he shoved in closer, gripping my hips as he pinned me against Kaito. My mentor didn’t budge and my insides did a cute little flip of excitement. “You didn’t say other men would be involved.”

      That made me laugh. “Wait a second. The Demigod of sex, the guy who has orgies and fucks around on the regular is lecturing me about being with multiple partners? Grow the fuck up, Orion.”

      He growled, digging his fingers into my skin as his breath puffed hot against me in warning. Even though he’d just climaxed inside of me, he hardened, his body responding to mine. “Those girls never meant anything to me. You do.”

      I shrugged. “And you mean something to me too, Orion.” I reached behind me and ran my fingers through Kaito’s hair as he moved to kiss my neck. I didn’t feel it was wise to provoke the Demigod, but he deserved it after what he’d put me through. Plus, if he was going to be one of my Virtues, he had to come to terms with this. He couldn’t be a fucking hypocrite. “Just as Kaito owns a piece of me, so do you. Are you incapable of sharing?” It fucking amazed me that men expected women to share, but when the shoe was on the other foot it was a foreign concept.

      Orion narrowed his eyes and shoved off of me as he scowled. “You’re a liar and a bitch.” He stormed out, leaving me with my jaw hanging open.

      “Just give him time,” Kaito said as he released me.

      I appreciated that my mentor could sense I didn’t want to be touched right now. My heart twisted with guilt. “Are all Virtue bonds like this?” I croaked, stumbling to a chair and sinking into the seat. I pulled my knees up to my chin and sighed. “Am I being unreasonable?” Maybe I had lied to Orion. And I had hurt Logan. And I wanted them both anyway. Maybe that made me a bitch.

      “I thought you wanted to make him pay?” Kaito asked, pulling up a chair as he rested his elbows on his knees. He plastered on a concerned expression, one that was better suited for a mentor-student relationship.

      I sighed. “I did, but now I feel bad, and I meant it when I said that he means something to me.” I buried my face in my hands. “Maybe I’m not cut out for this revenge shit.”

      He chuckled. “You’re tossing him into a world where he’s not in control. It’s going to be hard for him.” He pulled one of my hands away so that I could see his face. “He cares for you, Lily. He will even come to terms with sharing you, but it’s a new concept for him. I can sense his feelings through the Virtue bond, and he’s not with you just because it’s predestined. It’s possible for bondmates to reject one another and he has no intention of doing that. He just needs some space to adjust to the idea that he’s entering into a relationship where he’s not in control.”

      I perked up at that. Orion had instantly felt Kaito the moment our bond was sealed. “Is he jealous?” I asked.

      Kaito smirked. “Do you really have to ask?”

      I crossed my arms and pouted. “I mean, I guess I could understand. Seeing Orion with other girls drove me mad.” In fact, I believed that my jealousy was what had initially triggered our Virtue bond.

      Was jealousy something that I had with all my Virtues? I flickered my gaze to Kaito as I tried to picture him with someone else.

      My blood boiled.

      Kaito chuckled. “Stop trying to picture me with another woman. It’ll never happen.” He leaned in, breaking our flimsy decorum as he pressed a tender kiss on my lips, making me melt. “I only have eyes for you, Koneko-chan.” He smiled, knowing I loved it when he used his secret pet name for me. He still wouldn’t tell me what it meant, though.

      I leaned into him, relishing the way he tasted. “I’m not a hypocrite, am I?” I asked between tender kisses. My core warmed as Kaito stoked the fires of my desire with his lips.

      “You’re meant to love fiercely,” Kaito said, easing me off of my chair and onto his lap without stopping his careful attention on my mouth. His hands explored my body through the loose jersey I’d found in the locker room. He cupped my breasts and squeezed, making me bite my lip. He sucked, taking my lip into his mouth.

      I forced myself to lean away from him as much as I could in my precarious position. “I’m serious, Kaito. I don’t want to trap anyone in a relationship they’re not okay with.” Even if Orion deserved the ironic punishment. “I mean look what happened to Dante. Even a hint of a relationship with me and he jumps realms and is never seen again.”

      He beamed. “Is that what has you all upset? Well, I was going to wait to tell you, but Dante’s back.”

      I straightened. “What?” Hurt washed through me. If Dante was back, why hadn’t he sought me out?

      Reading my frustrations, Kaito hurried to add, “He’s wrapped up in business in the West Wing. It would be suspicious if he came to you before tending to his duties there after a difficult mission.”

      “You mean he’s in the Monster Arena?” I shuddered to think of what kind of mission Dante had been on, or what kind of monster he’d brought back with him.

      Kaito’s hooded gaze raked over me. Clearly my mentor was having a hard time continuing this conversation. “He’ll find you when he’s ready, I promise.” He leaned in and nuzzled me again. “You really do smell like sunshine and sex. I think I could get used to it.”

      I sighed. “Stop getting distracted.”

      He peppered kisses along my throat. “Trust me, Koneko-chan. Both Dante and Orion will come around. The Virtue bond is not a relationship to be rushed. The feelings are powerful and real, but they can be overwhelming and Orion will need time to process it. It’s even more difficult for someone like him because he probably never expected to find his soulmate.” He slipped his fingers up my jersey, grinning when he found me bare. “I, on the other hand, knew that I belonged to you the moment you first touched me.”

      I wiggled as he began a slow, torturous exploration of my folds, intentionally not stimulating my swollen clit. “You’re insufferable, you know that?” I said breathlessly.

      He licked my bottom lip, then pinched my clit, making me yelp. “I could tell you that you’ve done nothing wrong, but it won’t matter. I know you want punishment.” He slipped two fingers inside of me as he swept his thumb over my swollen nub, making me groan. “So I’ll give you the punishment you crave.”

      I moved to slip my hand between us to take his growing cock, but he trapped my wrist with his free hand and proceeded with his slow torment. “I know you want me inside of you, but that is your punishment.” He thrust into me with his fingers and intensified his strokes, making me buck, but his grip around me was surprisingly strong. I tried to buck again, but he overpowered me.

      What was Kaito, seriously?

      “You’re going to come for me,” he whispered in my ear as he worked my insides and my clit until I bit down on a cry. “You better not make a sound,” he warned, “or we’ll both be caught.”

      When the climax came, he crashed his mouth down onto mine and drank in my screams.

      Fuck. My Virtues were going to be the end of me.
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      “I can’t wear this thing anymore,” I told Hendrik as I shoved the necklace in his face.

      I thought about avoiding the Dark Mage and skipping out on our weekly session, but I was having some serious reservations about continuing to fuel the Blood Stone after what had happened. I needed to find Dante and make amends with Orion, but I couldn’t do that if I summoned more demonspawn from Hell. That was likely to garner unwanted attention from the Dean, to say the least.

      Hendrik lounged in front of the fireplace while he sipped his wine. His drink of choice seemed to change every visit. Just when I thought I was figuring him out, he would change things up. It was just another way he kept me on my toes and hid who he really was from me.

      It grated on my skin that he made everything look so effortless. He manipulated the entire school and gets away with it, but just looking at the smug look on his face says all he’s thinking about is how he can use me to his own advantage. There’s always that hint of lust that sparks between us, and I know he has felt me bond with Kaito and now Orion, but he pretends the connection isn’t there. I’m not sure if he understand it, or maybe he knows exactly what’s going on and he’s keeping me in the dark. Whatever truth he’s hiding, he’s a complete mystery to me, and I have a feeling that Hendrik prefers it that way.

      He waited a moment, matching my gaze before inspecting the stone without reaching out for it.

      I always wondered why he bothered with a fireplace. It turns out that Dark Mages like the cold, a fact that came to light when Olivia started leaving our living room window open to let the icy breeze pour in. Perhaps there was more to Hendrik than he let on. He wanted others to find him normal when he was very much a soulless beast.

      “It’s not fully charged,” Hendrik pointed out as he took another sip, his eerily dark eyes watching mine without blinking.

      I let the stone drop to the floor. It hissed as if put off by such undignified treatment. “You see? It’s powerful enough to hiss at me, not to mention it haphazardly summoned actual demonspawn to torment me. I’m lucky I got away alive.”

      Hendrik’s eyes widened, revealing more pitch darkness of his irises. “You summoned another one?”

      “I didn’t,” I emphasized as I crossed my arms. “The stone did.”

      He hummed thoughtfully as he finally stood. He picked up the stone and examined it, then brought it closer to the fire. Unnatural ruby tones glimmered with red-hot swirls within the gem. “It was just a theory,” he murmured as if to himself.

      I leaned in, drawn in by the glowing red in spite of myself. “What theory?”

      Hendrik turned the gem over in the palm of his hand. I watched with morbid fascination how he handled the dark magic so easily. It pulsed as if purring in his grasp and smoke lingered around his fingertips as if his skin could ignite at any moment. “The Dean has been running the Mages hard to push Fortune Academy further into the darkness and away from the other realms as a defense against the Third Echo of Calamity, which results in my theory…”

      I froze. This was news to me. I’d figured that Merlin had been the one to adjust Fortune Academy’s position in the layers of the universe, but if it was Hendrik and his clan, then he was a whole lot more powerful than I had anticipated.

      Fear crept up my spine as he caught my expression and grinned. He slipped an arm over my shoulder, keeping me from backing away as he brought the stone closer for my inspection. Electric heat zapped through my body at his touch and I pretended that he didn’t affect me as I stared intently at the stone.

      “Go on,” I urged when he’d gone silent.

      “Hell,” he said, his voice going low. “My theory is that we aren’t pushing off into a void of nothingness, but rather we’re getting cozy with Hell itself.”

      I shivered. “What makes you say that?” I searched for a window, but there wasn’t one. Last I checked it was snowing.

      He clutched his grip around the stone. A healthy red glow emanated through his skin and outlined his knuckles. “There are different circles of Hell. Some are molten hot, but some, well, some are as cold as ice. If we’ve gotten closer to one of the outer realms of Hell, then it wouldn’t take much for demonspawn to push their way through.”

      He set the Blood Stone on the mantle, leaving it to bathe the room in a soft red glow. The thing was a darn show off.

      How did he know so much about Hell, anyway?

      Maybe I didn’t want to know the answer to that question.

      I staggered to one of the chairs and sank into its cushions. “Why would the Dean want us closer to Hell?” I didn’t know much about Hell, ironically, but I would assume the goal would be to stay away from the place of eternal damnation.

      He shrugged. “Good question.” He snapped his fingers. “New job for you. You’re going to find out for me.”

      My jaw fell open. “You can’t be serious.”

      He smirked as those dark eyes glinted with victory. He just loved to get under my skin and make ridiculous demands. “I’m always serious.”

      I crossed my arms. “No. I’m not going to make myself a target. I’ve got enough on my plate as it is.” He didn’t need to know that I was here illegally. The last thing I needed was to undo all of Kaito’s hard work to make me blend in by snooping around the Dean. “Plus, once I recharge your stupid stone then my debt to you is paid. Olivia is free to draw from the clan’s magic and you can’t bother me anymore.”

      He grinned. “I thought you were afraid to summon more demonspawn?”

      I cursed, jumping from my chair as I snatched the stupid stone off of the mantle. I looped it over my head and glared at him with all the hatred I could muster. “That’s just a risk I’m going to have to take. See? I’m wearing it. You can’t make me do more shit for you than what we already agreed upon. I’m not one of your Mages you can boss around.”

      Hendrik leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers. “Oh, you’re going to do whatever I ask.”

      I glowered. “Because?”

      He tapped his fingers before replying. “I assume you don’t want the Dean to know you’re a demonspawn?” He swept his gaze over me. “Prettier than I expected, but a demonspawn all the same.”

      I locked my knees to keep from collapsing in a heap. “What did you just say?”

      He positively beamed at me. “Please. We get closer to Hell and you summon yet another one of your little buddies? That all but confirms my suspicions. I know what you are… Lilith.”

      Fuck.

      I swiped one hand over my face as my heartbeat kicked up a notch. Blood thrummed through my ears as a million thoughts raced through my head and I blurted the first thing that came to mind.

      When in doubt, deny.

      “I don’t know what kind of sick games you’re playing, but I’m just a dud.” That was a half-truth, or more accurately, a one-third truth. I had awakened my powers over my demonspawn and succubus sides, but there was a third supernatural breed within me that had yet to be unlocked. That was the one Kaito wanted me to embrace and validated his claim that I belonged here. That was what I clung to when I spiraled into my worst fear that I might be a monster.

      “Deny all you want, but I saw you out on the field with Logan.” His gaze dropped to my hands which I promptly put behind my back. “Others might have missed your little show, but I know what I’m looking for.” He winked at me. “I keep an eye on my pets.”

      I wanted to strangle him. He looked so smug and comfortable as he shifted in his chair. I adjusted my stance as I decided if I should run or attack.

      “Are you going to run, little pet?” he asked with a grin.

      I shifted my weight to do just that. I wasn’t a match for the Dark Mage, at least not here, not on his turf under his terms.

      I should have heard him whisper the spell, but when my nostrils flared as I was hit by the scent of roses and blood, it was too late. The Dark Mage disappeared, only to materialize at my side. He rushed me and I went tumbling to the floor with a squeak. He pinned both wrists over my head and leered down at me, clearly enjoying grating his hips into mine to keep me pinned. I went rigid when I realized he had a total hard-on right now.

      “I’ll scream,” I threatened.

      He laughed in my face. “Go ahead. See what good that’ll do you.”

      Right, he probably spelled this room a long time ago to keep any and all sounds in his personal torture chamber locked up tight.

      Rage built up within me and I tried to wedge my leg between his thighs to kick him in the balls. It had worked on Orion to get him off my case, didn’t see why the Dark Mage would be any different.

      Except, where Orion probably couldn’t have imagined me being so unladylike, Hendrik clearly was expecting it. He slammed his shin down on my thigh, making me cry out, followed by the other one, leaving me spread-eagled beneath him as my face warmed with rage. “Get the fuck off me!”

      He leaned in, pausing for dramatic effect. “No.”

      I growled as I frantically tried to think of a way to get out of this mess. Hendrik had never outright attacked me. When Kaito heard of this…

      Kaito. He had sway when it came to the students and their standing. Hendrik wouldn’t want to piss off a counselor.

      “Are you trying to get yourself expelled? When Kaito hears of this, you’re going to be in deep shit.”

      I didn’t expect the manic grin that spread across his face. Combined with his black eyes, Hendrik was downright terrifying up this close. And yet, I couldn’t deny a certain thrill he gave me as tingling spread through my body, radiating from where his skin touched mine as he kept my wrists pinned over my head. A sick part of me wanted to lick his lips just to see if it had the same effect on my tongue.

      His gaze dropped to my mouth and he eased the pressure off of my thighs as he rolled his hips, pressing his erection directly over my skirt. The thin fabric did little to stave off the pleasure that wafted through me. “I fucking own Kaito,” he said with utter confidence. “I know he’s been helping you hide what you are, among other things. All I have to do is tell the Dean and you’ll both be sacrifice fodder.”

      My blood ran cold. Sacrifice? “Wouldn’t we just be kicked out?” I asked, my voice going up a pitch.

      He shook his head. “There’s no such thing as expulsion from the Academy for a demonspawn. If she finds out what you are, then you and your accomplice will be going down.”

      I tried not to let panic take over as black spots sprinkled my vision. “You have no proof,” I insisted.

      “Wrong,” he said, grinning. “I placed a bug in his office. Although, it’s unfortunate that I couldn’t risk recording audio, that takes a spell someone like Kaito might detect, but I have plenty of video.” He gave a low whistle. “I think it’s safe to say school counselors are not permitted to do the things I have on record.”

      “Sick bastard!”

      I didn’t have to ask how he even knew to bug Kaito’s office. The threads of our Virtue bond strengthened every day and I knew he felt it every time I was with Kaito. Whether he was willing to admit to it or not, he was drawn to me and my other Virtues. It wasn’t a subject I was ready to broach with him. I didn’t trust him to somehow exploit the ancient magic that pulled us all together. If he was using it to his advantage, I hoped it was a subconscious effort on his part.

      Hendrik leaned in, his gaze flaring with desire. “I enjoyed watching you come for him,” he admitted.

      “Did you jerk off to it?” What was I saying. Of course he did.

      He didn’t answer, but his smug smile told me all I needed to know.

      Fucking prick.

      Hendrik had me, and he knew it. “What do you want?” I breathed, hating every moment of my humiliation. Even as he threatened me, I craved more of his electrifying touch and I squirmed underneath him. Knowing that he had watched me with Kaito only turned me on more.

      Yeah, I was all kinds of fucked up in the head. If Hendrik hadn’t been one of my Virtues, I would have seriously been concerned about my mental health.

      He obliged my unspoken need, grinding against me. I was horrified by the mewl that escaped my lips. “I want you to tell me what you are,” he said as he continued to rub against me. His onyx eyes took on a hooded lust that told me he was restraining himself from going a step further in his interrogation. “You can’t just be a demonspawn. You must have some other power to do this to me.” He panted as his pace quickened and I bit my lip as he threatened to make me unravel. “Tell me how you make me lose my ever-loving mind around you.”

      I hissed in a breath when he adjusted my wrists, gripping both of them with strong fingers so his free hand could wrap around my throat. He leaned in close and looked as if he wanted to devour me.

      I realized that Hendrik had been holding back from pursuing me, but now that I had cemented a second Virtue bond in place, the intense connection was driving him mad. “You feel it, don’t you?” I whispered against his mouth, delighting when his lips parted.

      “Is it a spell?” he asked, sounding genuinely curious. “Because if so, it’s the strongest spell I’ve ever felt.” He flicked out his tongue to taste my bottom lip before gently biting. “I’ve never wanted to fuck one of my pets.”

      Whatever allure Hendrik held for me instantly evaporated in that blunt statement. I was nothing to him other than another pawn. His cock was overruling his mind because the Virtue connection was driving him towards me, but that’s all this was.

      “Fuck you!” I shouted and shoved, trying to ignore the sting of his rejection. This time I meant it and Hendrik was off of me in an instant, his dark eyes smoldering with need as he wrapped himself with raw restraint.

      “I wish you would,” he admitted, his desire for me naked on his face before he schooled himself into a rigid scowl, “but I think that’s enough fun for today.”

      I narrowed my gaze at him, not sure what kind of game he was playing. “Whatever,” I snapped after an awkward moment of silence. “Are we done here?”

      He glared at me before taking his wine and kicking it back to finish it off. The slight grimace that flickered under his careful mask told me he wished it had been whiskey. “We’re done,” he confirmed. “You’ll finish charging the Blood Stone, and then you’ll uncover dirt on the Dean for me.” He set his glass down on the table with a soft clink. “If you don’t, then I’ll expose you for what you are and your life will be over.”

      “I could say I was working for you,” I countered.

      “Your word against mine,” he said without missing a beat. “Good luck with that.”

      A growl emanated in my throat and Hendrik snapped his fingers, sending the door opening with a rough slam. It’s the only evidence that he’s as sexually frustrated as I am right now. “Run along, pet. I’ll see you next week.”
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      I thought I had known rage before, but after my worst encounter yet with Hendrik, I was positively livid. Now I knew what it felt like to want to smash my fist through someone’s face over and over again until they stopped moving.

      And then kick them in the balls.

      Hendrik and I might have a Virtue connection, but right now all I wanted to do was fuck him and then kill him like I was a black widow.

      “Someone shit in your shoes?” Melinda drawled, shocking me from my red-haze of rage induced fog.

      I’d nearly forgotten about my archnemesis, the Muse that hated my guts just because she couldn’t control me.

      She could get in line.

      “Did someone shit on your face?” I countered. “Oh, wait, that’s just your makeup.” I flashed my best grin. “Looking good.”

      She scowled as she hooked the arm of one of her groupies. The Mind Freaks got away with a lot, but they couldn’t control the stronger supernaturals. Logan, Hendrik, and the Demis didn’t have to worry about their antics, and it bugged Melinda to no end that I was included in that group.

      “Keep talking, dud, while you can.” She flashed her teeth at me. It might have been intended as a smile, but it looked more like a snarl. “Once Hendrik’s done with you, you’re all mine.”

      I shoved past her, letting my shoulder bump against hers. She jostled and screeched at me, casting threats, but I ignored her.

      I had much bigger supernaturals to fry.
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      Needing to burn off some steam, I headed straight for the Awakening Arena. It was the only place in all the realms where I could actually murder someone and not suffer the consequences. It did wonders for my rage.

      Professor Payne gave me some freedom when it came to my attendance at the arena. No one could beat me and I’d been a dud long enough that I was becoming quite the fighter, which only frustrated me more. How was I supposed to Awaken if I was undefeated?

      That’s probably why Kaito had given me that special “class.” I remembered drinking that vile liquid with a cringe. It was intended to be used to kickstart my Awakening… instead it had taken me to my deepest, darkest nightmare, which happened to be a very real memory. It was enough to tell me I was a demonspawn, and start some rather unpleasant and unwanted transformations, but it wasn’t enough to help me unlock my full potential. Kaito insisted there was something good in me, something wonderful that would redeem all the darkness that lingered in my heart. I sure hoped he was right.

      When I entered the arena, Professor Payne scowled down at me from his elevated throne. The dwarf must have thought he was intimidating, but he always looked like a Troll doll on a high chair to me.

      “Well look who decided to show,” he said with a grin. The motion made his beard puff out like a cute furry rat. “Get ready, students! We have a special treat. Lily’s here to Awaken some of you.”

      The group of students huddled against the wall eyed me warily. I might have felt bad for them, but their dud status made them as good as shit between Professor Payne’s toes as far as the rest of the Academy was concerned. Getting them to unlock their supernatural powers did them a favor, and at least I could let off some steam at the same time.

      I grabbed a longsword and hefted the weight before choosing a lighter one.

      The dwarf’s assistant, a panther shifter named Nikki, scanned the small group of duds with a slitted gaze. “You,” she said, pointing a taloned finger at the largest male. “You’re up.”

      I drew in a shocked breath when Dante emerged from the shadows with his amputated arm tucked into his coat. Even with a missing appendage, he didn’t cease to take my breath away. His once short hair now was long enough to pull back in a messy warrior’s tail, which made him look even hotter. “Hey, babe,” he said with one of those grins that flashed his dimples. “Long time no see.”

      “What are you doing here?” I hissed.

      He shrugged. “Hendrik gave me a call. Said he had pissed you off and you were heading for the Arena.” He gave me a raised brow. “What, afraid to pick on someone your own size?”

      The bastard Mage put a tag on me? I patted down my uniform and cursed when I found a magicked artifact tucked underneath my collar. He must have planted it on me when he was getting me all hot and bothered. I tossed it on the ground and crushed it beneath my shoe until it gave me a satisfying pop, then I proceeded to glare at the Hunter.

      I wanted to ask Dante so many questions. Where had he been all this time? Had he thought about me at all? And most importantly, why was he doing Hendrik’s bidding?

      “Can’t have you decimating the poor newbies,” he added with a smirk, glancing at the duds who nodded along in wholehearted agreement.

      “Fine,” I snapped. “You want to do this? Let’s do this.”

      Ever since I had unlocked the darker parts of me, the need for violence and sex consumed me. Even though I’d had my share of sex today, I still craved something more, especially now that one of my untapped Virtues was in front of me completely oblivious to his crime, which made me even angrier and fueled my need for brutality.

      He had abandoned me.

      If he thought he could just waltz back into my life, he had another thing coming.

      I stepped into the Arena and readied a fighting stance. The Hunter matched me on the other side of the messy sands and he would have been intimidating had I not been so furious. My rage made my vision narrow in on him, fading out all sights and sounds around us until it was only me and the Hunter.

      “Fight!”  Professor Payne gleefully barked, and I lunged.

      Dante waited for my strike, standing still. Anyone else thought I might have had him in one blow, but I knew not to underestimate him.

      Proving my suspicions correct, Dante plucked out a silver glowing dagger that smelled suspiciously like roses and blood. I cursed, diverting at the last moment, but I was too late.

      He shot out his blade, sending a hot zap of energy to shoot across the sands. It hit my arm and left a streak of blistering flesh.

      “I don’t think that’s an Arena blade,” one of the duds observed.

      No shit.

      Nikki started shouting, but Professor Payne yelled at her to let things play out.

      Fear swelled in my chest. The Arena was a place where death had a loophole. All the weapons were spelled by the Dark Mages to undo any damage dealt to their opponent, lethal or otherwise.

      But Dante had brought a real weapon, one that had enough magic humming within it to end me with a single swipe of his wrist. He spun it in a small circle, leaving a burn mark in the air in its wake. He was just toying with me.

      Cursing again, I reevaluated everything I thought I had learned about the Hunter. He had recruited me because Kaito wanted me at the Academy. But, what if he was only using Kaito? What if the Hunter really worked for the Dark Mage, and Hendrik had decided to test me?

      Whatever kind of test this was, there was only one score.

      Pass, or die.

      I’d seen Dante fight before and he was lightning fast, which meant that I needed an edge. I faked a step to my right, noting how the Hunter shifted in response, then I pushed all of my supernatural strength into a new course that brought me within arm’s reach. I tossed sand into his eyes as I ducked, barely avoiding his swing that missed its target only because I had put him off balance. A buzz of power warmed the air over my head and adrenaline spiked in my system.

      His coat parted and I aimed for his well-defined chest as I struck. He deflected the blow. Even blind, he was an incredible fighter.

      “Nice try,” he said with a smirk, eyes still closed, then grunted in pain as I struck again.

      He hadn’t seen my second weapon.

      My demonspawn claws that had come out to play.

      The onlookers went dead silent as Dante’s blood dripped to the sands. My claws scratched against bone and the Hunter buckled over, hissing as I forced him to concede.

      “Did she just Awaken?” a dud wondered aloud.

      Nikki cleared her throat. “We have a stalemate!”

      I glowered. How was this a stalemate when—

      Hot magic hissed against my neck where Dante’s blade rested against my throat. He smirked.

      Bastard.

      I extracted my claws from the Hunter’s side and warm blood trickled down my fingertips. Guilt hit my chest with a sharp pang when he staggered, but his smug grin never faltered.

      By the look on Professor Payne’s face, a stalemate was a first in the arena, but then again, so were real weapons.

      “I think that’s enough demonstration for now,” the dwarf said with a clap. “You two get out of my arena! We have other students to get through their studies today.” And by studies, he meant death and maiming.

      A grumble came from the crowd, but a sharp glare from Nikki sent them into silence.

      I stared at my fingers until they transitioned back to human, then rolled my shoulders. Maybe I was getting the hang of this new power, but I still didn’t like using it. Every time I explored the darker parts of my gifts, I felt like I was getting further and further away from unlocking my third power that could redeem me.

      Dante sheathed his dagger into a small scabbard at his hip, then tugged his coat to cover it. I glared at him and spun on my heel to get out of his sight. He wasn’t who I thought he was, and he couldn’t be trusted.

      I didn’t want to admit how much that hurt me. Dante was the first of my Virtues that I’d ever met, and even if my heart skipped a beat around him, it didn’t mean that he was destined to be mine. Kaito had said that Virtues could reject one another, but what he hadn’t said was how painful that rejection would be.

      I had thought that Dante was my ally in all of this, when in fact he was a double-crossing bastard who didn’t deserve another second of my time.

      His heavy footsteps followed me as I barreled through the halls and left the arena. I wanted to talk to Olivia and get all of this off my chest. She was the only person I could trust. She wasn’t a Virtue, so I knew any fondness she felt for me was real and not some conjuration of the cosmos. That’s what I needed right now, to be loved just for me.

      Dante caught up to me when I tried to lose him down some of the Academy’s backstreets where the shifters liked to run. He was fast, but I was pissed off. I spun on him when he grabbed my arm, hissing with pain as his touch grazed the weakening binds Kaito had put on me. The invisible runes flashed, then sparked and died.

      I stared at my skin where tiny droplets of black blood formed. “What did you just do?” I shrieked.

      He retracted his fingers and stared at the wound. “Sorry,” he admitted, “I didn’t realize Kaito’s binds on you were so weak. You shouldn’t try to use your powers so much.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Want me to take you to him so he can redo it? I have a charged dagger he can use.”

      “I noticed,” I snapped as I ripped off my sleeve and wrapped it around my arm. No one could see I bled black or I was done for. “And no thanks. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      He blinked those gorgeous orange eyes at me. Up close I could see streaks in his irises that lanced towards his pupil, making his eyes look like tiny works of art. “Why are you so angry? I thought you would have appreciated a fight with real weapons.” He rested his hand on the hilt of his dagger. “From what Kaito told me, you still haven’t Awakened, and…” He let the words drift off.

      Then I realized what he meant. The Academy worked on the assumption that the Awakening happened when fear and the instinct to survive kicked in. If pushed far enough, such as using real weapons in the arena, it would theoretically break down any barriers my mind had put up between me and my powers. Maybe that was true, but all fear managed to do was drive me closer to the darkness, to my powers as a demonspawn and as a succubus.

      The latter kicked in, taking note of Dante’s incredible form, strong arms, and chiseled jaw made for kisses. My fingers reached out as instinct took hold, wanting to fill that cold emptiness inside of me that had returned with my binds broken. I stroked my touch over Dante’s wrist, taking his hand and turning it over. I pressed a kiss to the tender flesh where his veins throbbed, the only tell that I was having an impact on him.

      “Lily?” he asked as he shook his head. He pulled away from me and I let his hand fall from my grasp. “We really need to get you to Kaito,” he said, rubbing his temples as he scrunched his brows with concentration.

      “No,” I snapped.

      I didn’t need Kaito.

      I didn’t need Dante.

      I didn’t need any of them.

      “I’m going to go see Olivia and you’re not going to stop me,” I insisted. I would never hurt her, and from what I knew about being a succubus, I wouldn’t be able to feed off of women anyway. She was safe from me, and plus she would know what to do. She’d been studying spells and I trusted her to help me control my darkness way more than I trusted any of my Virtues to help me do anything right now. It felt like they all had an agenda and no one was really looking out for my best interests.

      Dante frowned and was about to say something when a wolf sauntered up to us. Logan transformed in an instant, his shift a brilliant display of twisting flesh and bone that resulted in a gorgeous naked man who looked down his perfect nose at us with a scowl.

      “Don’t tell me,” he said, his voice as sharp as a blade as he glared at me. “You’re looking for more guys to fuck around with?”

      I really didn’t have time for this shit. “Logan,” I began as I rubbed a throbbing temple. “I’m—”

      He cut me off with a raised hand. “Don’t waste your breath. I came to tell you that Orion has left campus.”

      My eyes bulged at that. “What? Why? And… how?”

      “Travel isn’t permitted…” Dante began, his voice taking on a gruff authoritative tone.

      The shifter leveled his blue eyes at the Hunter as he got in Dante’s face. Dante didn’t budge and made a point not to look intimidated. “You of all people should know better than to tell us to follow the rules,” Logan growled.

      The males measured each other up with a stillness that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Logan, for all his adorable quirks, was an Alpha. And Dante, well, he was a badass Bounty Hunter who wasn’t scared of anything or anyone.

      “I’ll have to report it,” Dante said, surprising me by behaving all business-like to the shifter. Dante had broken all kinds of rules with me, but to everyone else, the Hunter behaved by the book.

      “Have you reported your relationship with Lily?” Logan shot back, his teeth sharpening as his muscles quivered with the need to shift. The raw murder in his eyes said that he would have no problem ripping Dante’s throat out.

      What did it say about me that his violent possessiveness turned me on?

      “I’m not a teacher or a counselor,” Dante pointed out. “Which means I can fuck whoever I want.”

      The shifter emanated a low growl. I didn’t know why Dante was deliberately provoking him.

      “Okay then,” I said as I rolled my eyes. “While you two have a pissing match, I’ll be on my way.”

      Dante’s hand shot out and grabbed me before I had a chance to leave. Rage flared and claws slid out from what had once been fingernails. “I dare you to try and fucking stop me.”

      Logan smirked at my transformation. Do all succubi have claws? he asked, the private thought in my head a taunt more than a legitimate question. He knew I was hiding things from him, but damned if I was going to tell him.

      “You leave when I say you can leave,” Dante said, his tone flat and controlled.

      A chill ran up my spine, sensing danger.

      “Don’t talk to her that way,” Logan snapped, shoving himself between us and breaking Dante’s hold on me. My fingers ran across his bare, muscular back as he faced the Hunter. He didn’t even flinch as my claws grazed his skin. It was almost endearing the level of trust he awarded me whether I deserved it or not.

      The two began bickering, but I couldn’t make out the words any longer. Without Kaito’s binds, the succubus side of me was beginning to take over. I could practically smell the testosterone coming from Logan and Dante. They were both my Virtues and I wanted them to get along, but it seemed only Kaito was on board with sharing.

      I never said I wouldn’t share, Logan growled in my head. He glanced at me over his shoulder just long enough to give me a smirk and add, I’m an Alpha. If you add anyone to our pack, they have to go through me first.

      I didn’t know if Dante could hear the silent communication, but his fist went flying straight at Logan’s head as if to make a point.

      Logan took the blow with a thump that made me wince. He whipped back from the strike with an enraged snarl.

      “Enough!” I shrieked.

      Dante’s orange eyes glittered with challenge as his hand gripped the hilt of his dagger until his knuckles turned white.

      “Both of you, just stop it. I should let the two of you beat each other to a pulp, but you know what? I’m feeling generous.” I snapped my fingers. “Logan, you go first.” Magic seeped into my words as sweetness caressed my tongue. He visibly relaxed and took a step closer to me, running his fingers up my arm.

      “First for what?” he asked, his voice taking on a tender tone.

      I brushed him away. “The two of you have an agenda and I want to know what it is. So, Logan, you’re going to go first. Why did you seek me out just to tell me Orion left campus?”

      He hesitated, as if fighting the magic that pressed him to obey me. I knew it wasn’t fair what I was doing, and it disgusted me to use powers better wielded by the likes of Melinda, but it was time for the truth.

      “You are my mate,” he stated simply. “Orion had no business taking what is mine.”

      I propped my hands on my hips. “You just said you had no issue sharing.”

      He smirked, then ran his tongue across his lower lip as he stared at my mouth. Lust wafted from him, exuding a sickeningly sweet scent that I wanted to lap up. “I said I’d share only if any mates you added to the pack were worthy. You can’t possibly have meant to bond with Orion on purpose. It was because of that stupid chocolate he made you eat. I was doing you a favor by getting rid of him.”

      I raised a brow. “By ‘getting rid of him,’ you mean sending him to Earth?”

      “He didn’t go to Earth.”

      Both Dante and I stilled at that. “Then where?” I asked.

      Logan shrugged. “I’m guessing Olympus. He said if anyone could break the spell you put on him, it would be the gods.”

      Rage hit me so hard that I saw stars.

      How appropriate.

      “I can’t believe he wants to break the Virtue bond,” I seethed, then turned to Dante. I’d heard enough from Logan and if I heard any more, I would want to punch someone in the throat. “And you? Where were you? What was so important that you had to take an entire year before you could come back to the Academy?” Even if a year hadn’t passed for me, I knew it had for him, and he wasn’t just going to pretend like nothing had happened.

      Dante’s jaw bulged and his fist clenched. “I was on a mission,” he said finally.

      I took a step closer to him, allowing my new magic to waft over him like a cloud. His calm exterior trembled at my proximity and I ran my finger down his chest. Indulging in my succubus side reminded me that Dante was one of my untapped Virtues ripe for the taking. I wanted to peel off his coat and rip off his pants, but that would only cement a Virtue bond I wasn’t willing to make. “What kind of mission?” I asked.

      Dante screwed his eyes shut and took a deep breath as my fingers ran lower. I hooked two fingers along his pants line and tugged, bringing his hips closer to mine.

      It was getting harder to care about the pitfalls of activating yet another Virtue bond. Dante was all muscle and hard lines and drop dead gorgeous.

      Logan growled, so I gave him a bone. Wrap your arms around me, Logan. Maybe you’re pissed off at me, but I’m your mate. You just need to learn who’s Alpha.

      He immediately did as I ordered, squeezing me against his hard chest as his teeth clamped down lightly on my neck, I realized in a dominating show of claiming.

      He thought he was Alpha.

      Cute.

      I kept my focus on the Hunter as Logan’s erection dug into my back. It only turned me on more being between two of my Virtues, especially when they were both keen on being violent.

      “I asked you a question,” I reminded Dante as I fisted his coat and brought him in closer. His death grip on his weapon released as he reached for me and ran a thumb across my lower lip.

      I knew I wasn’t being fair. I was exuding enough sexual magic that I could probably make my Virtues do whatever I wanted right now, but they had both been assholes. They deserved to be dominated for trying to push me around.

      And, I had to admit, Logan’s claiming from behind, as well as Dante’s exploration at my front had me wishing this was real.

      But it wasn’t… was it?

      “I was searching for a way to Awaken your third gift,” Dante said. “Kaito told me that he had a theory that Monster Academy has what you need.”

      My eyes widened. “You went to Monster Academy?”

      He nodded, as if that was a simple feat. “It took some time on Earth to get through the system. Then when I was there, I couldn’t get close enough to the Monster Mother to take her, but your old friend was dumb enough to walk around alone.”

      My old friend?

      My breath hitched and I shoved Logan away. Dante released his grip that had gone to my breast and he stared at his hand. “Jess?” I asked with a shriek. “Jess is here?”

      “Yeah, I put her in the West Wing with the other monsters,” he said matter-of-factly as he turned his hand over, utterly fascinated. Then he looked up at me and his orange eyes glittered with desire. “You really need to get to Kaito before you make me do something we’ll both regret.”

      ”Keep it in your pants,” I said, then stormed off and added over my shoulder, “Don’t try to follow me. You’re both on my shit list.”

      A crack of bones followed by a quiet patter of retreating steps told me that Logan was humiliated by my domination. That was twice in one day and I imagined he wasn’t going to let that go easily.

      He’d get over it.

      If Dante followed me, he’d gone full Hunter, because I couldn’t hear a thing.

      I didn’t care either way, because Jess was here, and that changed everything.
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      Jess was here. I still tried to wrap my mind around that fact. I had no idea what I was going to say when I found her, or how I was going to get her to cooperate, but I’d cross that bridge when I got to it.

      It wasn’t difficult to find the Monster Arena since everyone knew about the West Wing—and that it was off-limits. However, getting past the long fence and single gated entrance was another matter.

      I found it odd that no one was around when I arrived. Not a single stray student, no guards, nothing.

      Then I felt the reason why.

      A deep, nauseating sensation spread throughout my belly and a little voice in my head screamed for me to go the other way. I rubbed my stomach and swallowed bile as I dove into that dark pit in my chest for strength. The sensation eased just enough to keep me lucid. Whoever had done this was powerful. The warding spell along the West Wing perimeter was strong.

      Which made me even more curious what the Academy was hiding.

      The iron spikes shot menacingly into the sky to discourage anyone who might think of climbing over it. I paused at the gate and frowned at the handprint panel. I gave it a try and it beeped with a red light.

      Undeterred, I looked at the top of the spikes and didn’t give it too much thought. I put all my strength into my legs, building up tension as I crouched, and then I sprang into the air.

      It felt like I was flying at first. After unleashing the dark powers inside of myself and letting them run free without Kaito’s binds, I found it disturbingly easy to access my supernatural strength. I leapt over the fence with ease.

      “There,” I said to myself as I smoothed my skirt. I looked back through the bars and spotted a glimmer of orange and black, but then it was gone.

      It could be Dante. I didn’t know exactly what kind of powers a Hunter had when it came to stealth. I also imagined Dante didn’t want me talking to Jess until he worked out his little agenda with Hendrik and Kaito, but that was just too bad. I was working on my timetable, not his.

      I left the fenced area and approached a haze in the distance. My ears popped when I crossed an invisible barrier and a massive building materialized. I swallowed hard when I realized that the arena was much larger than the students had ever mentioned, not that any of them had been there, and a low beat shook the ground, making me furrow my brow with concern.

      What kind of place was this?

      I ventured on and spotted a group of well-dressed individuals at the entrance. They chatted in cliques and seemed completely at ease. The most notable thing about them was they didn’t seem university-age with their distinguished chiseled faces. Even supernaturals aged into their late twenties before things seemed to slow down.

      I felt horribly out of place when I got close enough to mingle with the crowd. I ripped my Academy badge off my chest and shoved it in a pocket, then tugged the tie out of my hair to let my blonde locks drape free over my shoulders. I still got funny looks because I was clearly younger than everyone here, but I ducked my head and hurried inside.

      It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the dim interior, as well as my ears to the loud thrum that shook the entire place with a steady techno beat.

      It was packed. Bodies jostled up against one another everywhere I looked. I peered up to find a smaller overhanging balcony that held formally dressed attendees with fluted glasses. They had their eyes glued to the center of the room where a cage held two people going at it. My nostrils flared at the scent of violence, my demonspawn side excited and drawing it all in.

      I resisted the urge to release my claws, as that seemed to be the only part of my body that wanted to transform, but I had a feeling that it was going to get worse unless I did something about it. That’s why I needed to talk to Jess. She’d paraded around as a functioning member of society at Cindy’s bar and I wanted to know how she’d done it.

      Shoving my way through the crowd, I tried not to draw too much attention to myself. I needed to find where Dante would have stashed his bounty, although my legs took me straight to the cage instead.

      When I got close enough to see who was fighting, I drew in a soft gasp. A vampire blurred to the end of the cage and ran his tongue up one fang that was red with blood. His victim had gotten a few blows in, but the vampire rapidly healed the bruises that had blossomed over his face.

      His opponent raked both hands in the air, starting a spell that gleamed with purple tones and made the crowd go wild. I sucked in a breath when I saw that the Mage was none other than Hendrik.

      I shouldn’t have been worried for the Dark Mage, especially given how he had treated me, but I held my breath and watched with wide eyes as he muttered words of magic, billowing the spell to life that made my skin tingle. When he reached a crescendo, the scent of his magic exploded throughout the room. The aroma of roses and blood masked the humid stench of sweat as bodies crowded in to see what the spell would do.

      The vampire grinned when nothing happened, then moved in for the attack.

      That’s when the spell hit.

      His legs swooped out from under him and the vampire landed face-first against the cage’s iron floor as smoky vines dug into his skin to keep him pinned. Hendrik was over him in a flash, ramming his foot down and breaking the vampire’s fangs. A screech of agony ran out from the creature as Hendrik collected his prize and tossed both fangs into a pouch. He nodded to the crowd that was going wild and then moved for the cage’s exit, leaving the creature to writhe as he grabbed at his bleeding mouth.

      “Brutal!” an onlooker exclaimed.

      “Hendrik! Hendrik! Hendrik!” another group chanted.

      Was this for real?

      I watched where the Dark Mage delved into an underground tunnel and my senses came alive with magic of my own. I wasn’t sure if it was the impact of Hendrik’s spell, or if I was unlocking newer, dark parts of myself, but my chest warmed as I drew from the Blood Stone and the arena’s pathways came to life. It was as if I could see through all the bodies and walls of concrete down to where I wanted to go.

      There was an entire underground compound and Hendrik delved into it, disappearing through a maze of tunnels. I was dying to follow him and figure out what he was up to and why the hell he was fighting a vampire—and what he was going to do with those teeth.

      But then my vision shifted, showing me a new collection of bodies that curled against the corners of their cells.

      Prisoners?

      … Monsters.

      That’s where I needed to go.

      I scanned the room and looked for an entrance to the tunnels that wasn’t attached to the cage. Pretty sure I’d be spotted if I tried to use that one…

      “Bingo,” I muttered when I found another smaller hatch stuffed at the end of a small room. I felt another wave of queasiness when I hit an invisible barrier, finding that no one was within the immediate vicinity of the locked door.

      I waited until the next selection of fighters took the stage before I slipped past the crowd to examine the door.

      Given the spell barrier, it didn’t surprise me that there wasn’t a palm reader pad, but there was an actual lock. Extending my claws, I shoved one inside and destroyed the mechanism.

      At least THE CLAW had its uses.

      My eyes adjusted to the darkness in record time and I tried not to get too worried about how my body was changing. Once I found Jess, she’d tell me how to keep myself from transforming completely into a hideous monster. After all, she’d managed to keep a human appearance.

      I tried to see where Hendrik had gone, but the place was like a damn maze. I pattered on in the darkness, trying not to get too freaked out by the fact that I had no need for a flashlight.

      That cold pit in my chest spread and I instinctually drew another sliver of warmth from the Blood Stone as I continued my search. Hendrik probably didn’t know I was capable of using the blasted thing, but that encouraged me. It meant he didn’t know what it meant to be a demonspawn. Because, yeah, I’d made the connection that the Blood Stone was an artifact from Hell. I mean, what else could it be? It drew other demonspawn to me and it fueled off of the suffering of others. If Hell had jewelry, that sounded about right.

      With the new wave of power I took from the stone, my sight through the underground amplified, showing me Hendrik’s form again. He seemed way too far away and I cursed. Perhaps I was lost.

      I turned back, but there were no other tunnels I could have taken. This route was one straight line to… somewhere.

      Chewing on my lower lip, I resumed the trek and decided to find where this path led. For a long while, all I could hear was the scratching of my nails against the walls and the patter of my own heartbeat. But after an insufferable amount of walking, I heard voices.

      Perking up, I drew from the Blood Stone again and searched for the source. I couldn’t see anything, but I had to be close to someone. I furrowed my brow and crouched as I continued.

      The tunnel finally ended in a short drop-off to a larger room where soft whispers echoed off of the walls. A row of dim magical lights lit up gated corridors, and then I realized that the room held a long series of cages. Inside were prisoners, but I hadn’t picked them up on my new radar skill.

      Then I saw why.

      Men, women, and even adolescents huddled together in groups as some talked amongst themselves. Others cried, and then there were the silent ones that terrified me most of all. They stood in neat rows and stared ahead, unblinking. The only sign of life was the slow rise and fall of their chests.

      These were humans. Families.

      Was this the Academy’s doing?

      A hard grip around my arm almost made me shriek, but a hand wrapped around my mouth to hold it in.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Dante hissed at me, clearly enraged.

      I was too shocked to fight him off as he dragged me through the shadows and down another corridor, leaving the prisoners none the wiser of our visit. When we were finally out of earshot, I bit him and he cursed, but didn’t let me go. I tried to scream, but any sound was muffled by his tight grip over my mouth.

      “If you think I’m going to let you mind-control me again with seductive words, you’re insane,” he growled in my ear, holding me close to him as he hauled me along. For a guy with one arm, he had amazing strength.

      It wasn’t until we arrived at a door did Dante let me go, giving me a glare for good measure. I thought about testing out my succubus powers on him, or just bolting, but I had no idea where we were, and I was curious where he’d brought me. First I’d get answers from him, and then I’d kill him later for being such a psychopath. He clearly knew about the human prisoners and was scowling at me like I was the one being crazy.

      He slammed his hand up against the palm reader and the door opened with a soft click. “Come inside,” he said, the words an order.

      I thought about defying him just for the sake of it, but my stomach rumbled when I smelled something delicious as a mouth-watering aroma wafted from the room.

      “You’re going to explain what I just saw, first,” I demanded even as my stomach protested again.

      Dante sighed. “I’ve been helping the Dean gather the prisoners, but I’m not the one locking those people up, okay? I’ve been working with Kaito to try and free them. If you just come inside, I can explain. It’s not safe to talk out here.”

      I glared at him for a moment and he just glared back. Damn, the Hunter was stubborn.

      He rumbled a growl and entered the room, leaving the door open and the promising aroma of meat tickled my nose. Okay, I was pretty hungry. Maybe I could eat and murder him at the same time.

      I followed Dante into a surprisingly sparse chamber, but I instantly knew this was his home. The only sparkle of decoration was an array of weapons that lined the wall. The display was centered, obviously meant to be a focal point, and overlooked a small collection of furniture. A doorway led to a dark room that I couldn’t quite make out, but I assumed was his bedroom. In the corner sat a tiny kitchen; Dante went to it and unplugged a pot.

      “It’s a slow cooker,” he explained as he dug out a large spoon and stirred.

      “You cook?” I asked, slightly bewildered. The big bad Hunter was full of surprises.

      He glanced at me, his orange eyes a glimmer of color that was otherwise lacking in the simple room. “You don’t?” When I didn’t respond, he chuckled and dipped the spoon into the pot again as he fixed me a bowl. “It’s just a slow cooker. I throw the ingredients in and hopefully make it back to my room before it cooks out all the water and burns.” By the scorch marks on the counter, that had happened more than once.

      He motioned to a chair and I settled into it, cradling my bowl when he handed it to me. The aroma made my mouth water and all my rage towards him wavered. He handed me a spoon and I didn’t wait. I dug in and let the first mouthful melt on my tongue.

      I groaned with pleasure and Dante chuckled again. “If I had known a warm meal was how to get you to comply, I would have done it a lot sooner.”

      After I’d finished half the bowl, I remembered I was supposed to be angry with the Hunter. “So are you going to explain now?” I asked, my muscles going tense. There was something about being in Dante’s room that felt intimate and I wasn’t sure I liked it. Perhaps it was the Virtue connection. I wanted to trust him, to believe that he had some logical explanation for what was clearly a fucked up situation, but he actually lived here. How could he sleep knowing that there were human prisoners within walking distance?

      He scowled and sat down, stirring his bowl without taking a bite. “You first.”

      The nerve of this guy. “I was down here because I followed Hendrik.”

      He stiffened, then the flash of surprise swept off his face. “Didn’t know the Dark Mage was fighting again.” He paused, considering me. “I meant, what are you doing in the West Wing?”

      “Jess is here,” I answered honestly. “I want to see her.”

      “Why?”

      I fisted my skirt under the table, resisting the urge to kick him. There were a lot of reasons I wanted to see Jess, but the most prominent one popped out of my mouth first. “She’s my friend.” No matter what had happened that night when Dante had taken me, I refused to believe Jess really would have turned on me without a good reason. If she thought I was a Hunter like him, capable of kidnapping and imprisoning entire families against their will, then yeah, I couldn’t blame her for trying to kill me.

      I leaned in. “Now you go. Why are you here? And why did you kidnap those poor people?”

      He stared me down for a moment, then finally conceded. “I’ve worked for the Dean ever since I graduated,” he began. “I don’t just find monsters for her. I also bring in humans who have triggered positive for mutation. If I had let them stay out there, they would have mutated into supernaturals and most of them would likely be dead from the unnatural change. It has something to do with the Third Echo of Calamity and the Dean insists these people are dangerous—or in danger. She said I was doing the right thing for them. But, when I saw how you just looked at me, I wasn’t so sure anymore.” He swiped a hand over his face, then looked down at his food as if he’d find answers there. “I’ve been around monsters for so long, Lily. What if I’m turning into one?”

      The question hit so close to home that I swallowed hard and put down my spoon. “You’re not a monster.” As much as Dante pissed me off, I knew that to be true.

      His orange gaze flashed up to meet mine and he smirked, rewarding me with a hint of his dimples. “Not what I expected you to say.”

      “You gave me food better than the dud counter crap I’m forced to eat at the cafeteria,” I said with a shrug. “It helps.”

      He flinched at that. “Yeah, about that. I know you haven’t Awakened completely yet and…”

      I rested one hand on his wrist and he stilled under my touch. My dark powers were still in full force and the succubus in me wanted to make him bend to my will, but I wanted him to be honest with me on his own accord. I wanted him to prove that I could trust him, so I pushed that raw hunger down into the cold pit of my stomach. “I know it’s been over a year for you,” I explained. “Hendrik said that the Dark Mages have been pushing Fortune Academy further away from the other realms by order of the Dean.” I sighed, running my fingers over the raised scars that patterned Dante’s skin. “Hendrik thinks we’re actually closer to a Hell realm. Maybe it’s why my powers are on the fritz.”

      He flinched away, making me curl my fingers into my palm. “Proximity to Hell affects you?”

      I studied his flat expression for a moment before deciding to go with the truth. If he wanted to throw me into the cage with the other monsters, then he’d have a fight on his hands. “Because I’m one-third demonspawn. I thought Kaito told you.”

      Dante huffed and leaned back. He ran his fingers over the scar across his neck that made me wonder how he’d survived getting his throat slit and what kind of monster would have done that. When he caught me staring, he frowned and rested his hand on his dagger. I knew the motion was subconscious, but it still stung. “Yes, Kaito told me. It’s just… sometimes it’s easy to forget what you are.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” I snapped. “Because it’s not.”

      He shrugged and we both fell into an uncomfortable silence. I picked at the tender meat in my bowl, but the contents had gone cold. I’d lost my appetite anyway.

      “So what happens to them? The humans, I mean,” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “The ones that act up get frozen, and then when the Dean sends her Mages to collect, they’re the first to go.”

      “Collect them for what?” I pressed.

      He shrugged. “That information is a need-to-know basis, and I just procure.”

      The way he worked his jaw said he was not comfortable with this situation, so at least he had something of a conscience. But it was not okay to just stand by while this happened. “What do you plan on doing about it?”

      He chuckled as he thrummed his fingers across the table. “I not only forget what you are at times, but also how naïve you can be.” My hackles raised at that statement, but I pressed my lips into a thin line and let him continue. “Until you Awaken your full potential, I’m going to do what I’m told. I’m the only reason you’re not in one of those cages, Lily. The Dean knows something is off about you, but she thinks Kaito and I are keeping an eye on you and will report anything suspicious.”

      My blood ran cold to hear that the Dean had noticed me. Perhaps I wasn’t keeping quite the low profile I was hoping for.

      “So, what have you told her?” I countered. Dante was a skilled Hunter and the Dean wouldn’t be dumb enough to think he couldn’t recover basic information, which meant that he had to tell her something useful. I just hoped that it didn’t involve any of my other Virtues.

      He shrugged again. “Just enough to keep her happy. She knows you’re working for the Dark Mages. I checked in with Hendrik and it sounds like he’s keeping you busy. The Dean thinks if there’s something off about you, Hendrik will eventually figure it out.” He raised a brow. “Is he getting close? Because that would be unfortunate if he learned the truth.”

      “He doesn’t know what I am,” I lied. To anyone else, Hendrik just saw me as his pet and he was too shortsighted to see anything more than that. Playing his game was humiliating, but it protected me. “I mean, even if he doesn’t know about my demonspawn and succubus powers, there’s a third component even I’m not sure about. Kaito won’t tell me.” I leaned in, placing my bowl down so I could grip the table. “Do you feel like sharing? Maybe if I know what the fuck I am, I can do a better job of Awakening.” And I wouldn’t have to do Hendrik’s bidding anymore.

      He shook his head. “That’s something you’re going to have to figure out for yourself.”

      Growling, I slammed back in my seat. “I’m so tired of all the secrets.”

      His features hardened, taking on a stillness that reminded me of a predator. “You and me both.”

      I studied him, but it wasn’t like I was keeping secrets, not on purpose, anyway. I was just clueless, as much as that irritated me to admit.

      Maybe Dante was right. Maybe I was naïve, but there was a cure for that.

      Time to get my hands dirty.

      “Thanks for the food,” I said, shoving away from the table as I wiped my hands on my skirt and headed for the door.

      “Where are you going?” he barked.

      “I’m going to find Jess.”

      He moved so fast that I bit down on a squeak of surprise when his fingers clamped on my arm. His metallic orange eyes glimmered with warning. “You need to show patience. I just spent a year of my life finding her for you, but I need to break her first.”

      “You say that as if I should be grateful you abandoned me and kidnapped my friend and put her in a cage. Well, newsflash! I’m not.” I tried to yank myself out of his grip, but power glimmered over him as he kept me in place. I didn’t know exactly what kind of powers a Hunter had, but I had a feeling Dante was capable of a lot more than he let on.

      “She won’t be any use to you if she’s trying to kill you.” He leaned in, his lips twisting with a snarl. “And if you think she’s your friend, you’re far more naïve than I painted you out to be.”

      The reminder of Jess’s betrayal made my stomach twist. “I can take care of myself.” I glanced down at his grip on me, his fingers lightly glowing with a golden aura that reminded me of his eyes. “Now, if you’re done manhandling me, I’d like to get on with my evening because it’s going to take me all night to find her in this underground shithole you call home.” I leaned in, making sure to enunciate my words. “I’m going to find her, with or without you, Hunter.”

      He worked his jaw as his fingers flexed before he finally released me with a curse. “Stubborn creature.”

      “Oh, I’m a creature now?” I snapped. That sounded too close to “monster” for comfort.

      Maybe that’s all I was to Dante.

      Maybe that’s all he was to me.

      “Takes one to know one,” he said in confirmation of my thoughts.

      Weren’t we a pair.
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      I raged down the halls before Dante growled and shoved me behind him, yanking me down a path I’d missed. “You’re going the wrong way.”

      I would have figured it out eventually, especially if I had been able to do my superwoman-seeing-through-walls trick, but I was far too pissed off to concentrate on my new powers to make them functional.

      Following him without saying a word, I quietly stewed in my anger. Shortly after we had left I felt that cold pit in my stomach return ten-fold and I dumbly realized that he had a protection spell on his room. It only pissed me off more that Dante had taken me there to interrogate me.

      Why did it feel like all of my Virtues were making my life miserable? They were supposed to be there for me, enable me to reach my ultimate potential and save the world, but I felt like the universe had gotten it wrong this time. Maybe it was screwed up by the Echoes of Calamity that had already passed that it wasn’t thinking straight when it had picked its Virtues for me.

      “This is a mistake,” I growled out as Dante shoved me into a cold chamber.

      “Now you say that?” He held the door open. “We can still turn back.”

      “No, not this,” I said, pulling my shirt over my nose to mask the smell of rot and mold. “Thinking that you were actually trying to help me. That just because you’re one of my Virtues that I can trust you.”

      He went still, but didn’t deny that he knew what I was talking about. Kaito would have informed him, I was sure of it. “Now is not the time or the place to talk about this,” he said. “If you want to go back to my room we can—”

      “No,” I spat. “If you can’t talk to me without magical wards then we’re not having this conversation at all.”

      “That’s not—”

      His protest was cut off by a sickly wheeze that caught my attention. It was dark in here and my eyes automatically adjusted. Within seconds I could easily make out the walls of individual cages. Bodies slumped in them, unconscious with tubes lined up along the walls.

      Sedatives.

      Jess was the only one fighting. She had her human appearance again, but it had mingled with her demonspawn body. Long, ribbed horns protruded from her head and her hair had darkened. Black claws extended from her fingertips from one hand as she picked at the tube attached to her arm. I stuffed my hands into my pockets as I approached.

      “Damn it all,” she hissed. “All the shit I go through and I’m bested by a piece of fucking tape?”

      I giggled and the sound made her shoot her gaze up to me. I was taken aback for a moment by the dark irises that overtook the whites of her eyes, but then I relaxed when I still spotted my friend beneath the demonic exterior. “Hey, Jess.”

      A glimmer of hope lit her eyes, then glazed over with anger. She staggered to the bars and pressed her face against them as she showed me her elongated teeth. “Well, look who’s come to collect.” She tilted her head, the jerky movement reminding me she wasn’t human. “Did you send your Hunter boyfriend to kidnap me?” Her gaze shifted to him in the darkness. “What was the payment? Did she finally put out or something?”

      I smacked the bars, making her jump away as she hissed. “Enough!” Glancing back at the Hunter, I unclenched my fist. “I think it’s better if you leave, Dante.”

      He moved to my side, radiating heat that contrasted against the cool darkness pooling inside of me. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.” I itched to run my icy fingers over his skin and leech his warmth, but I knew what that feeling meant now. I was part succubus, which meant I fed on men through touch. Leaving the campus made it all come rushing back, and without Kaito’s binds I was having a hard time resisting the call of my hunger.

      “If you stay here, I’m going to feed on you,” I answered honestly.

      He was quiet for a long moment, then finally conceded with a grunt. “I’ll be just outside. If I hear anything, I’m coming in.”

      Jess chuckled after he’d left. “You really have him on a leash, don’t you?” She scratched at the tape again as she forced her heavy eyelids open. I wondered how much sedative she was hooked up to, and if I should be worried or impressed how hard she fought it.

      “I can help with that,” I offered as I reached through the bars. “Come here.”

      She smirked at me. “You’re either very brave, or very stupid. You know I could chomp your hand off, right?” She playfully snapped her shark-like teeth at me.

      I opened and closed my hand in invitation. “Whatever, Jess. If you want to bite my hand off, go for it, but then you’ll need to remove that IV yourself and you don’t seem to be doing a great job of it.” I grinned. “Plus, Dante will probably kill you, so there’s that too.”

      She sighed before complying. Inching closer to me, she offered the bruised wrist. There was no denying I was part demonspawn when I saw familiar black skin scab over into dangerous claws. She and I had more in common than I was willing to admit. Clearing my throat, I worked at the tape. She hissed as I ripped it off. “Bitch,” she grumbled as she scurried back into the corner and cradled her arm.

      “I could have left it on,” I replied.

      “Not that, you dumb blonde. You’re the reason I’m in here!”

      “I’m not,” I said flatly, then crouched and swiped away dirt from the floor before sitting on it. “At least, I’m not the one who ordered Dante to kidnap you. Would you care to tell me how that went down?”

      She studied me for a long time with those dark, eerie eyes before replying. “You’re telling the truth.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, duh. The Hunter kidnapped me just as much as he kidnapped you,” I said, the realization hitting me. I looked around at the cages. “He just has a different use for me, and if I fail, I’m going to wind up here.”

      It hurt to say it out loud, but I couldn’t deny it. He might be one of my Virtues, but I had no doubt that Dante, Kaito, and all of my other Virtues had agendas of their own that didn’t have my best interests in mind. I fisted my skirt and stuck the other hand into my pocket, finding the badge I’d ripped off. I took it out and toyed with it over my fingers. “Do you know what Dante wants from me?”

      She studied me for a long time before replying. “You’re special, Lils. I was supposed to recruit you to Monster Academy, but the Hunter got to you first. I imagine he wants what any Hunter wants—to sell you to the highest bidder.”

      “And why does Monster Academy want me?”

      She chuckled. “You really don’t know, do you?”

      I slammed my palm against the bars, making them rattle. “No! I don’t know anything and if someone doesn’t start giving me answers, I’m going to bust a bitch.”

      She burst out laughing, the sound so genuine that I almost forgot she had horns. “Wow. I really had you all wrong.” She crossed her arms and settled herself against the wall. “You’re special, Lily. Part succubus, part demonspawn.” She tapped her horns. “You’re a special demonspawn, though. Since you have a hybrid heritage, you have a mortal body. Me? I have to make do with a human sleeve.” She scratched at the place where her horns protruded from her hairline. “After that Hunter friend of yours ruined my last one, I can’t quite get it on all the way.”

      Ew. I didn’t ask what she meant by a “human sleeve” because that sounded self-explanatory, but that sounded disgusting.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Why use a sleeve at all?”

      She shrugged. “At first it was part of the job. I not only had to look human, but I had to be a supernatural that wouldn’t send you off screaming. Cindy thought that if I impersonated a succubus—with a little magical help, of course—and eventually revealed my demonspawn likeness to you that you’d be able to unlock those powers.” She lifted her lip in a snarl. “But there’s another pesky little part of you that kept interfering. It was what had wiped your memories and took a bunch of supernaturals down with you. Every time Cindy tried to dose you with evil, you burned it right out.”

      I blinked a few times. “What do you mean?”

      The side of her plump lips ticked up. “Remember those shots we’d sneak behind the bar? Well, yours were pure evil, a concoction from Hell itself. We were hoping it would Awaken you.”

      “No,” I whispered, my voice going hoarse. “What did you mean that I took a bunch of supernaturals down with me?”

      She laughed. “How do you think supernaturals have been losing their memories?”

      “I thought it was because of the Echoes of Calamity.”

      “Wrong,” she said in a singsong voice. “That was all you. You’re powerful, Lily. When the third part of you took over, it took away your demonspawn form, gave you a mortal’s body, took away your painful memories, and the shockwave rippled out through all the realms.”

      I swallowed hard. “And the skull rune on Cindy’s door?”

      “Meant to attract you. It worked, but it also attracted others you had impacted. We decided to use it to our advantage to recruit for Monster Academy on the down low.”

      “I can’t believe it,” I murmured. All of this was my fault. I was the reason thousands of supernaturals didn’t know who they were, where they were from, or where they belonged.

      I’d done this to them.

      I almost didn’t feel bad for Jess poisoning me with evil, because I deserved it. The booze that Jess had favored always did have a funny taste, but I’d liked it before the burn came. I’d always taken that to mean it had high alcohol content. A shiver ran up my spine. “I don’t know what the third part of me is,” I admitted, “but now I’m not sure I want to know.” What if I had wiped out my memories for a reason?

      Another thought rumbled through my body and made me tremble. What if Kaito knew I was the origin of the memory wipes? What if by binding me as his Virtue, he guaranteed that he could study me, all up close and personal.

      Bastard.

      Jess crawled closer to me and wrapped her clawed fingers around the bars. “You’re different now.” She sniffed the air. “I sense darkness within you.”

      I nodded as I continued to stare at the torn badge in my hand. “The Academy has been trying to Awaken me, too. They succeeded, to an extent.” I let my claws come out, shredding the icon. It tore a little piece of my heart with it. I had wanted the Academy to be my redemption. Wanted to believe Kaito when he said that my Virtues would bring out the best in me.

      Instead, it had just shown me where I really belong.

      Jess gasped and delight lit her dark eyes. “So, when are we busting out of here?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I told Jess everything. My debt to Hendrik. How I had bonded with Kaito and Orion. How I felt betrayed. How Kaito bound my succubus and demonspawn powers.

      All of it.

      She even apologized for trying to kill me and I believed her. When Dante had come to collect me, she really thought that I was going to embrace Fortune Academy’s rhetoric, resulting in the destruction of her and all the “monsters” that had come to Earth.

      I was starting to see who the real monsters were.

      She also explained that I had called a demonspawn to me in the panthers’ locker room out of instinct from feeling threatened. That unnerved me and I didn’t want to accidentally call more demonspawn to my “aid.” The dumb thing had tried to attack me, or so it had seemed. Maybe it was just trying to drag me down to Hell where it thought I might be safe.

      Thanks, but no thanks.

      “I’ll make a mental note not to ask the stone for help again,” I promised.

      Her gaze lingered hungrily on the object of our discussion. “I can’t believe a Dark Mage had one of those,” she admitted. “It’s pretty rare, and only members of the royal bloodline can use it without severe consequences.” She smirked. “Which means he either knows what you are, or he wants to find out.”

      That didn’t surprise me. Hendrik no doubt suspected I wasn’t telling the full truth and he liked to play with his pets. He also didn’t seem the type to have any qualms about letting someone else suffer magical consequences.

      As for others being able to use the Blood Stone, well, there went my plans on letting Olivia use it to restore her magic. I highly doubted she had any relation to a demonic royal bloodline.

      But that left Hendrik. “Why would he want me to charge it, then?”

      She grinned. “I like Dark Mages. They have no soul, so they have nothing left to lose. Consequences wouldn’t mean much to him.”

      I hummed in response. “I guess so.” At least Hendrik was open about his agenda in using me. He’d never pretended otherwise.

      The stone warmed my icy fingers as I turned it over in my grasp. “Do you think it’ll give us enough power to jump realms?” I had no desire to pawn more power off of Hendrik. I’d seen what it had cost Dante. Hendrik did not offer up his clan’s magic for free.

      Jess hummed in thought as she tapped a claw against a plump lip. I hadn’t noticed the tail until now as she quietly whipped it across the cell’s floor. “It seems that Fortune Academy is close to Hell. I think getting back to Earth would be out of the question, but the stone could easily take us to the Hell realms.”

      I went dizzy at that. Sure, maybe I was starting to embrace my dark side, but that didn’t mean I wanted to go to Hell. “And why would we go there? I mean, I know Fortune Academy is full of two-faced assholes, but surely it’s better than Hell.” If that was her idea of escape, then I’d rather just stay put.

      She chuckled. “This would be so much easier if you remembered who you are. You have allies in Hell, Lily. You’re the first demonspawn in a long ass time to walk the earth as native-born. And your lineage? Don’t even get me started.”

      My claws retracted so I could wring my hands.

      Royal lineage.

      Allies in Hell.

      I really didn’t like where this was going.

      “So, who are my parents?” I pressed, swallowing the lump in my throat.

      She grinned. “Oh, sweetie. I’m not going to tell you. The look on your face when we get to Hell will be all the sweeter.”

      Her gaze dipped to my Blood Stone and I realized I had been cupping it for strength. I let it fall to my chest. It pushed warmth into me, easing my hunger to a dull ache. “Fine. Then I need to finish charging it.”

      Jess’s smiled dimmed as she slunk away from the bars. “Well you’re not charging it on me.”

      I chuckled. “Don’t worry. I have plenty of other options.”

      It was time to teach my Virtues a lesson.

      Starting with Kaito.
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      Dante grilled me the entire trip back to campus, even when he opened the gate and let me through the barrier that tingled up my spine. I hated the sigh of relief that escaped me when I slipped past its border. There was something about the campus that suppressed my hunger and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing.

      “Why won’t you tell me anything?” he growled.

      “Because it’s none of your business,” I retorted as I stormed down the street towards Kaito’s office.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Again, none of your business.” I glanced over my shoulder to see him prowling after me. “Are you going to follow me all night?”

      His orange eyes glowed with impatience, but he didn’t move to touch me. “If I have to.”

      “Fine,” I snapped, looking forward. “But I’m still not talking to you.”

      We sped-walked in silence until I finally started to get tired. The campus might reduce my hunger, but it also made me feel more… mortal. I reluctantly paused to catch my breath as I eased onto the edge of a platform that held a variety of exotic plants. Some glowed with soft magical lights, reminding me that we were nowhere near Earth. I plucked one and toyed with it over my fingers, sensing its magic.

      “There are protection wards all over campus,” Dante admitted when he joined me, indicating the bloom. “Now you know what the flowers are for.”

      “Like your room?” I asked. I hadn’t seen any flowers, but as I’d learned with Cindy, sometimes it only took a rune or a spell.

      He nodded.

      A sigh escaped me and I brushed my hair away from my face. My breath puffed into the air in a little cloud and I shivered wishing I’d worn more layers.

      Dante surprised me by removing his coat and draping it over my shoulders. Without it I could see the wrappings he kept over the stump at his wrist where he’d lost a hand in payment to Hendrik. Payment to get me registered as a student. At the time, I’d thought it an incredible sacrifice, but he’d only been doing it for himself. I hadn’t worked out his agenda yet, but he was a Hunter. It could be as something as simple as coin.

      My gaze drifted over the rest of his body, unable to resist the delicious hard edges. He only wore a light shirt, which did little to hide his bulging muscles and perfect abs. I might hate him, but I still had eyes.

      I forced myself to look away. “Aren’t you cold?”

      He smirked. “I thought you weren’t talking to me.”

      Glaring, I hugged the coat to my shoulders, hating how I loved its warmth and the smell of him that wrapped around me. No matter what, he was still one of my Virtues, which was precisely why Kaito had picked him to get to me. I was weak when it came to a cosmic connection that I couldn’t resist. “Thanks for reminding me,” I snapped and then fell into silence.

      Once I’d rested up, I shrugged off the coat and let it fall to the ground behind me as I walked. I heard Dante pick it up without a word.

      Kaito wasn’t in his office when we arrived, which I guess I should have expected at this time of night. I was just so used to him working around the clock trying to uncover more information on the prophecy.

      I just stood there for a moment like a dumbass until Dante pushed past me. “He has a call button,” he said as he pushed aside a collection of books to reveal an intercom. He pressed it and a low call tone sounded.

      I crossed my arms as I waited. Kaito’s bedroom was on the ground floor and I’d only been there a handful of times. It was risky business. I doubted that the other counselors or the Dean knew of my relationship with Kaito and in spite of everything, I wasn’t going to reveal that he was one of my Virtues. The less attention I drew to myself right now the better. I’d finish charging my Blood Stone and then I would get back to Jess. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around going to Hell, but I’d cross that bridge when I got to it.

      Right now, I trusted Jess more than any of my Virtues.

      Ten minutes later a disheveled Kaito stumbled into his office with a dagger in hand. “Is Lily okay?” he mumbled as concern furrowed his brow. He spotted me behind Dante and relaxed, giving me a smile that melted my heart. “Thank the gods you’re okay.” He punched Dante. “Don’t scare me like that, douchebag. You know the call button is only for emergencies.”

      Dante shrugged. “Is it an emergency, Lily? Or did you storm out of the West Wing like your ass was on fire for no reason?”

      Kaito’s eyes went wide, then he swiped a hand over his face. “Shit. I’m sorry, Dante. I told her where you were.”

      “Maybe, but I’m the one who told her that I brought back her demonspawn friend.”

      Kaito raised a brow, glancing at me. “I thought we weren’t going to tell her about that.”

      I bristled, but Dante reacted before I could. “I wouldn’t have, but your stupid binds broke and she seduced it out of me!” The Hunter moved to whack Kaito upside the head, but my mentor moved with impressive speed, reminding me that whatever supernatural my mentor was, it was on par with Dante’s powers. “Moron,” Dante grumbled and crossed his arms, tucking his stumped wrist into the folds of his coat.

      I swallowed as I reconsidered going demonspawn on Kaito’s ass, at least with Dante here. He knew I was up to something and he wasn’t letting me out of his sight.

      Kaito pushed past the Hunter and came to me, wrapping me in an embrace. I stiffened when I felt the hard press of the hilt of his blade against my back, but then he realized he was still holding onto it and he placed it on his desk. He pinched my chin and tilted my face up to look at him. “Are you okay, Koneko-chan?”

      Gods. He was so beautiful. So sweet. I wanted to believe that he loved me. Our Virtue bond sang with harmony and I couldn’t resist the urge to lean in and kiss him. My stomach tightened when I managed to pull away. “I’m tired of all the secrets,” I admitted. “I’m tired of everyone trying to use me for their own agenda.”

      A puzzled look swept over his face. It was no surprise I was tired of secrets, but I hadn’t yet admitted to him that I knew he had an agenda. That he was just using me and how much that hurt.

      “Do you think you’re ready to learn what you are?” he asked. “I’ve been hoping you could Awaken after enough time, but I’m afraid that’s the one thing we’re running out of.” He swept his touch over my cheek and his thumb ran over my lower lip. “I think I was afraid to push you, but I can see the hurt in your eyes. I’m being selfish by keeping you here.”

      I ran my touch over his fingers, relishing his warmth and enjoying it while I could. “You mean, I don’t belong at the Academy?” I had figured out as much by now, but I wanted to hear him say it.

      He smiled, and his genuine delight confused me. “Oh, Lily. This place was made for you.”

      “You mean the cages in the West Wing were made for me,” I said, managing to pull away again. I flashed a glance at the Hunter who was waiting quietly in the corner. I knew not to underestimate his still composure. That’s when he was the most alert—the most dangerous.

      His smile dimmed and he insulted me with the confused look on his face. He turned to Dante. “What did you tell her?”

      Dante shrugged. “Nothing. She came barging into the Monster Arena’s underground and would have gotten caught. She wanted to see the demonspawn that I spent a year tracking down.” He slipped his grip over the hilt of his blade, the motion subtle enough that I would have missed it had I not been looking for it. “I made the mistake of leaving her alone with it. I don’t know what she said, or did, but she’s pissed off and I don’t want her taking it out on you.”

      Kaito turned back to me, his shoulders slumping. This wasn’t the reaction I had been expecting from someone who had been using me. Did he really expect me never to find out? To love him in spite of it all?

      “I know you’re using me, Kaito,” I said with finality, securing that stitch in my side that came with rejecting one of my bonded Virtues. It would take more than this to severe the bond, but I sensed voicing my findings would begin the process.

      “That’s not true,” he said, easing onto the edge of the desk as he clasped his hands. It was the posture he always took with me when he was treating me like a troubled student. “I’m trying to help you.”

      “Oh yeah?” I snapped, shoving into his face. “Then why didn’t you tell me that I’m the reason everyone lost their memories? Or are you going to pretend you didn’t know that as well?”

      Silence engulfed the room, revealing that both Dante and Kaito knew very well that I was the epicenter of one of the worst catastrophes to befall supernaturals.

      “I was going to—”

      “No you weren’t!” I cut him off, digging my nails into his thighs and drawing blood.

      I didn’t realize that I had shoved my way between his legs, but now I let my claws come out. Kaito flinched, but didn’t move to defend himself.

      He cleared his throat. “Dante. Give her the Fortune Card.”

      I glanced at the Hunter. “The what?”

      Dante’s eyes had taken on a dangerous hue and his white-knuckled grip on his dagger said he was seconds away from lopping my head off. “I did not spend a year of my life tracking that thing down so that you could rush her into using it. Look at her, Kaito. She’s embracing the darkness. Giving her the card will not make this better. When she breaks it and releases its magic, it’ll rip her apart and she’s not ready for it.”

      I dug my fingers further into Kaito’s muscles, eliciting a groan from his lips. I thought that Dante had spent a year looking for Cindy or Jess, but now the truth was coming out. “Why did Dante go on a mission to retrieve a card?”

      Kaito went still. “Because I asked him to.”

      I twisted my grip. “And what will it do?”

      Kaito’s silver eyes watched mine with an unflinching gaze. “Take you to meet your mother.” His jaw worked before he added, “One of them, at least.”
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      I had no idea what to think or who to believe. What did Kaito mean that I had more than one mother? He couldn’t possibly mean that biologically, so did that mean my parents were a lesbian couple and had a sperm donor? Not that it would be an odd family unit, but I still didn’t get how a silver card was going to help me meet one of them.

      Thoughts of Jess’s revelations filtered through my mind. She said that I had demonic lineage, but this didn’t feel demonic. It felt somehow… holy.

      I flipped over the Fortune card that had the school’s icon on the back. It shimmered with an internal sparkle that said it was definitely a magical artifact. It warmed my otherwise cold fingers and had a slight jingle to it when I shook it.

      I stuffed it in my pocket and marched down the pathway. Only the occasional student was out this early, as most of them tended to go to the Sports Arena or hang out in dorm parties on our days off. I, instead, had spent last night washing off Kaito’s blood all the while feeling like a turd and hardly gotten any sleep. Sleeping in was so off the table for me.

      It was stupid to feel guilty. Kaito was the one who was using me, but I hated hurting him and not trusting him. That was the downside of the Virtue connection. I couldn’t think straight.

      I needed help and there was only one person on campus I could trust with my life, and that was Olivia.

      She’d be at the library studying like the overachiever she was. It was supposed to be our day off, but Olivia wouldn’t rest until she was just as good as the other Dark Mages.

      I often caught her studying anything she could get her hands on when it came to the library’s collection of documents and testimonies that covered memory loss suffered by the supernaturals. She had started to remember what she was, but not who she was. I didn’t blame her for trying to seek out answers.

      Just like the rest of the buildings at the Academy, the library was both magical and impressive. Looming statues garnished the exterior, reminding me of Roman columns. Each figure held up their hands as if keeping the library’s top floor aloft. It was symbolism that knowledge came with a heavy burden that was best lifted together. That only made me feel more lonely.

      The musky scent of worn books enveloped me the moment I was inside. It made my shoulders relax a trifle, but it wasn’t until I found Olivia that I cracked a smile. There she was in her standard spot, far in the back on the top floor surrounded by piles of books. She didn’t peek up at me until I came up from behind her and poked her in the ribs.

      “Yikes! Lily!” she said, grabbing her side and choking on her surprise. “Don’t do that to me.”

      I chuckled as I pushed aside enough books to make a spot to settle next to her. The carpet on the top floor was like plush velvet and I sank my hands into it, squeezing lightly with my fingers. “You need to be more aware of your surroundings,” I insisted. “What if I had been Melinda?”

      Olivia’s cheeks reddened and she frowned. I didn’t often see her angry, but it was cute when she was. “The bitch already bombarded me today.” She held up a torn book. “She’s going to get me in trouble, you know! This one had to have been expensive.”

      All laughter swept out of me in an instant. “Oh, I was joking. Is she actually bullying you?” Melinda should know better than that. Olivia and I were allies, and as far as the campus was aware, I belonged to Hendrik. Even if I was a pet, Melinda should know better than to piss him off by messing with me or my allies.

      Olivia scoffed. “Every single fucking day. I haven’t told you about it, but you know what, this crosses a line.” She blew out a hard breath as she held up the mangled cover. “I can’t tolerate such desecration.”

      I smirked. “It sounds like she’s been a pain in your ass for a while, but this?” I indicated the book remains. “Clearly, this has crossed a line.”

      She scoffed. “Uh, yeah?”

      Olivia was a total book nerd and I loved her for it.

      “Do you need backup?” Olivia didn’t like for me to defend her, but she was my friend and if there was something I could do about it, then I would make it a priority no matter what was going on with me. The end of the world could wait.

      She tapped her lip. “What about Hendrik? Make him useful for something. He’s all about that alliances shit.”

      It was true, but I wanted to deal with this personally.

      Olivia picked up on my unease and sighed. “I can handle myself, Lily.” She straightened, as if mentally brushing off her irritation and smiled. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here? Usually you’re blowing off steam at the Awakening Arena on our days off.”

      It was true. What can I say? I have rage issues.

      I leaned against her and propped my chin on her bony shoulder. Olivia was so cute and tiny, but she made for a poor pillow. “Orion left campus just to get away from me. Logan is trying to dominate me like I’m just another member of his pack. Dante goes on a year-long mission and comes back as if everything he’s done has been for me. Kaito acts like I should be grateful for everything he does. And Hendrik wants me to be his pet.”

      Olivia chuckled. “And I thought I had guy problems.”

      “I feel like everyone is out to get me,” I said mournfully. Normally, I didn’t want to whine about my problems, but Olivia was always a good listener.

      Her smiled dimmed as she glanced around the library. “Gee, what would give you that idea?”

      “I just told you—”

      Olivia shifted out from under me, making me fumble. “Lils. Look.”

      I blinked up for the first time to see that we were no longer alone. Hundreds of students had appeared and stared at us with glazed looks as they slowly shuffled closer.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end and I dove into that cold pit in my chest. My Blood Stone reacted, creating an equilibrium of power in my body that hummed to life.

      Then I sensed it. Everyone here had been spelled.

      “What should we do?” Olivia whispered as she slowly got to her feet, ready to bolt.

      Not that we had anywhere to go.

      There was only one staircase down and there wasn’t a window in sight on this level. A wall of students formed in front of it, their emotionless expressions creeping me out.

      My nostrils flared. “Melinda,” I growled.

      Olivia nodded in confirmation. “She’s nearby.”

      I knew a Muse was powerful, but this kind of show took the cake.

      A line of thralls parted to reveal a smug-looking Melinda as she waltzed towards us, hips swaying with confidence. “Well, well, well. I finally have the both of you in one place.” She chuckled and flicked a curl of her hair over her shoulder. “Really, how stupid are you guys? I’ve seen your little roommate coming to study here for ages, and it’s such a perfect place for an ambush.” She grinned, the gesture verging on maniacal. “All I had to do was wait.”

      She snapped her fingers.

      Each student produced a weapon ranging from silver flashes of daggers to sharpened pencils held in white-knuckled grips. One of the thralls without a weapon looked stressed, then bent down and picked up a heavy book to hold over his head, ready to strike.

      “You’re crossing a line,” I warned Melinda. “The Dean will expel you if you force them to hurt us.”

      I knew that the cliques were encouraged to develop supernatural relationships and abilities, but outright killing students was forbidden. I hoped that maiming would be off the table, too, but given what I’d seen on campus so far, I wasn’t so sure.

      Melinda’s laughter chimed through the library with an irritating echo of power rushing behind it. Her eyes glowed with a soft azure heat that smoked pleasantly around her face.

      Where had she gotten so much power?

      “Really? Because from what I’ve heard you are a stubborn dud that refuses to Awaken. I might have convinced the Dean that a real life-or-death situation would do wonders for you. And if you were as strong as Hendrik thinks you are, then a little fun with thralls could hardly do you harm.”  She shrugged her tiny graceful shoulders. “Professor Payne also backed me up, saying that with your fighting skill at such a high level, this is the kind of challenge that might just work. I mean, you faced your little Hunter and lived to talk about it.” She flashed me a grin. “Consider me extra credit.”

      Her thralls moved in, shuffling like zombies as they readied their weapons.

      Olivia grabbed my hand until all feeling left my fingers. Thoughts raced in my mind, but I couldn’t think of a way out of this one that wouldn’t wind up hurting or killing half of the students here.

      “They’re innocents,” I growled. “The Dean is okay with their blood on her hands?”

      Melinda snapped her fingers, sending two of the thralls to impale themselves in the stomach with their weapons. They fell to the ground with a soft thud and blood pooled around their still forms. “Does that answer your question?”

      “She’s a psycho,” Olivia hissed, pulling me back against the wall. Her frantic eyes darted as her breath came in quick gasps. “I’m going to have to use my magic.”

      “No,” I snapped, the word a command. “That would kill you.”

      Olivia pleaded with me with her gaze. “What other choice do we have?”

      There was another choice, but it meant trusting Kaito.

      Damn it all.

      I brought out the Fortune card and broke it in half.
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      The crack of lightning followed with blinding pain as the card’s magic rushed a blast of wind around Olivia and me. I screamed as it billowed in, sending shards of horrific agony slicing over my skin and revealing my black blood that swept away on its currents.

      Olivia likewise held onto me, taken by the magic I had dumbly released. She screwed her eyes shut and bit down on a cry as streaks of red split across her skin.

      I should have known better than to trust Kaito. Now we were both going to die.

      I wrapped my arms around my friend and held her close as the winds continued to barrage against us. Instinct told me not to delve into that cold pit of power at my chest. Instead, I pushed it down as far as I could and locked it up tight before it was destroyed. That part of me would not be welcome where we were going.

      The rush of winds and sharp pains went on for ages, making me wonder if this was our new reality until we finally succumbed to being sliced up into a thousand tiny little bits. The pain finally eased off and warmth spread over me. I wasn’t sure if it was a new magic inside my chest that had decided to come out, or if it was all the blood that smeared across my skin and I’d finally gone numb.

      A bright light flashed and then the winds stopped in a deafening roar that retreated, leaving me to collapse with an unconscious Olivia onto the soft ground. All the blood had been cleaned from our bodies and our uniforms glowed with a healthy golden sheen.

      I wept.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I cried, but everything felt like it had just changed. The dark, cold parts of me that had been fighting to the surface during my time at the Academy were now sufficiently locked away, leaving me feeling hollow inside.

      It should have made me feel relieved.

      It didn’t.

      “Take deep breaths,” a male voice instructed.

      I snapped my gaze up to find Orion beaming down at me with a smile like the cat who ate the canary.

      “The fuck I’ll take deep breaths,” I said, quickly wiping away my tears. It felt like I’d been run over by a bullet train and then dunked under boiling water. The last thing I wanted right now was Orion towering over me with his beautiful, smug face.

      He knelt so that we were eye-level, because, yeah, I hadn’t been able to get off my ass after that kind of beating. He tugged my arm out of the way and revealed Olivia’s face. I stroked hair out of her eyes, noting that her dark locks had turned completely white.

      “Pretty brazen of you to curse here, much less bring a buddy.” He looked like he was going to offer to help me get up, then thought better of it and stood, giving me space. “You’re lucky she survived.”

      “Where are we?” I snapped as I staggered to my feet with a limp Olivia in tow. It surprised me how light she was, then I realized my supernatural strength was still there and even stronger than before. I lifted Olivia and tucked her into the crook of one arm. I had thought that my supernatural strength had come from my demonspawn side, but perhaps it was from my third mystery heritage.

      I had a feeling I was about to find out what that heritage was.

      My eyes had been better suited to seeing in the dark, but this place blazed with golden light everywhere I looked. I squinted and could barely make out the silhouette of golden buildings and streets. A distant melody rang out on the horizon, making my heart warm at its beauty. The scent of a flower I couldn’t name tinged my nose and helped me relax.

      I shook off the allure of this place, focusing my attention on the cocky Demigod still grinning at me. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, which just pissed me off even more at how stupidly gorgeous he was. A simple white piece of cloth wrapped around his waist and dangled at his knees.

      My gaze swept over him of its own accord. “Well if this is Olympus, you sure do look the part.”

      He chuckled, the warm sound settling pleasantly in my chest. His constellation-like freckles gleamed with a healthy glow reaching all the way to his eyes, giving him an otherworldly look. Even his hair shone with brilliance as if he exuded more power here than I’d ever seen at the Academy. “This isn’t Olympus. It’s Heaven.” He shrugged. “Well, at least it’s one of the outer realms where the living can walk around. Going inside the gates is reserved for spirits.” He gestured at the distant golden columns that went all the way into the clouds. “No getting past those babies.”

      I blinked a few times at him to see if he was joking. “You can’t be serious.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you feel it? There’s a sense of peace you can’t put your finger on, right? If you were a spirit, you wouldn’t be able to feel any negative emotion at all. But…” He pinched my cheek and I flinched away. “Given your sour expression, I’m glad to see that you’re very much alive.”

      “No touching,” I snipped.

      He raised his hands in mock surrender. “As you wish, little star.”

      I frowned, studying him again. He was far too happy, which had me wondering if he’d managed to break our Virtue bond. Just the thought of it made me sad. I didn’t realize that my face had fallen until Orion put a finger under my chin.

      “What’s on your mind, little star?” he asked with an annoying smugness to his voice.

      I wasn’t going to give him the fucking satisfaction. “I was wondering if you’d still be pretty if I gouged one of your eyes out.”

      He chuckled, pinching my chin. “Aren’t you sweet,” he said, then moved away again. “Right, no touching.” He smiled before turning and walking.

      Seeing as I had nowhere else to go, I followed, hoisting an unconscious Olivia along.

      After a moment of agonizing silence, I couldn’t take it anymore. “Say I did have something on my mind. A certain wolf might have told me you came here to break our Virtue bond. Would I feel it if you succeeded? Given how much we hate each other already, and all.”

      He chuckled. “Hate and love have a fine line.”

      I growled. “You’re not answering my question.”

      “I know.”

      Fucking bastard. Again with the games.

      “Just tell me why you’re here, Orion,” I snapped, shoving in front of him to glower up at his perfect face. “If you’ve learned anything about the Virtue bond, spill it. It’s new to me too.” Maybe if I was honest with him he’d actually throw me a bone. I wanted to know why he was here, the place where Kaito said I’d find answers.

      “I have learned quite a bit, actually. Your mother has been very informative.”

      “What?” I said, almost dropping Olivia. “You talked to my mother?”

      “Oh yeah,” he said, puffing out his chest. “I came here to see if any of the gods would help me break the bond, but then your mother explained everything to me. She’s a delight, unlike you.”

      I shuffled closer to him so he could fully see my glare. “So let me get this straight. You came here to break our bond without even knowing what that would do to me, and then you talk up my mother and get all chummy?”

      He whistled. “With a body like hers, I could definitely get more than ‘chummy.’”

      “Orion! Ew!”

      He chuckled. “Relax. Your mother is off limits.” He sighed. “Unfortunately.”

      I rubbed my temple. “You’re giving me a headache.”

      We reached a gate and he opened it, revealing a long field of grass with massive waterfalls framing it on all sides. A shimmering wall swept up the sides, making the whole place look like it was inside of a bubble. “It’s just the light from the perimeter gates. We have resting realms tucked all over the place. I prefer this one.”

      I wanted to argue with him out of principle, but the sheer brilliance of the gates was getting to me. Two-thirds of my body rejected this place and buried itself as far into my soul as it could go, leaving me feeling incomplete.

      Stumbling into the field, I instantly let out a sigh of relief as the intense brilliance lifted and Olivia stirred. “Careful,” I whispered as I gently helped Olivia onto her feet.

      She rubbed her face and groaned. “Where are we?” She tried to open her eyes and then winced. “And who hit me on the head? My ears are ringing.”

      “Hey, Olivia?” I asked, leaning in closer to her. “Open your eyes again.”

      Her brows furrowed as she slit her eyes open once more, revealing the most gorgeous golden irises I’d ever seen.

      “What is it?” she asked, touching her cheek with one hand.

      Orion chuckled. “Well I’ll be damned. You gave a Dark Mage her soul back.”
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      Orion insisted we all sit down at a traditional Demigod feast. He briefly informed me that I’d accidentally converted Olivia into a Light Mage—no biggie—and that the gods would enjoy having lunch with her.

      Within moments a glimmer of servant sprites had set out an enormous blanket with a long table in the center that boasted every kind of mouth-watering treat I could have imagined—because Cherubs had better things to do, according to Orion.

      He also invited some of his relatives, who were all just as gorgeous as he was, and I tried not to wonder too hard if they were actually gods as they struck up conversation with Olivia.

      However, Orion’s hot uncles and cousins weren’t who had me pinned to the spot.

      No, that shock was reserved for my mother.

      She sat across from me with her legs tucked underneath her as she smiled ear-to-ear. “Lilith, I can’t believe how far you’ve come. Just look at you.” She reached out and stroked my blonde hair for the third time, tucking it behind my ear in a way that made me feel like this really was my mother.

      But how could she be? Brilliant white wings spanned out behind her and a golden glow emanated around her head.

      She was an angel.

      Which made me… what? Exactly?

      I cleared my throat and coddled my goblet of wine, because no Demigod feast was complete without goblets.

      “So… you were about to explain where I come from,” I said, having trouble meeting her grey eyes, the only part of her that wasn’t blazing with the same intensity of gold I’d endured outside. “My conception, I mean.”

      “Your father and I wanted you so badly,” she began, beaming at me with pride. “I couldn’t conceive because of what I am.”

      “An angel,” I said, stating it out loud just to make it real.

      She chuckled. “Yes.”

      Orion plucked a bunch of grapes from the main stem on the table and offered it to me. “You must be starving after your trip. How did you manage to get here, anyway? Is it because you’re part angel?” He waggled his brows. “None of my relatives can say they’ve fucked an angel.”

      “Orion,” warned an older man with a long, silver beard. He took a sip from his goblet and glowered. “Have some manners.”

      Orion’s question washed over me. I was part angel; what else could this all mean? It was hard to believe that’s what I was. I didn’t feel very… angelic.

      “I’m good,” I said as I pushed away the grapes. My mouth went dry, so I took another sip from the goblet. The warmth of the wine traveled to my belly and helped me to feel more grounded, as if I wasn’t sitting in a field with a bunch of gods and my angel mother. “And how I got here is none of your business,” I added.

      “Was it one of Renee’s cards?” Silvia, my mother, asked with a gentle smile.

      I shrugged. “Maybe.” I recalled from my studies that Renee was one of Fortune Academy’s founders, as well as a powerful Fate Witch. If anyone had the power to get to Heaven, it was her.

      Olivia chuckled. “You’re so defensive, Lils.”

      Olivia didn’t seem to be having nearly as much trouble processing all of this, but perhaps that had something to do with the fact that coming here had given her a new soul. She took the grapes from Orion, who frowned in response.

      “So you were saying you couldn’t conceive right away,” Olivia pressed, stuffing two grapes in her mouth. “Was Lily’s father a mortal?”

      “Olivia,” I hissed, but my mother waved me off.

      “It’s all right, dear.” She tugged at her tight dress as she readjusted her position on the ground, revealing pale-white porcelain skin. She didn’t dress very modestly for an angel, but she definitely had the body to pull it off. “Your father was the Incubus King.”

      I sputtered on my wine. “So that’s why I’m part succubus?”

      She shrugged. “Perhaps. There is your second mother to consider in your genetics.”

      “Excuse me?” I’d thought Kaito to be exaggerating a lesbian couple situation, but the way my angel mother was talking was saying I actually had three parents.

      She perused the treats on the table until she finally selected an orange and began peeling. “You’re special, my daughter. You were conceived by the power of an Incubus King, a fallen angel, and a third powerful supernatural that I can’t speak about on holy ground.”

      That made me raise my brows. “Because she’s demonic royalty?”

      She chuckled. “Something like that.”

      “And you’re a fallen angel?” She sure didn’t look like one.

      Her face took on a somber expression as she considered her orange. “I earned my feathers back when I sacrificed my mortal life.” She glanced up at me, peering through the filter of her white eyelashes. “I didn’t know if I’d ever get the chance to see you all grown up, but here you are.” The love she held for me in that gaze made me hold my breath until she finally looked away, working again at her orange.

      We all went silent for a while and Orion’s relatives splintered off into quiet conversation.

      “I’ll leave you be,” he said, leaning in to kiss my cheek. The motion was so natural that I didn’t pull away. “Don’t miss me too much,” he added.

      There’s my cocky Demigod.

      Silvia ate her orange, then wiped her fingers on a small napkin while Olivia sampled some of the more meaty dishes. I finished off my goblet, kicking it back to take in the final drops and then I set it down, only to find it completely refilled when I picked it up again.

      “Why don’t the two of you tell me why you’re here,” Silvia said after we’d all been quiet for far too long.

      Olivia startled, having been working on a slab of ribs, and set her plate down. “We were attacked.”

      Silvia looked to me and I nodded in confirmation. “We were boxed in. I had the card and I knew it would take us somewhere else. I didn’t think too hard about it, just got us out.”

      “I see,” she said, disappointment on her face as she looked at her hands.

      I knew that I should feel something, or want to hug her or tell her how happy I was to meet her, but I didn’t know this woman—this angel. She felt so foreign and strange to me and I didn’t even know what to say.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally offered, wishing I had something better than an apology. “I know that doesn’t fix anything, because you were probably hoping I’d come here to see you, but before today I didn’t even know you existed.”

      She drew in a deep breath, as if collecting herself, and then smiled. “Edwin told me that your memories would be wiped, and it’s just as well. I’m grateful for that.”

      “Edwin?” I asked, wanting first to know if this was another surprise I should be aware of. “He’s not my second father too, or something, right?”

      She chuckled, the sound coming with a delightful little jingling in the air. “Heavens, no. He’s Renee’s mate and a fellow angel. In fact I intend to take you to meet him when we’re done here. He’ll be able to explain things about your… heritage, that I cannot.”

      “Because…?” I asked, letting the word trail off.

      She gave me that weak smile again. “Because I have regained my wings, dear. I’m no longer free to make my own choices, to an extent, and I am happy with that. However it means there are certain things I cannot discuss without violating the terms of my ascension. I will be more use to you here, as an ally and emissary, and Edwin will be able to fill in the rest.”

      I looked warily to the gates where an intense brilliance shone through like light under a doorway. “I don’t know if I can handle going out there again.”

      She chuckled. “It’s something you get used to, I promise.”

      With that she got to her feet and brushed invisible dirt from her pristine dress. The silver fabric clung to her curves and I glanced down the way Orion and his relatives had gone. He had his back to us as he raised a goblet and crashed it against his Uncle’s. Wine went everywhere and his laughter carried on the slow breeze to my ears.

      At least he was too busy having fun to ogle my mother.

      “Can I come too?” Olivia asked as she got to her feet. She brushed away her white-washed hair, seeming to be self-conscious about it as she looked at her feet.

      Silvia squeezed Olivia’s shoulder, making my friend’s eyes go wide. “Of course, dear. You’ll stay with Lilith until Edwin returns you both to your homes. I don’t know the protocol for your situation, so I’ll leave it to him to handle.”

      Olivia offered a shaky nod before we all made our way to the gate.

      Once outside and back into the bathing brilliance, I tried not to sweat as light seemed to go straight through my retinas and pierce my skull. There was no way I was going to get used to this.

      “I summoned Edwin earlier and he told us to meet him at purgatory.” She brushed her fingers through her hair. “Why he wants to meet there, I have no idea.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat as I followed my mother down golden streets. We walked away from the massive pillars that speared into the sky and towards a darker part of the horizon that I hadn’t noticed before. It reminded me of the horizon when a storm was on the way.

      “Purgatory?” I finally asked once we’d entered into a dark mist that blocked out the worst of the brilliant rays. “As in, the place where the dead go before going to Heaven?”

      Silvia shrugged one graceful shoulder. “Something like that. It’s a place where supernaturals tend to go who need sanctuary, or for angels who have recently fallen.” She puckered out her lower lip in a frown. “I hope that Devon creature isn’t joining us. That could be why he wants us to meet there.”

      “Who’s Devon?” Olivia chimed in, catching up to me and threading her fingers through mine.

      “He’s also one of Renee’s mates,” Silvia offered, as if there was nothing strange about that.

      “How many mates does she have?” I asked as I side-stepped a shard in the street. The golden tiles had morphed into dark, splintered remains and it was getting harder not to impale myself on the jagged edges.

      “Three. An angel of Heaven,” she began with an upswing to her voice, then it promptly fell into a sneer when she added, “as well as an angel of Hell and a vampire.” She shivered, her feathers rustling with the movement. “But I’ll let them explain it to you, especially if you choose to fight your fate.” She peered at me over an arch of her wing. “As I hear you will have multiple mates as well, should fate have its way.”

      And there it was. Confirmation that the universe, Heaven and Hell had picked my Virtues for me.

      And I was just about to hear what happened when I messed with the order of the cosmos.
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      Purgatory was not at all as I had imagined it to be. Black silk drapes strung up on every wall that surrounded lavish furniture and an abode of the most insanely attractive men and women I’d ever seen. They lounged together, some stroking and others who had moved on to kissing, and some were even biting. I did a double-take when I realized some had very pronounced fangs. Were these… vampires?

      My gaze was immediately drawn to an angel with massive white wings. He oversaw the gathering from a throne atop a platform with a sour expression on his face. He was the epitome of angelic holiness—and hotness. Short hair, the body of a warrior, and muscles that bulged as he leaned over his knees and watched us with those incredible crystal blue eyes.

      Behind him was another angel, but this one had a mischievous glint to his gaze that contrasted against his angelic appearance. He sat on his chair sideways with his legs hanging off the edge. He wore a leather jacket that revealed his spectacular body, ripped jeans, and boots to top off the look.

      Now I’ve seen everything.

      Silvia perused the situation before walking confidently to the platform. “Didn’t realize you were having a vamp party,” she said, sounding extremely unaMused. “You do realize I’ve brought my daughter.”

      “Blame him,” the black-haired angel said, thrusting a thumb behind him.

      He lowered one of his wings so I could see past him, revealing a vampire with his teeth sunken into a female’s wrist. I stared for a long time, watching her blood drip to the satin sheets they sat on, only to realize I recognized this woman.

      How could I not? Her statue watched over every corner of Fortune Academy.

      This was Renee, Fate Witch and Keymaster of the three gates—Heaven, Hell, and Earth.

      Now I understood why she had three mates. They were her keys to each realm and she seemed to thoroughly enjoy her vampire’s attentions. I would have assumed that the key to Earth would be a human, but vampires had once been human, and were near-immortal just as a Fate Witch like Renee would be, so it made sense in that regard why the universe would choose a vampire.

      Her hooded gaze flickered with recognition when Silvia entered the den where Renee lounged with her vampire. The angel’s heavenly glow brought light to the room and Renee blinked away the spell she’d been under.

      “Oh, Silvia! What a nice surprise.” She patted her mate’s shoulder, who growled and unlatched from her wrist. He watched us with an irritated stare as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Yes, a nice surprise,” he said sarcastically, then his emerald gaze fell on me. One of the only vampires I had ever seen had been at the Monster Arena, but had obviously been a poor representation of the race. This guy was just as drop-dead gorgeous as the angels. His shirtless body rippled with muscle as he stood and his arms looked like they were made for wrapping around Renee’s body, his bloodied fangs accentuating all the dangerous intimacy they shared.

      Wow, I don’t think I could ever be with a vampire.

      Or could I?

      Olivia squeezed my hand and brought me back to my senses. “You can stop staring,” she whispered with a chuckle.

      “I was just admiring him,” I shot back. “I’m not blind.”

      Renee chuckled as she cleaned her wrist with a towel, wiping away blood and revealing that her wound had already healed. Her eyes glimmered with excitement as she honed in on me. “You’re Lilith, aren’t you?”

      “Lily,” I corrected. I wasn’t comfortable with my demonspawn name.

      Silvia rustled her wings before bringing them tight against her back so that she could duck into the low-ceiling den with us. “My daughter has come here and I was hoping that you and your mates could help her with her struggles. She has yet to Awaken her full potential.” She stroked a strand of hair behind my ear again that had gotten loose. “She’s the Champion of the Third Echo of Calamity, it seems.”

      Renee gave me the biggest, genuine smile I had ever seen. “How exciting! Have you found your mates yet?” She tapped her lips as she pondered. “This is the Third Echo, which means that we’re on Virtues now. It doesn’t usually get this far, but I do suppose that’s my fault.”

      What on Earth, or Heaven, as it were, was she going on about?

      “You’re confusing her, my love,” the warrior angel said as he joined us, somehow squeezing his way into the small room. “I think you should start at the beginning.” He waved his hand and the room widened as the walls morphed into a lighter shade of grey. The piles of pillows and silk sheets transformed into a seating area with sparkling refreshments and a screen erected between us and the weird vampire orgy party going on just outside.

      The black-haired angel joined us and grinned at my bewildered expression. “Welcome to purgatory.”
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      If I had thought my dinner with Orion was awkward, this one took the cake. I sat between Olivia and Silvia while sitting across from Renee and her mates.

      Edwin, the angel of Heaven, sipped his drink before clearing his throat. “You’re the third Champion to have appeared, Lily.” He took another sip and I appreciated that he used my preferred name. “You’re a unique creature. I can see why the universe chose you.”

      “Because of my heritage,” I supplied.

      He nodded.

      “Are we going to get into that?” I asked.

      Everyone looked at Silvia who bristled. “Well, if you want to jump right into the thick of things, I suppose I should leave.”

      Renee patted Silvia’s hand. “We understand your situation. It was sweet of you to even come here.”

      Silvia eyed the veil that separated us from the vampires. “Hopefully this doesn’t cross my ascension agreements.”

      Edwin grunted. “If there are any problems, I’ll vouch for you. You didn’t know Jason was hosting one of his parties.” He glared at the vampire. “Renee indulges him too much.”

      The group chuckled as if this was just another gathering of friends.

      I pushed away my untouched plate of delicacies and ignored my drink. I’d had enough of pretending that I wasn’t about to flip the fuck out. “Can you all just stop for one second? I’m in purgatory. There are a bunch of vampires just beyond that wall having sex, or whatever the hell they’re doing, and meanwhile I’m in here speaking to a bunch of angels.” I glanced meaningfully at Silvia. “And one of them is my mother!”

      Silvia rested a hand on my shoulder. “I know it’s a lot—”

      “Let her finish,” Renee interjected with a raised palm. “Go on, Lily.”

      I drew in a deep breath. This had been sitting on my chest for far too long. “Before I arrived at Cindy’s bar covered in someone else’s blood, I had no idea who or what I was. My memories were gone and now I’ve found out that I am the reason that so many other supernaturals have lost their memories, too. I thought that Fortune Academy was where I could figure out where I belonged, but now I’ve met my Virtues and I feel like the universe made a mistake. Fortune Academy isn’t a good place. It locks up human families and makes monsters fight in a cage for reasons I haven’t figured out yet. The students, the professors, the Dean, and most especially my Virtues all have agendas of their own. My Virtues are supposed to be on my side, but they are just using their connection with me to their own advantage, or rejecting me outright.” I slammed my hand on the table, resisting the sting in my eyes as tears threatened to fall. “Orion came here to break his bond with me. What if I don’t want to be the Champion? What if the universe is already so screwed up from the first two Echoes of Calamity that it made a mistake?”

      They all stared at me for a long time until finally Renee motioned for the others to leave. “I think it’s best if I’m left alone with Lily to discuss these matters, Champion-to-Champion.”

      “Olivia isn’t going anywhere,” I insisted, holding onto her.

      “I will take her home,” Edwin offered his hand and Olivia gave me a nod.

      “It’s all right,” Olivia said, lowering her voice. “I shouldn’t be here, anyway. Let Edwin take me back.”

      “Are you sure?” I didn’t like the idea of splitting up, especially in a place like purgatory.

      “Only I can help her return home,” Edwin said. “Unless you want to risk using one of Renee’s cards again.” He gave Renee a knowing look. “Which were not supposed to be on Earth in the first place.”

      Renee grimaced and flipped up her hands. “Oops.”

      Olivia smiled, looking more confident through the glow of her golden eyes. “Lily, it’s all right. I have a soul again. No matter what happens to me, I never have to worry that I’ll just cease to exist. I never really wanted to be a Dark Mage, not when I learned what that meant, and now I’m something else entirely. You’ve given me so much, let me do this for you.” She kissed my cheek and squeezed my hands. “You need some one-on-one with this Champion business. Don’t worry about me. Edwin will take me home and I’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready.”

      Home. Fortune Academy was a lot of things, but I didn’t know if it really felt like the place I belonged.

      “What about Melinda?” I asked.

      “I’ll go straight to Hendrik’s. He’ll be dying to study me and I’ll exchange myself for his alliance. I can probably even waive our Blood Debt to him.”

      I really didn’t like the idea of that.

      “Come on, Lily,” she pleaded. “We can’t just stay up here forever and we have to play Melinda’s game. If she wants a war, then she’s going to get one.”

      With a heavy sigh I finally agreed. “Fine. But if I come back and Hendrik has you cut up in a hundred tiny little pieces, I’m putting you back together so I can kill you again.”

      She chuckled as she stood. “Deal.”

      Edwin took Olivia by the hand, drawing her away from me. The other angel with dark hair sighed at the array of food. “We only just started. Edwin never puts out this kind of spread when it’s just us.”

      “Devon,” Renee warned, and he threw up his hands before he turned, hitting the drapes with his wings on his way out.

      Jason, the vampire who’d introduced himself earlier, flashed me a grin with fang before following the others.

      Silvia squeezed my shoulder and I turned. She pulled away and clasped her hands. “I might have brought you into this world, but Renee will understand what you’re going through better than anyone.” She smiled. “Except perhaps your second mother.”

      “Yeah,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “When do I meet her?”

      Silvia and Renee exchanged a look. “I can tell you things about her that Silvia can’t, if you’re interested. But Silvia is going to have to leave the room.”

      The angel gave me a look of longing and forced herself to turn away. “Wait,” I said. Silvia turned back to me and I slipped into her embrace, letting my hands run around her tiny frame and graze along the soft down of her feathers that protruded from her back. “I’m glad to have met you, mother.”

      She stilled, then chuckled and returned my embrace. “It’s a blessing I never hoped to have. Thank you for coming here, my darling. And promise me you’ll always think with your heart. It will never lead you in the wrong direction.”

      I nodded and she pulled away, leaving me alone with Renee, the founder of Fortune Academy and one of the most powerful witches alive.

      She toasted me with her drink. “Shall we discuss your future?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “I’m upset to hear about the imprisoned families,” she began.

      I studied her for a long time before deciding she was telling the truth. “You really didn’t know? Aren’t you a founder?” Along with the Fate Witch Evelyn, Renee had built that school from the ground up. My classes praised her like she was a goddess.

      Now that I met her in the flesh, so to speak, and in purgatory no less, that felt like an appropriate assumption.

      She sighed. “I knew that when we picked Guinevere to be the Dean with Merlin at her side, we were getting a double-edged sword. They’re both powerful immortals and the ideal leaders in my absence, as well as Evelyn’s, but they’re ambitious and ancient beings. They won’t always see things the same way you or I do and they think about long-term goals. When it comes to mortals, they tend to forget how precious and fleeting life is and I am not surprised to hear they’re taking that for granted.”

      “For granted?” I snapped. “They’re holding families against their will, and for what? Dante said that they might be affected by the Third Echo of Calamity and turned into supernaturals, is that really so bad? Why do they need to be held hostage?”

      She tapped her lip thoughtfully. “It’s something to bring up with them, for sure. I don’t want to jump to any conclusions without hearing their reasoning.”

      Sighing, I pulled up a chair and slumped into it. Some help Renee was going to be.

      “Why don’t you tell me about your Virtues,” Renee began, making herself comfortable on one of the low-rise sofas. “Why do you feel the universe has made a mistake?”

      I reached for a drink and coddled it, hoping it had plenty of alcohol. I took a sip, relieved to feel a pleasant burn down my throat. “You’ve met Orion, I presume?”

      She nodded. “The Demigod. What’s wrong with him?”

      “Nothing’s wrong with him,” I said with a sigh and threw my head back to rest on the chair’s edge. “He’s perfect, but he came here to break the bond with me after we’d been together. If he’s really some fated mate, how could he do that to me?”

      She gave me a knowing smile. “Every relationship is going to be unique. A creature like Orion will struggle with the idea of joining your mate-circle, but he already seems to be coming around.”

      “Because of my mother?” I asked with a raised brow. “She’s pretty sexy for an angel.”

      Renee chuckled as she set her drink down. “She was a fallen angel for quite some time. She ascended and got her wings back, but she still retains that Earthly allure angels get when they mingle with humanity.”

      I hummed. “I see. So, what about my other mother? Can you explain to me how that’s even possible that I have two mothers and who she is?”

      Renee nodded. “Your mother is a succubus, as well as a type of demon and your heritage is a royal one when it comes to the Hell-bound realms. She’s asked me not to tell you any more about who she is until you visit Hell yourself to meet her.”

      I swallowed hard. “Okay.”

      “As for your conception, she acted as a medium between the Incubus King and Silvia, in effect transferring her magical gifts onto you.”

      I cupped the Blood Stone at my neck. It had gone cool after our travel through the heavenly realms, but it was only subdued like the darkness in my chest. I knew once I got back to Fortune Academy it would return to its full strength.

      Renee took note of the stone with a raised brow. “You’re strong to have been able to bring that here. It just shows your heritage.”

      “My dark heritage, you mean.” I might be part angel, but two-thirds of me came from the other end of the spectrum.

      Renee leaned on her elbow and trailed her finger over the velvet texture of the couch, making three circles that overlapped one another. “Think of your gifts like this. You have three parts, but they all overlap to make something new.” She pointed to the small point in the center. “In order to reach this point, you need to accept who and what you are, and in order to do that, you’ll need to bond with all of your Virtues.” She trailed her finger to the left, intersecting two of the circles. “Right now you are here, and that’s as far as you’re going to get on your own. The universe has blocks in place to keep supernaturals from becoming too powerful. What you can become is unlike anything the cosmos has ever seen and that’s why you need your Virtues. You need them to unlock your potential, to embrace destiny, and to become a Champion of the Third Echo of Calamity and stop its destruction.”

      “What will happen if I don’t?” I asked. “I mean, the Champions who came before me didn’t really stop the Echoes of Calamity. You yourself unleashed the initial wave which began the merging of the realms. Fortune Academy taught me all about it, as well as the First and Second Echoes. The first being the merging of Hell and Earth, which was only barely stopped. Demons are still able to sporadically come to Earth.” Mages and Witches had jumped on that one, finding ways to summon them through artifacts that didn’t require sacrificing their souls. “Then the Second Echo was the true merging of the realms that overlapped so much supernaturals found themselves flung to Earth. Supernaturals became public knowledge among the humans and it’s barely controlled chaos right now. What good did the ‘Champions’ really do?”

      She narrowed her eyes, flicking her wrist and the room immediately darkened. My eyes tried to adjust, but this wasn’t a natural darkness. An image of a street lined with rundown looking shops came into view with a Fortune Teller’s store in the center.

      “This is Fortune Street, where I grew up.” She clicked her tongue and the image transformed, showing nothing but a dark endless void. “If I had not been there to keep a Fate Witch from her goal of ultimate power, everything would have been destroyed. The shockwave that came from our battle began the Echoes of Calamity stronger than they’ve ever been before. Calamity hits whenever the fabric of space-time has been distorted, when magic has been tampered with and Fate itself has been torn. There was no way to avoid the consequences of what happened, but this was the best outcome.”

      She grabbed my wrist and brought me closer to the holographic street. It changed and my skin warmed as molten lava ran down the cobblestones and screams spilled from rooftops.

      “This is what it would have looked like had the First Echo not been averted.” The image changed again as bridges materialized over the molten surface and a row of prisoners stood in a long line as they shuffled, straining against the chains around their necks. “This is what Sarina would have brought the world to had Evelyn of the Royal Covens not taken her rightful place and embraced her role as the Champion of the Second Echo of Calamity.” She waved her hand and the room transformed back to its original shade, bringing the table of delicacies and lounging furniture back into view. I startled when I matched gazes with Orion who sat, fingers steepled, as he grinned at me.

      “If you choose to reject your Virtues, then the world will suffer a similar fate. We can’t know what it’ll look like, but the fabric of Fate itself has been damaged and each Echo will be stronger than the last until Fate has healed itself.” She rested a hand on my shoulder, squeezing lightly as she lowered her voice. “Give them a chance, Lily. The universe might be screwed up, but you are its Champion. It didn’t make a mistake when it chose you, and I’ll let you in on a little secret.”

      She leaned closer so only I could hear her.

      “You chose your Virtues, not the universe. And if you can’t trust yourself, then you can’t trust anyone.”
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      I stared at Orion as I tried to process that.

      I had chosen him. Not the universe. Not some grand cosmic power.

      Me.

      But why? He was such a douchebag.

      “You can wipe that cocky smile off your face now,” I growled as I stood. “And how did you get in here, anyway?”

      Renee had left us alone and it was quiet minus the soft sounds of the vampire orgy just outside.

      Orion’s grin only grew. He was completely at home with this kind of situation. “Renee invited me. And you know, I’m the one who asked Jason to host one of his parties. I missed them.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why am I not surprised.”

      Moving past him, I made the mistake of getting too close and he looped an arm around my waist, making me squeak as he dragged me onto his lap. His warmth enveloped me and he ran his fingers up my skirt. He didn’t go any further, but teased me with slow circles with his thumb on the inside of my thigh. “I’m still stuck with you, it seems. Why don’t we make the best of it?”

      So he hadn’t broken our bond. It surprised me how relieved that made me feel, and I also kind of hated myself for it. He didn’t deserve for me to want him—but I did.

      Squirming in his grip, I tried not to enjoy his tantalizing touch and sultry voice. “I’m still mad at you,” I said, trying to pull away from him.

      He held me in place and pressed his face into my chest, nipping at my cleavage. “Angry sex is the best, so I’m okay with that.”

      “Orion,” I growled. “I’m serious. I’m not going to have sex with you… not here.”

      He chuckled. “Does it bother you?” He pushed aside the edge of my shirt and exposed one nipple as he gently blew on it. My treacherous body reacted, hardening for him. “Your body says otherwise.”

      I squirmed again, this time taking note of his growing erection against my hip. He gyrated against me, clearly enjoying my discomfort. His hand on my thigh inched upward, exposing more of my skin.

      “What if someone walks in?” I asked, looking towards the thin veil. Only moments ago there had been three angels, a vampire, and my friend in here.

      “Then they walk in,” he said, drawing my nipple into his mouth, making me gasp.

      “Orion!”

      My protests went unheeded as Orion slipped his fingers up my skirt and went beneath my underwear. I wouldn’t have expected a bulky guy like Orion to be gentle or so skilled with his fingers, but he proved my conceptions wrong as he deftly worked gentle circles around my clit. The sensation combined with his tongue on my nipple flicking and licking quickly brought me to the edge.

      I was not going to come for him in under two seconds. I had more respect for myself than that.

      Looking for a way to distract him, I reached between us to take him in my hand, but he spilled me onto the ground and flicked his fingers down the center of my blouse, undoing every button in one swift movement. “I told you I’d make it up to you, little star.” He kissed his way down my body, making me shiver and squirm. Fixated, I watched as he got closer to my waist. He pulled at my skirt, licking just above the place that throbbed for his attention. He glanced up at me with a wicked grin, his golden gaze saying that he had me right where he wanted me. “You’re going to explode for me, little star, until I’m satisfied with the power boost.”

      “I’m not giving you anything,” I vowed.

      Growling with that challenge, he yanked down my skirt and pushed his tongue into my folds, making me arch as I spread my fingers through his soft hair. I gripped onto his roots, moving him to where I wanted him as he sucked my clit into his mouth.

      Fuck it.

      He did incredible things with his tongue and I stopped trying to resist the god of sex.

      I did exactly what he wanted and let him take me to the stars.
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      Succumbing to Orion only made me want my Virtues more. I knew I was right about them, that all of them had their own agendas and needed to be taught a lesson.

      But like Orion, I felt like they secretly liked my control over them, I just had to help them see it.

      Orion made the mistake of opening himself to me enough that I could see our connection had changed him. He remembered how to get to Olympus and his power had grown ten-fold. As much as he pretended to hate how I had him trapped, he sure was enjoying the power boost.

      It made me wonder what the Virtue connection would do to other supernaturals already overpowered such as Dante and Hendrik, but I worried about Logan. As an Alpha he was already hard to control and I didn’t need him trying to dominate me. Then that left Kaito. We’d already bonded but I had no idea what he was or what our connection had done to him. It surprised me that he was turning out to be the biggest mystery of all my Virtues.

      I hoped that I could bond with each of my Virtues and explore our connection. I felt stronger and one step closer to uncovering the potential that Renee had shown me I was capable of. Sure, I wanted to save the world from the kinds of destruction she’d shown me, but nobody could force me into a relationship I didn’t want to be in.

      But I’d chosen my Virtues because I knew who I belonged with and who would fill the voids in my soul that kept me from being complete. I was right not to trust the universe. It had pushed me down, wiped my memory and tried to keep me from becoming too powerful.

      I would prove the universe wrong. I could handle the power that came with my destiny. And most certainly, I could handle my asshole Virtues.

      My skin lingered with heat from Orion’s attentions. In spite of our struggles, our mate-bond had solidified and I liked how it made me feel. Yet, my heart longed to go check on Kaito. Where Orion made me feel sexy and wanted, Kaito gave me a sense of wonder that I wanted to explore more with him, yet he was one of my Virtues that I knew the least about. I still didn’t trust him, not until I learned more about him, so that’s why I decided to focus on Dante. He was Kaito’s friend and if anyone could get me inside information, it would be the Hunter.

      I bolted straight for the Monster Arena after my return, glad that it was nightfall and Melinda was nowhere to be seen. According to Orion, a few weeks would have passed for the Academy because of my method of travel using Renee’s Fortune Card.

      It was just as well. I hoped Kaito was sweating it out and Dante got to feel what it was like to be abandoned. As for the Muse, I didn’t care what Melinda thought had happened to us or if she got in trouble. The bitch was going to get it from Hendrik, if not the Dean. I still didn’t believe that she got total buy-off like that to mess with a bunch of students. She actually killed some of them and that wasn’t going to fly, at least not with me.

      Renee promised to visit the Academy soon, after all the seniors would be going through graduation. She would definitely put the Dean in her place and set things right, but Renee admitted she could only make the rare trip to Earth. As the Keymaster, she’s been stuck in purgatory so she could hold the realms together, all the while the Echoes have gotten stronger. I had no idea she was working behind the scenes like that. She said if she left and a shockwave hit without her there, it could unlatch Heaven itself, and that was a risk she wasn’t willing to take.

      Which meant I was on my own.

      My demonspawn and succubus powers returned with a vengeance, eager to play as I vaulted over the gate when I reached the West Wing. I found the oppressive magic that tried to push me away even weaker this time around.

      I was stronger—and this was just the beginning.

      There must have been another fight going on because the place was packed. I fluffed up my hair and made my way inside, sending a mental wave that had the men pulling away from me.

      I waited for a distraction, glancing up at the fight that this time had another Dark Mage circling what seemed to be a gorgeous woman in a bathing suit. She began to sing and the most alluring melody made my knees lock.

      A siren. Interesting.

      I left the Dark Mage to his devices. There wasn’t an ocean around to drown in, so he’d likely win. And while everyone else was entranced by the siren’s song, I delved into my strength as a demonspawn and found the same door that took me underground where the human prisoners were waiting.

      It took all of my willpower not to free them right now and my fingers itched to release my claws. I reminded myself that I didn’t have anywhere for them to go. Once Dante was on my side, we’d make a plan of how to get them all out of here. I couldn’t count on anyone else, because even Renee wasn’t going to be much help. She wanted to hear out the Dean’s side of the story, but really, what was there to hear? She had families locked up in an underground prison. Enough said.

      I found my way to Dante’s room and paused at the door before trying the palm reader. To my surprise, the door opened for me.

      I peered inside, finding the main living area empty, but thumping sounded from beyond the doorway. A tingling ran over my body as I eased inside and then a faint pop rippled through the air.

      Did I just disarm his protective spell? Oops.

      I looked around the corner to find Dante shirtless, sweat dripping down his perfect abs and his fist pounding the living shit out of a poor sparring dummy.

      His orange eyes glowed with raw fury as he blurred and danced, wailing against the training equipment in a series of movements that had me utterly mesmerized. It was only when he roared with a final blow, sending the dummy’s head sprawling to where I stood at the doorway did we lock gazes.

      He heaved to catch his breath.

      “The fuck are you doing here?”

      It took me a minute to find my voice. “The, uh, the palm reader worked for me. So I, uh, came in.”

      He narrowed his eyes, then broke the intense stare by turning to get a towel. He wiped the back of his neck, making me go weak in the knees as so many parts of him moved and flexed.

      I was supposed to be furious with him. In spite of that, my gaze shamelessly raked down his toned body, my succubus side screaming inside of me to claim and feast.

      “That doesn’t tell me what you’re doing here,” he said, his orange eyes flashing up to meet mine. “You’ve been missing for weeks. I assumed you used the Fortune Card. Didn’t expect you to be back after you got a taste of Heaven.”

      I didn’t answer him for a long time, as I was currently distracted by the sweat carving a line over his abs.

      He cleared his throat and I flinched from the trance.

      “I, uh. Yeah. Well, I learned some stuff, and it didn’t Awaken me, but I’m back now.”

      He gave me a raised brow.

      I wanted to slap myself. I sounded like an idiot.

      Trying to salvage my dignity, my brilliant mind came up with a solution to even the score. If I couldn’t speak proper English in front of him when he was shirtless, then I just had to lower him to my level of dumb.

      I ripped off my blouse, leaving me only in my skirt and bra, and I propped my hands on my hips. “I’m here to train with you, of course.” I grinned as his towel dropped to the floor and his eyes dipped to my cleavage. “What’s the matter, Hunter, never seen breasts before?”

      He choked and tried to cover it up as a cough. “You’re impossible,” he grumbled, but grabbed a stick and tossed it at my face. I caught it and stumbled back. “Show me what I’m working with,” he ordered as he pointed at the dummy.

      I gave the mauled thing a raised lip. “I don’t know. I kind of feel sorry for that thing.”

      He picked up another stick and hefted it in his grip, drawing my eye back to his incredible body. “Then you’ll fight me.” By the small grin that flashed at the edges of his lips, he was glad to have another chance to go at me, this time without any witnesses.

      Well, it seemed I wasn’t the only one who was pissed off.

      Dante moved so fast that he almost lopped my head off, but I bent backwards as the weapon went flying over my face. Snapping back, I blocked his next blow and the clash ran all the way up to my elbows, making me wince.

      Fuck, he wasn’t holding back, was he?

      “Are you trying to evaluate me or kill me?” I bit out.

      He yanked his weapon back, then went for my legs. I jumped before stumbling out of his reach. “You’re a powerful supernatural,” he reasoned. “Holding back on you would be an insult, and I don’t intend to insult you.” He moved again, this time faking with his weapon on the side so that he could barrel into me, crashing me against the wall.

      I blocked him as much as I could, holding the stick with both hands against his chest. He pressed in and the weapon gave a crack of protest. Even with my supernatural strength, Dante was a force to be reckoned with when he was angry.

      He leaned in, his face just inches from mine. “Good. Glad to see a visit to Heaven hasn’t made you lose your edge.”

      The urge to command him, trap him and feed off of him nearly overwhelmed me. I wasn’t used to my succubus side being so strong, but Dante was seriously turning me on right now and pissing me off at the same time. Not a good combination.

      “Is that why you’re so pissy?” I asked, shoving him off me before my succubus side had a field day. “Are all my Virtues such fucking hypocrites? You left me for a year, Dante. I just leave you for a few hours, and even if it was weeks on your end of things, that’s nothing to be pissed off about.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “That’s the first time you’ve called me your Virtue.”

      Oops. Right, we were pretending that elephant in the room didn’t exist. Time to call out his bullshit.

      “But you knew you were one of my Virtues, right? Kaito told you all about it?” I asked, not able to hide the venom in my voice. The two of them seemed to have so many secrets they kept from me and it was driving me absolutely insane.

      “Kaito,” he said the name like it was a piece of shit he wanted to spit from his mouth. He slammed his stick against the floor, making me jolt as it splintered into pieces. He rushed me, ripping my stick out of my hand and pressing me against the wall, his forearm against my throat.

      Even with one hand this guy was fucking scary.

      “You want to talk about Kaito? Fine. Let’s talk. He’s been fucking you behind my back, am I right? Did you know that he told me we’d reveal our Virtue connection with you together?” He growled, the feral sound settling in my belly. “So, yeah, Kaito told me I was a Virtue, but he used that knowledge to keep me away from you so he could have you all to himself.”

      “Why would you think that?” I asked, trying not to be too distracted by the way his eyes evaluated me like a lion sizing up its prey.

      “Hendrik,” he admitted. “He showed me the footage.”

      Damn. “Why?” I asked. “I mean, what would Hendrik gain from that?”

      If Dante was surprised I knew about the footage, he didn’t react. “He wanted me to hunt you down. You had disappeared and he didn’t know how you’d gotten away, and I wasn’t about to tell him where you went. But when I saw that footage…”

      The seething jealousy coming from Dante surprised me and when he leaned in, the pull of our connection combined with my lust-crazed succubus needs pushed me to make a terrible mistake.

      I grabbed him and slammed my mouth against his.

      He responded with raw force, thrusting his tongue into my mouth as he lessened the pressure against my throat, letting his hand run down to rip off my bra and expose my breasts.

      “This is dangerous,” I warned him when I managed to free myself from his ravaging kiss. I felt out of control and about to give in to a darkness that swelled throughout my entire body.

      I wanted to devour Dante whole.

      A sickly sweet scent filtered into the air, a telling sign that my succubus side was about to feed.

      He growled as he leaned into my throat and bit down on my neck. I arched into him, thumping my head against the wall as he cupped one of my breasts and squeezed hard. His thighs trapped me between him, pressing his erection into my abdomen.

      “I’m not afraid of you,” he said, biting again, this time hard enough to make me whimper. “I saw what Kaito did to you.” He yanked up my skirt and shoved his fingers into me, making me gasp. “I saw you unravel for him. Now you’re going to do it for me.”

      I knew I should get away from Dante right this second, but when he slammed his fingers into me again, I clenched around him and fell into the temptation that was burning too hot to resist.

      “More,” I breathed, looking longingly at the bulge in his pants. My fingers went to his zipper and I pulled down. His pants slipped off his hips, and when his clothes were out of the way my fingers grazed a beautiful cock that I wanted to taste. When I licked my lips, Dante groaned.

      I hadn’t even touched him, but a glimmer of moisture beaded on the tip as the sweetness in the air amplified. I felt the wave of my succubus powers stoking his pleasure, ripening his lust for me at a level I could take. Maybe it was because I was only part succubus, but I couldn’t feed quite yet. I needed to push him farther.

      A shiver ran up his body and he shoved me to my knees. “Touch yourself while you taste me,” he commanded.

      Running my tongue up his shaft, his hips bucked and he slammed his hand against the wall, cursing what I was doing to him. I knew it wasn’t fair, that I was steering this into dangerous territory, but I couldn’t think rationally.

      I needed to feed.

      When I wrapped my lips around him and sucked, I drew in his lust and my body exploded with red-hot energy as I drank it all in.

      My eyes rolled into the back of my head and I grabbed onto his thighs, pushing him closer to the edge. He groaned as he fucked my mouth, trapped in my web and I tasted his delicious strength and life-force that funneled into me, giving me pleasure beyond anything I had ever experienced.

      This was what it meant to be a succubus.

      I knew there would be consequences, but in the moment I didn’t care. I latched onto him and took my fill, dosing him with so much lust that he would do anything I asked.

      Even die for me.

      “Stop!”

      Pain burst through my scalp as someone yanked me back from Dante by my hair. I blinked through the haze of my magic-induced lust to find Hendrik gripping me hard, wrenching me back so that my throat was exposed.

      Dante roared, swinging his arm for the Dark Mage, but Hendrik was too fast. He held out a hand and the shockwave of a spell sent Dante reeling to the end of the room only to collapse in a heap on the floor. He grabbed at his rib, which by the sound of it had just broken from the impact, and wheezed with rage burning in his orange eyes as he watched us.

      Pain spread through my chest at my feed being interrupted halfway. I choked and grabbed at my throat, wheezing as darkness filtered on the edges of my vision.

      Hendrik cursed. “Damn it, Dante. What the fuck?”

      I groaned as pain ripped into me, shredding every muscle and weakening my bones. I cried out with a scream that echoed against the closed in walls of my prison.

      Was I going to die?

      My agony had nowhere to go and my Blood Stone betrayed me, soaking it in and filling to the brim with raw heat. The damn thing was supposed to help me, but it couldn’t resist suffering—even my own.

      “She’s a succubus,” Dante wheezed. “I…” He trailed off as he shook his head. “Fuck. I was letting her feed on me.”

      Hendrik grabbed my face and forced me to look at him. “Are you a succubus, too, little pet? That would explain so much.” He ran his tongue over my bottom lip, stemming the worst of my pain. “If you needed to feed, all you had to do was come to me.” He glanced down at the Blood Stone, his expression pleased. “You’ve even managed to do what my Mages could not. I’ve never seen the stone look so beautiful.”

      I stared at him, bewildered and half crazed with the need to fuck Dante right this second, but then I saw the desire in Hendrik’s eyes as he flicked his gaze back up to me. My magic redirected to the new source, running over him in merciless ways until his black eyes blew open at the impact.

      “Yes,” he whispered as he released me, letting me sink into him. He kissed me, far more gently than I ever would have imagined him capable of. “Your work is done. End your suffering. Feed from me, pet.”

      I didn’t have to be told twice.

      With a primal growl I ripped off his robe, my fingers transforming into my demonspawn form. I clawed at him, angry to have been hurt, angry at all my Virtues.

      It was time they gave back.

      Hendrik ignored the long slash I’d made on his chest and grinned at me, only turned on by my violence as he pulled away the tatters of his underclothes. His cock was already hard and ready for me and he pinned me to the floor, overpowering me and holding my wrists above my head. “No scratching, little pet.”

      I growled at him, incapable of speech as raw need overwhelmed me. He knew what I wanted as my chest heaved and he raked his gaze over my body.

      “I should have fucked you when I had you like this before,” he Mused, then kicked my thighs apart and slid into me, making me arch as lust and magic filled my core.

      I wrapped my legs around his hips, willing him to go deeper as he drove into me. I turned my head only to find Dante watching us with a mesmerized look on his face. My magic still plucked at him, but Hendrik provided my feed.

      Yet there was something else we’d kindled.

      A Virtue connection that begged to be completed, and with Hendrik here, the mate-circle thrummed to life.

      I rolled my hips, going with Hendrik’s movements as I let the wave hit me, falling into an abyss of pleasure as Hendrik followed, filling me to the brim with magic, lust, and life.

      I’d completed my first feed… and I’d bonded to a new Virtue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      One perk of not having a soul was that Hendrik was one of the only creatures in all the realms that could survive a succubus’s feed and live to talk about it.

      He was damn smug about that fact, too.

      He grinned at me from across the table and I felt like he was undressing me with his eyes.

      Averting my gaze, I ignored the stupid blush that ran up my chest and flamed hot on my face. I never used to blush, but with each Virtue that I added to my mate-circle, I was slowly blossoming to life. It was as if I’d been nothing but an empty shell and now I was learning how to breathe again.

      Dante set a steaming mug of tea in front of me, awkwardly clearing his throat before he took the farthest seat and tucked his arm into his coat, the motion seeming to becoming a habit. It bothered me that he hid his amputation like that.

      I picked up the mug and blew on the edge. “Aren’t you having one?” I asked.

      “Only have two mugs,” he admitted. “One for morning and one for evening.” He glanced at Hendrik and his expression was a mixture of raw hatred and respect. “I don’t often have guests.”

      Well, yeah, living in a secret underground tunnel system on an off-limits side of campus would do that.

      “You’re lucky I was here checking up on you,” Hendrik chided Dante, taking a sip of his tea and never leaving my gaze. “You could have told me that you found my pet.”

      “She found me,” Dante answered with an emotionless tone to his voice, reminding me of a predator about to strike. “And I didn’t expect her to disable the protective wards I had in place.” He glanced at the wall where the weapons overlooked the room. I finally noticed each one had a fine crack down the center of their blades. He’d had his weapons spelled to protect this room, but whatever power boost I’d gotten from Heaven was enough to break it.

      What else was I capable of?

      “Why don’t we all just lay the facts out there,” I said, pushing my mug aside before Dante went ape-shit on Hendrik’s ass. “You’re my Virtues. I am drawn to both of you, but when I gave in… I almost killed Dante.” I paused and swallowed the lump in my throat as I matched both their gazes. “Hendrik interrupted and I bonded with him instead.”

      There, factual, to the point, nobody can get upset…

      Dante’s orange eyes narrowed a fraction.

      I wondered if he felt robbed or cheated that I’d bonded with yet another Virtue before him. I mean, I could have bonded with him… but my succubus side was on overdrive right now. It likely would have killed him.

      His blunt stare said he was willing to test out his strength against the fatal feed.

      Cocky asshole.

      “I wish you would have told me who you were, and especially that I was one of your Virtues,” Hendrik said, his black eyes glimmering with excitement. He thoroughly enjoyed the enhanced connection between us like it was a new toy to play with. His cool touch crested through our bond, reminding me that he was always going to be with me now. It both thrilled and terrified me that the powerful Dark Mage would always know where I was.

      “Why should I tell you anything?” I asked, crossing my legs to try and stem the throb of need that was coming back to life. “So you could have something else to try and control me with?”

      His grin widened, showing teeth. “Because now you really are my pet. We could have bypassed all the foreplay.”

      “You mean you’re mine,” I shot back. “You’re my Virtue. And you and I have different definitions of foreplay.”

      He raised a brow and then whispered a spell. Nothing happened at first, and I was about to call him stupid, or something equally mature, when soft, licking sensations ran up my thigh, going straight for…

      “Hendrik!”

      He burst out laughing while Dante glowered at the both of us.

      “Why don’t you tell us why you’re really here?” Dante growled, his irritation palpable. “I don’t buy it that you were just checking in on me when Lily was…” He cleared his throat. “When Lily decided to return to the Academy.”

      Hendrik set his tea down and leaned back in his chair. “You really should have asked how I got that footage on Kaito.” He tilted his head. “For a Hunter, you’re not very bright.”

      Dante cursed. “You bugged my place?”

      The Dark Mage smiled. “You said it, not me.”

      I needed to get between these two before they mauled each other. “What do you want, Hendrik? I came here to talk to Dante and I still intend to do that.” There were so many questions that needed answers and Hendrik was only sidetracking me.

      He chuckled. “Are you sure you should be left alone with the Hunter? Unless your goal is to kill him, I should stay put.”

      Glowering, I repeated myself. “What do you want, Hendrik?”

      He broke our intense gaze to glance down at the Blood Stone dangling around my neck. It glowed with a healthy supply of warmth, seemingly satisfied with the addition of a new Virtue to my mate-circle. “I knew you were valuable. I just had no idea how valuable until now.” His dark gaze met mine, all mirth leaving him in an instant. “I gave you that stone to fuel the power I need to stop Calamity. I want to avoid my vision from coming to fruition, and I’m not going to rely on a Champion to do it. Especially not if that champion is you.”

      “What vision?” I asked, going with my “when in doubt, play dumb” tactic.

      He got up from his chair and circled me, wrapping his hands around my shoulders and squeezing. I didn’t like him standing over me, showing his dominance, but I permitted his touch. I knew now why I had picked him as a Virtue. As the leader of the Dark Mage clan, he was more than powerful enough to indulge the demands of my feed anytime I wanted.

      Even now, when his fingers grazed the exposed skin at my neck, I drew in his warmth, my mouth parting with the sweetness of magic and life-force that trickled into my body.

      Hendrik flinched when he felt the bite of the feed, but he continued to work my tense muscles in a blatant display of confidence. He wanted me to know that he permitted this, that he would provide me what I needed.

      But there would be a price to pay.

      There always was when it came to Hendrik.

      “I’m sure Dante told you of my vision,” the Dark Mage continued.

      The Hunter shook his head, his loose warrior’s tail leaving strands to brush against his face. “Didn’t see the use of that. The future has already changed, so your vision is pointless.”

      “Has the future really changed?” Hendrik snapped, his tone taking on a tinge of panic that surprised me. His fingers dug into my shoulders and I bit down on a whimper. “She’s the girl from my vision. I saw her reject her Virtues and destroy all the realms in the process.” He pushed away from me with a curse, sending me ramming into the table with a grunt. “Does she seem to be getting along with her Virtues? I can feel who they are, and none of them seem to be getting along very well. Even you; she would have killed you today had I not intervened, and then my vision still would have come true. Damn it!” He flicked his wrist, sending a wave of magic to crack a line down the wall that sent half of Dante’s weapons clattering to the floor. “I need to accelerate my plan. My Mages aren’t going to get caught up in this Calamity bullshit.”

      Dante shot to his feet with his hand on the hilt of his weapon, but I waved him down. I would deal with Hendrik.

      Nursing my stomach, I staggered to my feet and marched over to the Dark Mage, transforming my hand into my trusty “Claw” as I spun him around. I latched onto his throat, pinning him with the sharp points that grazed against the vein throbbing in his neck. “If you’re so worried, why don’t you tell me what your vision showed you? What are you so afraid of?”

      He glanced down at me with an irritated expression. “I’ve seen what happens, little pet. The universe made a mistake. It can’t see left from right anymore and couldn’t pick a proper Champion out of a heroes lineup. You’re like me, pet. You’re dark. Having the patience and sacrifice necessary to fully bond with your Virtues is an impossible task. You picked a Dark Mage as one of your Virtues, for fuck’s sake. An emotionless Hunter. A hormonal wolf. A two-faced mentor and a Demigod that will fuck anything that moves. Don’t you see the irony?” He leaned in, heedless of the blood running down his neck as my demonspawn nails pierced his skin. “If you fail, you die. I die. Everyone in the path of Calamity dies.”

      My skin crawled with the absolute certainty in his voice and hurt plucked at my two-thirds dark heart. I had been running from my duty as a Champion and the reality of my heritage. I did not like being confronted with it. “I don’t care what you think you saw,” I snarled as I pulled away. “Some stupid vision isn’t going to dictate my life, Calamity or not.”

      “Said like a true demonspawn,” he said with a low hiss to his voice.

      “Enough,” Dante snapped, pulling me away from the Dark Mage. “Visions are always pointless to discuss. I work based off of fact and necessity. Right now, Lily is out of control when it comes to her dark powers. So she needs to get to Kaito to reestablish the binds that keep her in control. If she hurts anyone and the Dean finds out what she is—”

      “No,” I said with finality. There was no way I was going to let Kaito anywhere near me. He was my first Virtue connection and the first to betray me. He’d pay for taking advantage of me like that.

      Confusion flickered across Dante’s gaze before he schooled himself into a Hunter’s still stance. “What do you mean no?”

      “I’m not going to deny what I am, Dante. I’m not going to be used for someone else’s agenda. If Kaito wants to be my Virtue, he’s going to have to learn how to accept all of what I am.” I transformed my fingers back to human and poked him in the chest. “As will you.”

      His body reacted to my touch, subconsciously leaning towards me as the draw of the Virtue connection made me wet my lips. He cleared his throat before putting space between us. “There is still the matter of your control, and of the Dean. If you’re discovered… You don’t know what she’s like. Kaito and I have been protecting you from her.”

      “Where does she think I’ve been these past few weeks?” I’m sure the Demis would have been thrilled to report my absence.

      “She has no idea you were gone. Kaito has been reporting that you and your roommate were ill from black magic backlash and locked up in your room.”

      I gave Hendrik a raised brow. “And you supported this?” The Dean definitely would have confirmed that with him.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t want the Dean to know I lost you, so yeah.”

      I sighed. “Well, there’s nothing to worry about, anyway. I have my demonspawn side well under control, in spite of what you think.” As long as I didn’t inadvertently summon any more demons, but he didn’t need to know that little detail. “As for my succubus side, I can feed on Hendrik and keep it in check.”

      The Dark Mage chuckled “Are you sure you’re not still hungry? I’m happy to help, pet.”

      “Enough out of you,” I said, unaMused.

      He grinned.

      Dante rubbed his temple. He wasn’t the only one getting a headache. “If you’re not going to talk to Kaito, then I need to.” His jaw worked as his calm facade slipped. “There’s a reason we didn’t tell you that Hendrik was one of your Virtues. We never expected you to be stupid enough to bond with him.”

      “Excuse me?” I snapped, but then Hendrik came up from behind me and pressed his nose into my neck.

      “And yet she did. You saw it for yourself.” He drew in a long inhale. “You saw how she liked it.”

      Dante stiffened. “You’re not good for her, Dark Mage.”

      Hendrik flashed a dangerous gaze up at the Hunter. “And you are?”

      Man, I could cut the tension in this place with a knife.

      Or the Claw.

      “Can both of you just put your penises away for two seconds?”

      Dante’s jaw worked so hard I wondered if he was going to pop an eye out. “I’m serious, Lily. This isn’t how it was supposed to go down.” He bit off a curse. “Kaito should have waited to bond with you. You aren’t ready for any of us. This will only accelerate Calamity’s Echo and draw destruction to you that you’re not prepared for.”

      “What if she doesn’t need to bond with her Virtues to save us from Calamity?” Hendrik put in. “I’ve been working with the Mages on repositioning realms. We’ve been operating under Merlin’s direction, but that explains why it’s been all wrong. I’ve been trying to get us away from other realms, but he’s been lying to us.” He spun me around, letting me step away from him as his dark eyes gleamed, reflecting the red aura of the Blood Stone on my chest. “Once I know why he’s been tampering with our work to get us closer to the Hell realms, I can undo it and get us out of harm’s way. It won’t matter what Calamity does, if we’re not here when it all goes to shit, it won’t matter.”

      Dante huffed. “Typical Dark Mage. Just interested in saving your own ass. What about Earth, Heaven, Hell, and all the other realms impacted by Calamity?”

      “Wait. I think Hendrik is onto something,” I said, tapping my lip. “What if the Echo of Calamity is actually drawn to me? If I am far enough away from the other realms, won’t everyone be safe?”

      “Huh,” Hendrik said, “I didn’t think of that.” He snapped his fingers. “Guess I’ll be tossing you into the nearest black hole.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Not what I meant, asshole. What if instead of hiding from Calamity, we trap it in one of the realms?”

      “Which realm do you propose?” Dante asked, clearly intrigued.

      I grinned. “I have an idea, but I’m going to need Jess to pull this off.”

      If any of the realms could handle a bit of chaos, it would be Hell.
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      With a plan in place, Hendrik and Dante both finally agreed on something. We’d bust Jess out and with her help, as well as the cooperation of Hendrik’s Mages, lure Calamity into one of the Hell realms.

      Unfortunately, this meant we’d need Kaito’s assistance as well. Calamity wasn’t a soulless entity, but took on a physical manifestation by influencing an individual. We’d need to find out who was the Conduit for the Third Echo and get them to Hell as well. Of course, Kaito already had his suspects based on his research.

      Were there any secrets he wasn’t hiding?

      Now that I had a use for my mentor, I would give him a chance to redeem himself. All of my Virtues had their flaws, but if they could be redeemed, then maybe there was hope for me yet.

      Hendrik went to his Mages to work out the new plan while Dante and I went to Kaito’s office. A sense of urgency spurred my feet. I kept looking over my shoulder, wondering if we were being followed, but I didn’t see anyone aside from the normal wandering of students and the occasional shifter chase.

      “What’s wrong?” Dante said, his voice low and his hand on the hilt of his weapon as we walked at a fast pace.

      “Nothing,” I said as I clutched myself against the icy breeze. The weather was only getting worse and my breath puffed in tiny clouds in front of my face. Why did Kaito’s office have to be so damn far?

      Dante narrowed his eyes down at me, but he didn’t offer his coat this time. “You really need to learn to dress for the weather, even if I do admire the view.” His gaze went to my taut nipples about to poke through my thin uniform sweater.

      I rolled my eyes. “Keep it in your pants, Hunter.”

      “If you’ll keep it in your shirt,” he countered, opening the door for me to the counselor’s office.

      I stuck my tongue out at him as I walked inside, because yeah, I’m mature like that.

      When we arrived at Kaito’s office, I didn’t bother knocking. I barged into the room and crossed my arms.

      My mentor was as hot as always, leaning over a desk with his lean form wrapped up in an expensive suit like he was a present just waiting to be opened. His hair flopped over on one side today, grazing his tattoo that ran up his left cheek. His silver eyes flashed up to meet mine and a smile spread out on his face. He leaned back in his chair and tucked a thumb into the hem of his pants.

      Why’d he have to be so gorgeous?

      “Stop being sexy,” I chided him. “I’m trying to be mad at you.”

      He gave me a wink. “Glad to see you’ve made it back from Heaven, Koneko-chan.” He raked his gaze over my body, pointedly admiring my breasts. “Did it hurt when you fell?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Let me know when you’re done with the pathetic pickup lines so we can get on with business.”

      Dante rounded me and crossed his arms, wasting no time to berate my mentor. “I know you bonded with her, Kaito.” His jaw flexed as fresh rage flashed in his eyes. “You said we’d approach that together when she was ready.”

      Kaito bit the end of his pen, contemplating his response. That was my Kaito, always calm and calculated. “How’d you find out?”

      “Doesn’t fucking matter how I found out. You lied to me, and now she’s bonded to three of her Virtues. She’s not ready, Kaito!”

      “I know,” he said calmly as he got up and sat on the edge of his desk. “I can feel them, of course.” His lip twitched and I realized he was about to divulge a rare truth. Maybe it was because Dante was his friend, or perhaps he’d gain something from pissing the Hunter off. “I’ve been blocking your connection so you wouldn’t feel it. I needed her to bond with the others, first, and I knew if I told you that you’d go all Hunter and try to take her before any of us got a chance.” He clicked his tongue. “We have enough testosterone in the mate-circle as it is. I needed you out of the way until she bonded with me, as well as the Dark Mage.” He glanced at me. “Well done, by the way. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      “What the actual fuck, Kaito?” I said, growling as I slammed both hands onto his thighs. “You’ve lied to us. You kept Dante in the dark, and then you failed to mention that I am the reason supernaturals have lost their memories, as well as key details of your research that pertains to me. Don’t you think I deserve to know? Why keep me it from me?”

      My demonspawn claws pricked at my fingertips, wanting to shred him into pieces.

      My succubus side, however, wanted to taste the succulent lust he offered as he drew me between his legs.

      “Koneko-chan, gomen nasai—I’m so sorry,” he said, cupping my chin and angling me up to look at him. “I was trying to protect you.”

      I wanted to believe him so badly. His love for me flowed through our Virtue connection without restraint, slamming into me like a waterfall. My mouth parted on a gasp as I felt it.

      Was this just another ploy to get in my good graces? Maybe he knew how to manipulate the Virtue connection, too.

      “There’s more darkness in you than light, and I more than anyone else understands how difficult that can be.” He paused for effect and I wondered if he would finally divulge what kind of supernatural creature he was, but he continued, “I want to give you the chance to uncover the truth for yourself. If I tell you everything, then it’ll lose all impact.” He pressed a light kiss to my mouth, pulling away as he stroked my cheek. “Do you feel stronger now that you learned the answers on your own without my help?”

      It was true, I did feel empowered, but I couldn’t also help but feel betrayed. Yet, when I looked into Kaito’s silver eyes, I saw my mentor and lover looking back at me. He wanted me to truly learn who I was without his intervention. He knew that when his student uncovered the answers on her own, the victory was all the sweeter and that was a gift he wanted for me.

      In his own way, he was trying to help me.

      “I don’t buy your bullshit,” Dante growled, shoving Kaito’s shoulder and sending him toppling to the floor.

      I pressed a hand to Dante’s chest. “It’s okay. Leave him be.”

      Dante growled, but backed off.

      “Tell us who the Conduit is so I don’t have to look at your face a second longer,” the Hunter said, his tone taking on that familiar emotionless quality that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Kaito’s brow shot up. “Why do you want to know that?”

      Dante looked at me, and I nodded. I wasn’t going to be like Kaito and keep secrets.

      I told him what I had learned in Heaven and about our plan to lure Calamity to the Hell realms. Hell was good at imprisoning things. Merlin had already done some of the work for us getting us close to one of Hell’s outer realms, so once we had Jess on our side, we could jump ship. Unlike me, she was a full-blooded demonspawn and would be able to make sure we got to Hell in one piece.

      But we needed to know who the Conduit was first, or all of this would be for nothing.

      Kaito sighed, having taken to one of his chairs as he pondered our proposal. “This isn’t how the prophecy said Calamity would be beaten. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “I’m not looking for your approval,” I snapped. “Tell me who the Conduit is or I’ll dig it out of you.” I had the Claw, and a hell of a succubus kick, so I was sure that a little bit of interrogation was well within my abilities.

      His lip twitched again, although he looked more aMused than frightened of me. “All right, Koneko-chan, if you want to do it this way, I’ll tell you.” He straightened, then blew out a long breath. “My list of suspects included Hendrik, Olivia, and the Dean.” He bobbed his head. “Given that Hendrik is one of your Virtues, and Olivia was deemed worthy to be gifted a new soul as you mentioned, then that leaves our obvious choice.”

      I rubbed my temples.

      Well, shit.
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      I had no idea how I was going to lure the Dean to Hell, but I guessed it would create serious obstacles in maintaining a passing grade.

      Leaving the counselor’s building, I stopped in my tracks when I spotted a wall of wolves blocking our path. I squinted, trying to see what the hell was going on. One of the wolves jaunted towards us—a silver beast with his eyes locked on me.

      “Logan?” I asked with a tinge of guilt to my voice. It wasn’t as if I’d forgotten him, but I had a billion things on my plate. Even if I wanted to get revenge on him for humiliating me, I still felt like I’d crossed a line with Orion. I had hurt him deeply and it pained me how everything had played out between us.

      His bones cracked as he took his time with his shift, making me cringe as I watched the slow, agonizing transformation. Dante edged closer to me, sensing a threat, but I couldn’t do anything except stare at my beautiful Virtue as his body shaped into his athletic form.

      Even in the cold weather, Logan didn’t act cold even though he was completely naked. He shook off a layer of snow that tried to settle on him as he approached us. He kept his gaze on me and completely ignored the Hunter. His perfect form moved and he almost didn’t seem real as he silently leaned in close and bit my shoulder, pressing hard enough to bruise the skin before backing away. Only then did he regard the Hunter with a challenging stare that said only one thing.

      Mine.

      “Logan,” I managed to croak out, “we don’t have time for this. You don’t understand—”

      He cut me off with a snarl, snapping his wolfish teeth that never quite shifted back to human. His army of wolves advanced and echoed his warning, making it clear that not only had Logan established dominance as Alpha of his pack once again, but he was here to claim me, whether I accepted it or not.

      Dante drew his weapon, clearly having had enough of the show. “You and your pack need to return to your dorms immediately,” he said, his voice low. “Pack congregation like this is prohibited and punishable by expulsion.”

      The wolves growled, clearly not intimidated by Dante’s threat. They advanced, then halted and a few whimpered. I turned around to find Hendrik and his Mages approaching from the other side. The air around them shimmered with deep red and purple tones.

      I felt a ripple in the Virtue connection as Hendrik met my gaze. Shit’s about to get ugly, pet.

      I swallowed hard, realizing that all of my Virtue connections could talk to me in my mind, not just Logan.

      The two sides squared off with Dante and me trapped in the middle. My adrenaline spiked and I found myself wishing that I could call reinforcements.

      Orion’s presence surfaced in response and I knew that he’d just returned to Fortune Academy, although I sensed it was not of his own accord. I hoped he wasn’t going to go all Alpha on me too, because I seriously had enough to worry about.

      Why am I here, little star? his voice trickled into my mind with an edge of irritation. I was having a lovely conversation with your mother that you cut short.

      What a shame, playboy. Can you go make yourself useful without needing orders from me? I’m a little busy right now! I shot back.

      He huffed in my mind. I would love to, but I’m in an underground tunnel system staring at a demonspawn. Friend of yours?

      Oh. Maybe I had actually summoned him. I’d have to learn how I did that trick later. That’s Jess and I’m going to need her, so bust her out and come find me, unless that’s too difficult of a task for you.

      Why should I? he said, brushing my mind with an invisible kiss. What do I get out of it?

      How about the fact that it’ll piss of Logan who’s trying to kidnap me right now? I snapped back.

      Hmm, okay, I’ll bite.

      Orion’s presence retreated from my mind and I let out a breath, hoping Orion would make it in time.

      A third row of bodies appeared in the dusky light with Melinda at the lead. She stood at the ready, garbed in a sexy getup with puffy fur around her neck as she smirked at me. An entire enthralled wave of students stood behind her as the Dean stepped from the crowd.

      “Lilith Fallen,” the Dean said, making my blood run cold.

      Shit. Shit. Shit!

      Merlin stood at her side, his white hair tied back in a clean braid that made him look almost regal in a wizardly kind of way. His experienced gaze swept over the assembly. “It’s as I feared. The Mages and the shifters are fighting over the Champion.”

      I swallowed hard. They knew who I was?

      Dante shoved me behind him, but I wasn’t going to be shielded like some kind of damsel in distress. I pushed him out of the way, having to use considerable supernatural strength to uproot the stubborn Hunter.

      “How do you know who I am?” I shot across the cobbled streets, my voice carrying on the icy winds between three walls of bodies.

      The Dean grinned. “I’m a powerful immortal, my dear. Merlin and I have been waiting for an opportunity like this. I knew who you were the moment Hendrik told me his vision.”

      I glanced at the Dark Mage and a flash of regret crossed his eyes.

      Betrayed again. Why wasn’t I surprised?

      The Dean opened her palm and revealed a holographic image that floated in the air. She stepped close enough so I could see Olivia tied to a chair with her golden eyes glowing with rage. “All I needed was leverage, so I was thrilled when Hendrik brought me your Mage friend. It was quite stupid of you to give her a soul, you know. Now she has something to lose.” She snapped her fingers closed as if she could crush Olivia in the palm of her hand. “I’ve been waiting to find leverage on you, Lilith.” She brushed away a loose lock of her gorgeous hair. “Unless you want your friend to die and her soul sent straight to Hell, then you’ll comply with my demands.”

      “You won’t be making any demands today,” Hendrik called out, summoning an electric storm that thundered through the sky. “Olivia is still part of my clan and under my protection.”

      The Dean chuckled. “Or what, little Mage?”

      He raised one hand and his army of Mages advanced, each summoning a dark orb of power that reminded me of tiny black holes. I had a feeling that one of those could destroy anything it touched.

      Logan barked a command and the wolves turned away from me, facing the Dean.

      We all had a common enemy—for now.

      The Dean appraised the situation with a beMused smile. “Look at this, Merlin. The students think they can run this school.”

      The white-haired wizard chuckled and patted Melinda on the shoulder. “I’ll leave this to you, my dear. They won’t want to harm their own.”

      I cursed under my breath as Melinda ordered her wave of enthralled students forward.

      This was going to be a bloodbath.

      It was the library all over again and I’d gone all the way to Heaven to avoid it.

      Now I’d have to go to Hell.

      I spotted Orion in the distance, his golden skin brilliant after a trip to Heaven. A hissing dark form writhed behind him as he dragged Jess in tow by the wrist. She snarled and snapped at him, but after being drugged and starved, she was no match for a pumped up Demigod.

      I took off my Blood Stone and gazed into its ruby depths. It was fully charged now and it hummed with power, ready to do what I needed.

      Before I changed my mind, I slammed it against the ground, sending the jewel piercing straight through the thin veil that Fortune Academy sat on and breaking into the Hell realm that brushed up against its side.

      There.

      Blackness swept out from the spot I’d struck and made frost bite my nose as the temperature plummeted. Dante took my hand and gave me a subtle nod before all hell broke loose.

      Literally.
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      Melinda’s cry sent the enthralled students bolting towards us with weapons—not the spelled Awakening Arena weapons, but real ones, probably from the Dean’s personal stash. Swords, morning stars, daggers raised while crossbow bolts and arrows rained down on us. The Mages tossed their first row of miniature black holes, wiping out the attack.

      The shifters sprinted next, tripping up the students as they gnawed at their heels, not dealing any real damage but keeping the bulk of the gathering from advancing.

      Meanwhile I concentrated on the spreading blackness and caught onto a link that tugged me from the other side. I didn’t have Renee’s magic to jump realms this time.

      Orion caught up to us and offered me my demonspawn friend. Jess took my hand, reminding me that I wasn’t alone.

      “Well look at that. The shiny brute actually was taking me to you.” She snapped her teeth at Orion as she wrapped her tail around my leg. “Let’s go home,” she whispered with a malicious grin as she rolled her dark eyes in the back of her head. “Use me as a medium to get us there in one piece.”

      A low hum sounded from the back of her throat and I felt what she meant. She was hellbound born and raised and the link I needed to connect this realm and the next. The dark pool went translucent as I tugged at that connection and pulled us closer to it as if I was on a boat pulling onto a dock by a rope.

      “There,” Jess praised. “Just a little more.”

      “No!” the Dean shouted, raising her hand to show Olivia’s eyes wide with fear as someone wrapped a dagger around her throat. “If you run, her death is on you!”

      I froze, unsure what I should do. Wolves and Mages battled against enthralled students who were only getting closer. The wolves would have to start using lethal force, half of Logan’s pack already sporting bloody fur. He was still in his mortal form and he fought a string of students that had been trying to get to me. Slash wounds ran up his side and he panted, glancing at me with a “don’t make this all for nothing” look.

      Hendrik likewise was closing in as sweat beaded his forehead. He sent waves of electric bolts slamming down, stunning rows of students that had tried to ambush me from the other side. Each time he sent down a new strike, a wave of his Mages collapsed and I realized he was cannibalizing his clan.

      To my surprise, even Kaito had come out to join the commotion and his tattoo glowed red as he blurred through the warzone, sending students falling down unconscious in his wake.

      If I gave in to the Dean’s demands just to save one life, all of this sacrifice would be for nothing.

      Tears welled in my eyes as I made an impossible choice. Dante wrapped an arm around my waist, bringing me into the safety of his hard chest. “I’ll support you no matter what decision you make,” he vowed, making my heart break.

      I knew what I had to do.

      I closed my eyes and embraced the darkness inside of me until the only heat on my skin was where Dante held me against him.

      “Don’t let go,” I whispered, my voice cracking with pain.

      “Never.”
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      The calm of the icy wasteland contrasted against the battle I’d just left behind. Dante wrapped around me, shielding me from the worst of the blizzard that beat at us on all sides. The snow was too blinding to see if anyone else had made it along for the ride.

      I shook him as tears sprung to my eyes when he didn’t respond. “Dante?”

      The cold should have been debilitating, but I felt at peace. I wasn’t warm. I was quite freezing, in fact, but it felt natural. It reminded me of that cold pit in my chest that always tried to come out when I was hungry, but this was different.

      Dark veins threaded over my arms, reminding me that I was one-third demonspawn.

      And I had come home.

      “Dante?” I tried again, but the Hunter fell over limp when I turned him, snow clumping in his coat.

      His lips were blue and his skin was a ghastly pale, making me fear the worst. I pressed an ear to his chest and only found the lightest of heartbeats providing life to the Hunter.

      He wasn’t going to survive, not like this.

      He needed warmth.

      My fingers dug into the snow as I searched for the Blood Stone. If it had survived the realm transfer, then it would have enough heat to keep him alive. I sent snow spraying everywhere as I searched, digging up piles of the fluff until I spotted a melted puddle with a warm, red glow inside. I dunked my hand into it, flinching at the wet cold, and plucked out the stone that was like a scalding brand in my grip.

      “There we are,” I whispered with triumph and scurried back to the Hunter.

      I tried giving him the stone by wrapping his fingers around it and pressing it to his chest, but it wasn’t going to give him power that way.

      Only I could control it without consequence, Kaito’s words rang in my head, coming back to haunt me.

      I bit my lip as I brought the stone over my neck and decided what to do. Dante had protected me and didn’t deserve to die like this.

      He was one of my Virtues and I had chosen him.

      “You’re not dying unless I say you can!” I shouted, hauling him into my lap as I brushed his frozen hair away from his forehead. “You hear me!”

      A tear fell from my face, freezing on its descent and pinged off of my Hunter’s cheek and leaving a mark. I bent down, acting out of instinct as I licked the small hurt.

      He stirred.

      I had to do that again.

      I ran my tongue over his lips, and they parted.

      My fingers went under his coat, spreading across his muscular torso and he flexed underneath me.

      My legs straddled him, and his eyes flashed open.

      There’s my Hunter.

      Sensuality wrapped around us, the half-established Virtue bond flaring to life. A fresh ache ran up my arms and through my torso until it settled between my thighs with a demand I couldn’t ignore.

      By the flare of need in his gaze, he was feeling it too.

      My connection could keep him alive, but only if it was cemented right now.

      “Lily,” he breathed, his breath puffing steam into the air.

      “I’m here,” I said, leaning in closer as I caressed his face and stoked his heat. Color returned to his cheeks from my touch and I ran my fingers down his muscular chest.

      We didn’t need any further words as an indescribable swelling of need rang between us until it was taut enough to snap.

      It was time to complete our bond.

      He slammed his mouth onto mine, drinking in the warmth and power that opened up in me like a faucet. I deepened the kiss and ran my tongue over his, sparking new life between us.

      His hand went to my hip and brought me over him at the angle he desired, stoking my pleasure as he hardened for me. His fingers went between my legs and I gasped as he pulled aside the thin fabric and stroked me. My breath steamed the air as heat billowed like a flame. The ice around use melted, revealing a soft bed of grass underneath.

      “Dante,” I breathed as he mercilessly brought me closer to the edge. The light in his eyes gleamed with flecks of red as I transferred the power of the Blood Stone into him. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      He smirked, flashing those dimples I loved. “You aren’t feeding on me, sweet Lily. You’re letting me feed on you.”

      He was right.

      The Blood Stone linked us and glowed with raw warmth, reversing my succubus powers to give Dante what he needed to survive this frozen tundra. When he undid his pants and readied his dick against my entrance, I held my breath.

      Dante was mine.

      He gripped my hip hard and brought me down onto him, fulling sheathing himself in me as he hit his head back against the ground with a roar. His skin billowed with molten red as my pleasure crested and drowned us both in power.

      The Virtue connection sprang to life, magnifying in intensity unlike anything I’d ever felt before. I instantly knew where all my Virtues were and how they were feeling. Likewise they honed in on me and sensed my new bond with Dante.

      Logan nursed his wounds, licking the back of his hand while encompassed by complete darkness. He was trapped, alone, but safe in one of the underground tunnels that ran through this layer of Hell.

      Orion was with Hendrik and Kaito, the three of them fending off some angry demonspawn that didn’t appreciate their rude entrance into one of the few warmer settlements that edged this realm and the deeper, hotter layers of Hell. Jess was with them, too, screaming at the demonspawn to obey her, but it didn’t seem to be going very well.

      “They can take care of themselves,” Dante assured me as he arched his back, angling his hips to fuck me gently as he rolled me over him. “You chose your Virtues wisely.”

      My eyes widened when I felt him clamp a hand on my thigh… then another hand on the other.

      “You’re healed,” I marveled, threading my fingers through his. A long scar ran around his wrist where his hand had been removed, a reminder of what he had been willing to sacrifice for me.

      He rolled me onto my back and continued his slow, deliberate thrusts, drawing out our pleasure and solidifying our Virtue connection. He kissed my brow as his lovemaking took on a tender quality and he nuzzled into my neck. “I always wondered why you chose me,” he whispered, his hot breath at my ear making a shiver run down my spine. “Now I think I know why.”

      When he drew back and indulged me in a long, sensual kiss, I realized why I’d chosen all of my Virtues. Only the worst of the worst could survive Hell on their own.

      As for Dante, only a Hunter’s heart could survive a trip to Hell’s outer icy realms. Wandering this place would have destroyed me and left me isolated and alone.

      He was my heat, my core, my rock.

      I would need him and all of my Virtues to survive what came next. A trip through all the Hell realms to find the one person who could help us lure Calamity.

      Saving the world would have to wait. For now I indulged in Dante’s delicious affections and built up my strength.

      Four Virtues down… One to go.
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        I never asked to be an Omega.

      

        

      
        I’m a Fortune Fae—I see the future. But I didn’t see this coming.

      

        

      
        My Alpha will stop at nothing to possess me and has dragged me all the way to Fortune Fae Academy to join the other wide-eyed Omegas-in-training. He believes I’ll survive--and I hope he’s right.

      

        

      
        He also believes I’ll kneel at his feet.

        He couldn’t be more wrong about that.

      

        

      
        I don’t need three broody Betas and an asshat Alpha telling me what to do. When I graduate the Academy as an ascended Omega, I’m rejecting my mate-circle and getting the hell out of here.

      

        

      
        Except there’s one slight problem. My Alpha has seen the future too… and he knows something I don’t.

      

        

      
        Whatever he thinks is going to happen, his cruel smirk says I’m not going anywhere.
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Gina

        

      

    

    
      Fuck the future.

      Fuck the Alpha tormenting my every waking moment.

      And fuck this human coffee shop.

      I hurried away from the café, leaving behind bewildered patrons and an Earth Fae who had triggered one of my more powerful visions.

      “Are you seriously going on break?” a guy in a suit shouted at me. “I ordered a latte twenty minutes ago!” 

      I flipped him off, earning a guffaw that made me grin.

      Fuckers.

      I’d come to the Human Realm to avoid fae and an asshole Alpha, although running into an Earth Fae with a powerful future kind of backfired my plan to lay low. My Alpha sniffed me out when I used my powers like that.

      There you are, little Omega.

      Hearing his voice invade my thoughts once again sent a chill down my spine, urging me to run faster. He was close this time. Too close for comfort.

      I can smell your fear.

      It pleased him that I was afraid. His voice caressed my mind with unwanted touches, invading, taking what wasn’t his to take. Every time he found me again I felt like I lost a little piece of myself. He wanted to own me, to claim me, and I knew if he got his way I’d lose myself entirely.

      Stop fighting our connection. You’re mine. You belong to me.

      “Get out of my head!” I growled as I ran, bumping into someone that I couldn’t see through the haze of my Alpha’s influence. The human I’d stumbled into offered a brief, mortal future that invaded my mind, dulling the hold my Alpha had over me.

      “Hey!” the human said, unaware that I’d just seen his date for later this evening as he grabbed onto me to keep me from falling into him.

      The vision unfurled, a tall blonde who looked none too pleased with her date.

      “She’s way out of your league!” I shouted, blurting out the vision with the raw need to expel the future from my lungs. Plus, I felt sorry for the girl. He didn’t match his internet profile whatsoever. 

      “Excuse me?” he barked, letting go of my wrist.

      Freed from his unfortunate future, I gulped in a fresh breath and kept moving.

      Visions never came to me in coherent pieces and often were as difficult to interpret as they were to avoid. Everyone always wanted to know what their future held for them, what a vision meant, and they wanted answers of how to change unfavorable results.

      The future cannot be changed… only accepted.

      That’s what I’d been taught all my life, but I wondered if that rule still applied to me now that I was an Omega.

      Gods, I hoped not, because his eyes watched me, those sliced, silver cat-like eyes of an Alpha that had targeted his Omega. 

      You’ll submit to me.

      Stop running.

      Stop hiding and do what you are meant to do.

      …Obey your Alpha.

      Who did he think he was? Seriously, “obey” him?

      Fuck.

      That.

      An angsty scream built in my throat as I swatted at the too-perfect face that haunted my visions. A cruel grin formed, and then the visage faded, leaving me alone on the street with passerby humans giving me “well she’s bat-shit crazy” looks.

      I was used to that. As a Fortune Fae, I saw things others didn’t. Future and present often blurred together and to most mortals, I could come across as insane. 

      I preferred to call it a side-effect of being awesome.

      Although, as a recently emerging Omega, shit was getting pretty weird, even to my standards.

      I decided to embrace the beneficial parts of being an Omega such as my enhanced sense of smell that could detect fae, my strengthened ability to trigger and navigate visions, and a sixth sense that kept me one step ahead of the Alpha on my tail. I wasn’t just going to roll over and submit to him, not if I had anything to say about it.

      I’m getting impatient with this little game, he pressed, his irritation palpable. The first few times I’d evaded him, my Alpha had found it amusing. Now, though, he’d had just about enough.

      Too fucking bad.

      If I was going to continue to evade a pissed off Alpha, then I had to find my next hiding spot, which meant I needed to get back to my nest. Yeah, nesting, that was a new thing too, but I found that it gave me a boost to my intuition, something that had kept me free of the Alpha’s clutches so far. I sensed he was on his way here right now. He roamed the Human Realm looking for me and he wasn’t far, which meant that I needed to dive into my visions again and figure out my future of where I could hide next. There were a few paths remaining where I escaped him. Each time his mind found mine, there were fewer options available, but I’d figure it out. For now, I needed to get out of immediate danger.

      Seeing one’s own future was definitely an Omega trait. Typical Fortune Fae couldn’t look at their own Fate’s Mirror. It was how I’d evaded capture so far, not that many Omegas were dumb enough to try. I had no doubt that if I was caught, I’d be punished, and it wouldn’t be pretty.

      When. Not if you’re caught, my pretty Omega, but when.

      Goosebumps flushed across my skin at his words and the wicked intent behind them. Fresh fear spiked a layer of sweat over the back of my neck and I bit the side of my cheek. “Keep your shit together, Gina,” I said under my breath, pep-talking myself. “You’re not going to let him win.” 

      I clutched my fingers into fists as I approached the towering building that would take me between realms.

      What if I’ve already won? he said in my mind, his cocky tone saying that he was just toying with me now.

       “I said, get out of my head,” I growled, storming into the lobby and taking a sharp right to the elevator used by fae to travel in and out of the Human Realm. Once I jumped worlds, my Alpha would lose his grip on my mind and I could find my next hiding spot.

      The bellhop took note of me, a human who logged the comings and goings of the fae and was well compensated to report all travel to the Elemental Council and keep his mouth shut to the rest of the mortal species about fae-kind.

      He was even better compensated not to mention me.

      “Miss Gina,” he said with a polite nod. “On the run from that asshole again?”

      I gave him a wink. “What can I say? He’s persistent.” 

      The bellhop tsked, but waited expectantly in my path. He might pity me, but he still had a job to do. 

      Good thing humans could be bribed.

      With a sigh, I pulled out my entire week’s earnings from the café—which was substantial, given how human males thought they could buy my attention with their paper money. I’d gotten some amazing tips as a bartender, but it surprised me how the tips as a cafe waitress were comparable and sometimes even better. Thanks to the businessmen in the morning with fat wallets and lustful eyes. 

      I was happy to take their money and dash their hopes. No one touched me without my permission, which was rarely, if ever, given.

      No permission needed when you’re already mine, Came my Alpha’s cruel reminder. I pressed my lips in a thin line and ignored him.

      The bellhop’s eyes sparkled when I deposited the wad of cash on the counter, slipping it discreetly within his reach without touching him. I had no desire to see his dull future, watching fae travel all over the multiple realms while he sat here, dreaming about joining them one day. That wouldn’t happen. Humans didn’t get to play with fae, not often, anyway.

      “Seems your papers are in order,” he said with a polite nod, no doubt hoping I would be his rare chance to finally be a part of a world he watched from the sidelines.

      If I wasn’t on the run, I might have entertained the idea of helping him. As a Fortune Fae I got away with occasional mischief, but I had enough heat as it was. 

      “Of course they are,” I replied.

      His gaze followed me as I moved past him and towards the elevator that would take me home. My nest was in Fortune Fae territory, and while I didn’t like getting close to my kind right now, it was a necessary risk. I needed to draw from the source of my magic to accurately read my own future, not to mention see enough of a reliable vision to determine the best path I could follow. 

      Stepping into the elevator, I slid one of my Fortune cards into the slot and punched in the sequence that would take me out of the Human Realm.

      My stomach dropped when the elevator shifted realms, going inwards and outwards instead of the standard upward lurch one might expect. I blew out a breath when a weight lifted from my mind, signaling that I’d momentarily broken the lock my Alpha had on me.

      “Not today, bastard,” I said, feeling smug. Even if he guessed I was heading home, I wouldn’t be sticking around long enough for him to track me.

      The elevator doors opened, revealing a vast landscape that heralded my kind’s most prized landmarks: Fortune Fae Academy and the Collegium. A thorned forest surrounded the Academy, embracing it in cruel intentions and daring anyone to attempt to approach—or escape.

      A massive structure overshadowed the Academy, towering behind it like a faithful sentry. 

      The Collegium.

      That’s where graduates worked to predict futures that impacted all the realms. I paused, indulging a moment to appreciate the structures. If things were different, I would have loved to delve into the ancient scrolls and pick apart old visions to help understand what was happening to me now, but to step through those gates would be to accept my fate; to accept my role as an Omega and submit to a mate-circle and my Alpha. 

      I didn’t even know his name, just that one of my visions had triggered my once-dormant Omega traits, calling my Alpha to me whether I wanted to or not.

      By the impression I had of the bastard so far, there was no way I could allow him to get his hands on me. Alphas were possessive, indulgent, wicked creatures that I wanted nothing to do with. I’d avoided their kind all my life and I wasn’t going to stop now.

       This wasn’t a legal entry point to the Fortune Realm, but I was already a fugitive. Omegas were not supposed to run. They were supposed to be good little Fae and attend Fortune Fae Academy, submitting to their mate-circle and supplementing the Fortune Fae’s visions.

      Something big was going on with the time-space continuum if Omegas were starting to emerge, myself included. I sensed a massive vision that lingered on the edges of my mind ever since my Omega traits started to emerge. If that vision descended on me now, I had no doubt it would crush my mind. I had no interest in being subjugated to that kind of vision. Let some other Fortune Fae deal with it. 

      Yet another reason to avoid my Alpha and the mate-circle that would come with him. Accepting him would only bring me closer to the cliff of that vision.

      I tucked my fingers into my pocket, running my touch over the slick cards of my Fortune deck out of habit as I hurried through the narrow path through the thorned forest. Anyone else might miss the small break in thorns that led to my nest unless they knew what they were looking for. I deftly moved through the small opening, crouching to duck beneath a gnarled branch once I reached the small hatch to my nest.

      Relief hit me the moment I popped open the door and slipped through the narrow opening. My nest was the safest place in the world—at least, that’s how it always felt whether that was true or not. I loved my nest. The small room held only a few pieces of furniture that I’d confiscated from various realms, but each object had a place and a purpose. A small desk where I could spread out my Fortune cards and read my future, followed by a table where I could eat a quick meal, and finally my bed. The bed was definitely the largest piece of furniture in my nest and took up the majority of the space, but that was just something that came with being an Omega. The large mattress had been a pain to magic into the tight space and had cost me a ridiculous number of fortunes to find a Water Fae willing to mist the object for me, in secret no less. 

      I shut the hatch behind me and didn’t wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. I approached my bed first, extending my hands to navigate by feel. I was unable to resist the pull to bury myself under the sheets for just a moment. 

      I drew in a deep breath, expecting to calm myself through the familiar scents of my nest—and froze.

      My nostrils flared. 

      Wrong. 

      It was all wrong.

      A flame from a lighter broke the calm darkness of the room, making me wince. The first thing I saw when my eyes focused were those silver sliced irises. 

      My Alpha lay sprawled on my bed, unashamedly naked and positively smug. He was all hard edges and bulging muscle. The gleam in his eyes said that he dared me to run. Maybe he hoped I’d try.

      “Well hello, little Omega.”

      … Fuck.
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