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      Hildi

      

      “Unbelievable. Absolutely fucking unbelievable.”

      “Which part? Roland showing back up or Marshal being a traitor?” Rupert asks me. “Honestly, I should’ve seen it coming.”

      I stop my pacing and look at the immortal prince.

      “Why didn’t you?” Agis asks, eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “I’ve been off for weeks, you know that. I got so sick the night you found the key and opened the gate. I think it took all of my psychic energy. I’ve been off balance ever since.”

      “It doesn’t matter why we didn’t see it coming,” Armin says, brushing his long blond hair over his shoulder. “What are we going to do about it?”

      “We sure as hell aren’t letting him find the key.”

      The four of us lock eyes. I have the key, safely hidden, or at least I hope so. I’d hidden it in an enchanted box made of iron and secured it on the grounds. I know it’s temporary until I find something different, something more secure, but I had to do something. Just thinking about the dark abyss beyond the door and the multi-eyed, winged monsters that protect the doorway of the temple makes my skin clammy.

      Agis crosses his massive arms over his chest. “Rupert’s right, psychic abilities or not, we should have seen him coming. I know Dylan threw him out, but missing out on all the fun and debauchery of the apocalypse? He’s probably been looking for a way to get here the whole time.”

      “Do you really think the gods sent him?” I ask.

      “I doubt they’re happy we pressed the pause button on their game,” Miya replies. He’s been quiet this whole time, sitting in the window seat, staring outside. “They want their crusade, but I’m sure he made himself available.”

      “He offered something,” Agis adds. “A deal, an agreement, something to get them to let him play.”

      “Then we have to figure out what that is,” I say, rubbing my forehead. This whole thing had gone from bad to worse. We came here with a simple but daunting task. Find the stone, get to the temple, open the gate, claim victory—end the apocalypse.

      We’d expected a battle landscape. Instead, we got a stupid Academy filled with teenagers, impulsive and hormonal. They’re all touched by the gods; demons, demi-gods, witches, a Nephilim—Lucifer’s son, of all people. My first roommate was a freaking vampire. My second? A gods-damned fairy. Their parents are royals, upping the stakes in the battle for the apocalypse. For them, it’s a land grab. Expanding their realms. For us? It’s saving humanity.

      The worst part is, we weren’t even supposed to be here. This is the Raven Guard’s job. They’d done it before. But Morgan is pregnant, and I’d volunteered, yes, volunteered to come in their place, leading the motley crew of Immortals. Who are as much of a distraction as allies. They are ridiculously handsome, with unbelievable bodies, unparalleled strength, and boat-loads of anxiety from being enslaved for eternity.

      I glance over at Miya. “We agreed on a truce with Luke, Marielle, and the twins. Do you think they’ll hold to it?”

      The Japanese warrior looks at me for the first time since we left Roland’s new office. The simple action of his eyes sweeping over me sets my skin on fire. We’d been intimate—although it was an act of mercy. I was under the influence of Marielle, my vampire roommate, horny and desperate as hell. He’d broken decades of celibacy to help me. Now? Things are awkward.

      Miya stands, his long robes falling to his feet. I hold his eyes, feeling the flicker of vampire venom still lingering in my veins. I’m not sure it will ever stop calling to me.

      “The gods want amusement as much as they want a war—again, it’s why they sent us, and all of the royals' children, here. We bide our time. Figure out Roland’s plan. Keep the key hidden. Play their game while we play our own.”

      Agis nods and Armin sets his jaw, both quietly agreeing. Rupert sighs and says, “What about Marshal?”

      That’s a loaded question. Marshal and I’d been hate-fucking for weeks now. Blowing off steam—and well, simply blowing one another. There hadn’t been anything to it—no emotions—no connection. At least, that’s what I tell myself. I look away from the others, blinking back hot tears of betrayal. He’d sided with Roland—the winner’s side, in his opinion.

      “Fuck Marshal,” I say. “He’s a bastard and disloyal and we don’t need him to win this.”

      Not one of the Immortals look convinced, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned over my lifetime, there’s something to the term “fake it ‘til you make it.” I’m definitely faking it.

      “If we’re going to play their game, there’s only one thing we can do,” I say, looking at Rupert. “We’re going to Marshal’s party.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Is that what you’re going to wear?” Elizabeth asks, eyeing me from across our dorm room. I’m still in my school uniform. She’s wearing a wispy, flowy dress with long tendrils hanging from the skirt.

      “What’s wrong with this?” I ask, smoothing out the skirt. To be honest, I’ve gotten used to the ease of the uniform. I’m here to work, not play, so the less time thinking about what I’m going to wear, the better.

      “It’s a party, Hildi. Play the part.”

      I narrow my eyes at my roommate. Elizabeth is a tiny girl with soft, pink hair. She looks like a child. I suspect something very different lies beneath the façade. “What do you mean, play the part?”

      “You’re a Valkyrie. A total badass. This is the first event you’re going to since you killed Headmaster Garland, and Headmaster Roland replaced him. If you’re going to sway the rest of the students on campus to follow you, then you’ll need to lead them.”

      “And that starts tonight?” I ask, feeling like this is overly complicated.

      “It’s already started.” She tosses me a pair of tight leather pants. I stare down at them.

      “Seriously?”

      “Of course. Those pants will show everyone that you’re rough, resilient, determined.”

      “How do you figure that?” I stroke the buttery leather. They are high quality.

      “Only a certain kind of person can wear a pair of pants like that. They’re like armor. A pain in the ass to put on and take off. If a guy wants in them? He has to be committed to getting them off.”

      “I’m more interested in his commitment to getting me off,” I mutter. “I didn’t know you were such a complex thinker.”

      “There are a lot of things you don’t know about me, Hildi Axel, but you can trust me. I think I proved that.”

      She’d gone after Armin when he was injured, making sure he was safe. I don’t know much about Elizabeth, other than the fact she’s Fae and has impeccable timing, and a desire to be on the winning side of this war. We need allies. If I need to put on a pair of leather pants to prove my trust, I can do that.

      “I’ll meet you in the lounge,” she says, heading out the door.

      I undress and pull on the pants, tugging them over the curves of my body. They fit like a glove, and I get the strange sense that the leather is molding to my body. There’s the tingle of magic, and if Elizabeth can charm pants to make my ass look great, she’s a worthy ally, indeed.

      Now I just need a shirt.

      I bend before the trunk at the end of my bed, flipping open the lid. The trunk had been waiting for me when I arrived through the portal. It was filled with a few personal items—more than I’d packed—along with necessities. It’d also held Morgan’s blade—the one forged by Damien. The one I’d used to kill Headmaster Gardener.

      I rummage around, looking for a black shirt I know I’ve seen before. “Ah!” I say to myself when I find it. “Gotcha.”

      My finger grazes something on the bottom. A loose object—like jewelry. I pick it up and electricity jolts up my hand. I drop it and it lands quietly against fabric. It’s a ring. Smooth, etched silver. A deep purple stone in the setting. I’ve never seen it before. I pick it up and place it on my finger. It, like the pants I’m wearing, fits perfectly.

      I pull the shirt over my head and walk over to the mirror. It’s stringy, the fabric slashed across the chest and back. It’s less shirt and more like pieces of fabric held together by a wish. My black lace bra peeks out and the straps criss-cross over my back. I quickly fix my hair, smoothing out the long, blonde strands. The ring glints in the light, and I wonder for a moment if I’m foolish for putting it on. The metal hums against my skin, sending warmth along my limbs.

      I keep it on.

      I’m not sure where it came from or who sent it to me, but I do know one thing.

      It’s now mine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I agreed to lead the Immortals in the Crusade, it was assumed I would need to keep the five semi-feral warriors in line. They’d spent years in captivity, first as members of Camulus’ army, later as slaves to the Shaman. They were raw, territorial, horny, and depraved. We had a mission—get the key, go to the temple, stop the apocalypse. From there we could part ways. My job would be to keep them focused and on task. I’d keep them civilized.

      So far I’d slept with Armin multiple times. Battled with Agis. Convinced Miya to break his vow of celibacy and turned on some kind of hyper-psychic link between me and Rupert.

      None of that is compared to what has been going on with me and Marshal even before we got to the Academy.

      My first glimpse of the party up ahead only confirms how foolish I’d been about understanding the Immortals. These men have lived many lifetimes. Although, sure, a lot of that was pillaging and burning down villages, they’re also bred from royalty. They’ve dined with kings and queens. They’ve seduced. Smoozed. And damn it to Hades, Marshal, in particular, knows how to throw a hell of a party.

      Music pulses down the hall, some kind of hypnotic beat. It emanates from a tall arched door at the end of the hallway where faint pink light spills though the opening.

      “Where are we?” I ask, trying to acclimate myself to our location in the school.

      “These rooms are typically reserved for head boy and head girl.” She gestures to a room at the opposite end of the hall with a matching door. “I guess your boy got a promotion.”

      “He’s not my boy,” I mutter, seeing him just inside the doorway. He’s wearing tight fitting slacks and a gray sweater covering a button-down shirt, the sleeves rolled to his elbows. He’s holding a ridiculous chalice in his hand and the smile on his mouth is dangerously appealing. I know what that mouth can do, that tongue…warmth creeps up my spine.

      “Hildi!”

      I look down at the little fairy. “What?”

      “Stop drooling over your ex.”

      “He’s not my ex.”

      She snorts. “Do you know how good my sense of smell is?”

      “Do I want to?”

      “Let’s just say I know exactly who’s been fucking who in here.” She wrinkles her nose at two underclassmen eyeing each other from across the room. “And more than once you’ve come home with Marshal’s scent all over you.”

      “I have?” Yes, I’m playing dumb. It’s embarrassing. No one knows. At least I thought no one knew.

      “He’s not the only one.” She winks and walks through the door. “But you knew that.”

      Gods, she must think I’m a whore.

      “Well don’t you look…dangerous tonight,” a voice drawls. I look back and see Luke, looking so handsome it hurts.

      It’s the first time we’ve seen one another since we formed an alliance—a truce, really. That was before Roland announced himself as headmaster. Luke is Lucifer’s son—a Nephilim. He’d tried to force himself on me, and I don’t trust him.

      “If you touch me, I’ll pull off your fingers, one by one.”

      He has the nerve to look taken back. “I promise, from now on, I’ll only touch you if you ask for it.”

      “Trust me, that’s not going to happen.” First, he’s a kid. Second, he’s an opportunistic asshole. His ideal conquest is Marielle, princess to the Vampire realm. He wants to merge their power and, well, their other parts.

      Too bad she isn’t interested.

      “Are you planning on standing out here all night?” he asks, not taking the hint that I’d love for him to go away.

      “No,” I snap.

      That’s enough to propel me inside, where I’m met with an opulent, ridiculous scene. Velvet-covered couches, leather arm chairs. A massive chandelier with black red jewels hangs in the center of the room. There’s a bar on one end, complete with bartender. Girls of all ages dance on the chairs, the counter tops, even a shiny, wooden dining room table.

      “Gods this is garish,” Luke says, in a tone that implies he’s above it all.

      I snort. “Really? You’re not into half-naked girls dancing on table tops?”

      “One girl maybe,” he drags his eyes down my body. “But you don’t look the type to dance for just anyone.”

      “You’re such a pervert.”

      “Noted.” A waiter walks by holding a tray full of drinks. Luke grabs two and hands one to me. He holds his up in a toast. “To our truce.”

      “It’s still on? You’re not swayed by Headmaster Roland and his desire to kick off the apocalypse?”

      “I made a promise, and I stand by it.” He clinks his glass with mine and tips it back. “I’m also still pissed at my father, who clearly sent me here to die. I always knew he loathed the fact I’m a half-breed. This proves it.”

      “Maybe he thought you’d win.”

      Another tray passes. This one is filled with tiny chocolate cakes. Again, he takes two, handing me one.

      “Against those monsters? I’m not a bad fighter. I’ve been training since I could walk. And it’s not just isolated workouts. I’m a hunted breed. My father’s existence put a target on my back. I’ve had to defend myself more times than I’d like to admit. But those things…” he shudders, “with their teeth and the wings and gods, how many eyes? I’m not here to expand my father’s realm. I’m here to have a little fun, learn to kick some ass, and hopefully nail a few goddesses.” He pops the cake into his mouth and licks his long, thin fingers. “There’s plenty of time for the apocalypse, Valkyrie. I’m not in a rush.”

      “I didn’t know you had so much self-control.”

      “Patience is a virtue. We don’t have those in hell, but I can see how it can be an asset.” He eyes Marielle across the room. She’s in a skin-tight, black, lace dress. “That’s the one you need to worry about. She’s a whore for power.”

      Right on cue, Marielle slinks across the room toward Marshal. He’s stopped mingling and has positioned himself on a black velvet chair, reminiscent of a throne. The ego on this one.

      He assesses Marielle as she walks over, accepting a kiss on the cheek. Marielle smiles, genuinely. She’s had a thing for Marshal all along and was jealous of our relationship. I guess not anymore. Unfortunately, no one told my body that me and Marshal are enemies. My body thrums, even from a distance. But whatever sordid, secretive, warriors-with-benefits thing we had is over for good. I may not have the highest moral standards, but I’m not sleeping with a traitor.

      “So it’s true, he’s working with the Headmaster.”

      A pang echoes in my chest. Still hurts. “Yep.”

      “I always knew he was an asshole, but I didn’t realize he’s also a traitor.”

      I watch as Marshal’s hand creeps up Marielle’s leg. His green eyes meet mine, and his lips twist into a smug grin. There’s no doubt he’s doing this to piss me off. It works, and I reach for another drink.

      “Looks like Marielle finally got what she wanted,” I say. I’m definitely not going to boost his ego watching him flirt with another girl. Turning away, I see Rupert awkwardly sitting on a small chair. His chin-length reddish hair is tied behind his neck in a small ponytail. His skin is alabaster. An air of superiority wafts off of him, despite his discomfort. No one would guess he is a deadly, strategic prince.

      “What’s the deal with that one?” Luke asks, following my gaze.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.” We may have a truce, but I don’t trust the Nephilim at all. Not when it comes to my boys.

      I abandon him and walk toward Rupert.

      “Did you really kill him?” a voice asks, tickling my brain. I spin and see a boy with a flat nose and creamy brown skin. His eyes are glued to my ass, and there’s no doubt he’s talking about Headmaster Gardner.

      I cross my arms over my chest. All that does is draw his eyes from by ass to my tits. He licks his lips. “Maybe. Who are you?”

      “I’m Darius.”

      “Hildi Axel—”

      “The Valkryie. I’ve heard of you—well, seen you before.”

      I narrow my eyes, studying him. He’s slightly, vaguely familiar. He’s not from Odin’s realm, that’s for sure. “Where was that?”

      “At the fights. In the Upperworld.”

      Something tickles at my brain. Then it hits me. “You’re related to the Shaman. Is he your father?”

      He smiles, happy I’ve figured it out. “My uncle.”

      If he’s here, that means he’s royalty. It also means he’s probably next in line. The Shaman is a tricky figure. He buys, trades, and sells souls. He organizes fights among warriors using tricks and illusions. I’d fought in the ring for many years. It’s how I met the Guardians. The Shaman owned the Immortals.

      He walks in the shadow between good and evil.

      I’m definitely curious about this kid.

      “You’re a badass fighter. Maybe we could spar sometime?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Maybe so.”

      “You don’t like committing, do you?”

      I look into his eyes, dark brown and never ending. “Not when we’re on the cusp of a war, and I’m not sure who’s on what side.”

      The expression on his face tells me he’s like his uncle—skating the shadows.

      “It was nice to meet you, Darius.” I look over at Rupert, still sitting alone. “Perhaps I’ll see you in the gym.”

      “You can count on it.”

      I pass him, feeling his eyes following me across the room as I walk toward Rupert. I’m ten feet away when a female beats me to him.

      The girl has long, shiny black hair and has on a strapless, tight dress. Her eyes are violet, her incisors sharp. I’m not the best at identifying the different beings at this school. Fae? Vampire? Shifter? Banshee? Her hand runs languidly down Rupert’s arm, and she bends over, whispering in his ear.

      A flare of emotion swirls in my stomach, undefinable but strong.

      Sweat breaks out on his forehead, and he looks up, his eyes meeting mine. They hold for a beat and the world disappears around us. I feel a tug between us. A call.

      Thump, thump.

      Our hearts beat.

      I lick my lips, tasting the champagne. His jaw tenses, and he stands suddenly, disentangling from the girl. A look of panic plasters over his face, and he bolts from the room, leaving the girl confused, and watching his back as he vanishes.

      What the hell was that?

      Dammit. Everyone on my team needs to be strong. Whatever is going on with Rupert needs to stop. I drop my glass on a waiter’s tray and head toward the door.

      Just before I exit, a body blocks my way.

      A long, lean body that I know very, very intimately.

      “Leaving already?” Marshal asks, obstructing the exit. “It’s not very gracious to leave the party without thanking your host.” He bends, and I feel his mouth, warm and wet, near my ear. His tongue grazes the shell of my ear. “I can think of a few ways you can thank me.”

      “Gods, you’re a pig. A filthy, traitorous, pathetic pig.”

      He accepts my words like they’re a compliment.

      “Are you mad? You seem mad.”

      “Marshal, I swear on Odin’s good eye…”

      His hand skims around my waist, landing on the curve of my ass. It feels good—so good—and it makes me hate him more. “I’m not sure why me siding with Roland means what you and I were doing has to stop.”

      I look up at his face. It’s uniquely and unnaturally gorgeous. He’d admitted that he didn’t just pillage his way through villages during wartime. He fucking charmed his way into homes, convincing them to hand over the family jewels and down the pants of thousands of women. Seduction is his power, and I feel it ebbing between us.

      I hold up a hand, as if I can block the attraction. “Get out of my way, Marshal.”

      His eyes narrow, and he grabs my wrist, running his thumb over the ring. “Where did you get that?”

      I snatch my hand away, before my skin combusts from his touch. “None of your gods-damned business.”

      “Cut the bitchiness and answer me, because I know you’re not stupid to put on a charm or a piece of jewelry you found lying around this infested hellhole.”

      Rage ripples through me. “Marshal, I swear on my life I will rip your balls off and shove them down your throat one at a time if you don’t get your hands off of me and get the fuck out of my way.”

      “Is this how it’s going to be between us from now on?”

      I glare at him.

      “You know I didn’t have a choice, right? Roland showing up changed the game. He’s strong and ruthless, more so than any of the Immortals. I’ve fought by his side for a thousand battles. He’s going to win, Hildi, and he’ll kill you to do it.”

      “Is that a warning?”

      “It’s a fact.”

      His eyes flick over my shoulder, and I get the strong sense we’re being watched. I glance behind me and sure enough, dozens of eyes are on us. It’s an unnerving sensation, and I’m overwhelmed that everything about this moment, this party, is for show.

      Whatever the hell is going on, I’m not going to be part of it.

      “Move.”

      With causal ease, he steps out of my way. I enter the hallway and see Rupert heading back toward the dorms. A strong hand clamps around my upper arm.

      “If you think you’re going to use him as a replacement fuck-buddy, don’t bother. He’s too fucked up to get his dick hard. Stick with Armin. He may be filled with guilt, but at least his cock still works.”

      I spin on my heel and march up to him. I’m tall, but Marshal is taller. “Shut up. You lost any right to speak to me ever again. You betrayed me, the Immortals, and the Guardians. You will not win this battle. There is no battle. I’m going to see to that.”

      “How? By keeping the key hidden? It’s only a matter of time before Roland or one of his lackies find it. After that the door will be opened, and the temple breached. War is coming, Hildi—there’s no stopping it.”

      I search his eyes, hoping to find something solid behind them. All I get is cold cruelty. I’m sure countless women have seen the same glint before he destroyed their lives.

      That’s not happening to me or the people I care about.
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      Rupert

      

      My heart pounds like the beat of the party music, hard and pulsing through my veins. Sweat coats my neck and forehead, and I loosen my collar. I know what this is. It’s a panic attack. I’ve had them since childhood. Mostly in social situations—parties or extravagant meals. I don’t like the eyes of people on me—women in particular. Their skin, their lips, their hands. Guilt consumes me when I think of how I want them on my body. A fractured line keeps me from taking what I want and receiving what I need.

      I blame my father. The priests. The whores they brought to me to keep me focused on winning wars and acquiring land. Women were not something real, just objects. Like the raven-haired girl fawning over me tonight. That’s the kind of girl I was accustomed to, not the kind of woman I want.

      Like Hildi.

      She’s a woman. A real woman.

      Exactly what my father warned me about, nothing but a distraction.

      I turn down the hall, toward the one place that makes me feel at ease. I’m at the library doors when my name echoes against the narrow stone walls.

      “Rupert!”

      I pause, heart hammering. I should have felt her—I did, really. The constant twist in my stomach. I’ve been nauseous for weeks. Then there’s been that moment in the party—when our eyes locked and a sense of connection yanked between us.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, eyes sweeping over me. “I saw you run out of the room. Did you have a vision?”

      “No.” I swallow, forcing my gaze away from the tight, leather pants that leave little to the imagination. “I don’t like parties.”

      “Yeah, that one wasn’t my jam either.”

      I frown. “Jam? Like what you spread on toast?”

      She smiles. “No, like, my scene? My kind of event? I forget you’re like a nine-million-year-old man in the body of a twenty-year-old.”

      “That’s a bit of an exaggeration.” I swallow. “Also, I’m twenty-one.”

      “At least you’re not jailbait,” she mutters. I’m not sure what that means either, but I get the idea. “What are you doing down here?”

      “Looking for some peace and quiet. It was very overwhelming up there.”

      “Tell me about it. I got cornered by Marshal on the way out.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “Did he say anything?”

      “He said a lot, but none of it informative.” Her ears turn pink, and I can only imagine what their conversation was about. “I don’t want to talk about Marshal. I want to talk about you. I’d like to help you.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      “You’re anxious, and you obviously don’t feel well, and it’s pretty clear some of that has to do with the connection between us.”

      “It’s not a big deal.” I lie.

      “You’re pale and sweaty. All the time. The visions are doing a number on you.”

      I stare at the Valkyrie. Her concern is genuine—as far as keeping our unit together. Beyond that, she has no real clue what she’s getting into with us individually. We all carry baggage. Mine is probably more fucked up than the rest. I’m not weighed by guilt like Armin, or fueled by rage like Agis. Miya is lost in a world of self-reflection, and Marshal—well, Marshal is a gluttonous, traitorous pig. That’s not so much baggage as a personality defect. Me? I’m good for one thing only: plotting destruction.

      Whatever crosses my path will fall, and I can’t let that happen to Hildi.

      “You’re right. Ever since we arrived at the Academy, my visions have intensified. I’m learning how to control them. The best thing you can do for me is give me space.”

      Her shoulders square and her hand rests on her hip. She’s an exquisite creature—I understand why Marshal and Armin can’t stop playing with fire. She’s also a bundle of energy—toxic to my soul as much as I’m toxic to hers.

      “But what if I can help you work through it.”

      “I said no, Hildi.”

      “But—”

      “No!” The word rips through me, echoing down the hall. “You can’t help me. You can only make it worse. Leave me alone and let me have some peace.”

      Her expression falters, just for a second, before it rearranges into a blank canvas. Whatever she’s feeling; anger, humiliation, annoyance…she hides it well.

      “Fine,” she says, her voice impassive. “Whatever you want.”

      What I want has never been an option. Not in any of my lifetimes.

      I don’t tell her that, instead opening the library door. As I step away from her, I’m well aware that the less she knows, the better.
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      Hildi

      

      The city stretches before me, bright and sparkling—like jewels glinting under a light. The smells is intense—a combination of the earthiness of the park, food from the vendors on the street, then the general scent of humanity. The blare of two car horns echoes in my ears and I wince. I don’t think I ever realized how much it smells here. How loud the streets are. Humans are…a lot.

      The sound of something unfurling forces me to turn around. I expect a Raven. Or Five. But that’s not who stands before me. I can’t see his face, not in the shadows of the massive wings protruding from the man’s back. They aren’t bird wings. They’re thick, like leather, scaled. He’s shirtless, leather fighting pants hang from his hips. He’s pure sex and my body aches. I step closer, drawn like a magnet.

      This, I realize, is all a dream.

      Where had I conjured up such a fantasy?

      “Is this where you bend me over and tease me with your massive cock? And then I’ll wake up horny and have to get myself off quietly under the covers so I don’t wake up Elizabeth?”

      “You think I’m a dream?” I smell his breath; sweet, seductive. His hand grips my hip, pulling me to him. I feel the strength in his arms. I feel the strength of him.

      “A very vivid one, but yes.” Why I’m talking myself out of this is ridiculous. Just ride it out, Hils. Ride it out.

      Usually, in my dreams I can override most situations. Force myself awake, push myself into it further. This time I don’t seem to have any control, because I’m telling myself this isn’t real, but the man in front of me has a mind of his own. He bends, revealing the curved muscles of his shoulders, and picks me up.

      “Uh, where are we going?”

      “If this is your dream, shouldn’t you know?”

      “I should be able to see your face, too.”

      I do catch the hint of a grin underneath the shadow, which I realize now is less shadow than a glamour.

      “Maybe your subconscious isn’t ready, but your body is.”

      My body is ready, let me tell you. Aching.

      He walks across the rooftop, stars blazing overhead. I’m carried to a white, fluffy cloud. A bed and he gently sets me in the middle.

      I look down and see that my pajamas are gone. I’m in a flimsy piece of black, lace lingerie. Similar to what Morgan tried on at the store. I blink down at it, confused. I look back up and see the spread of the dark wings and the magnificent body attached to it. My stomach flutters with excitement. The thin scrap of material between my legs turns damp.

      “Gods, you’re beautiful,” he says with a hint of wistfulness in his voice.

      I prop up on my elbows and his eyes flick to my breasts, barely contained in the lace. I haven’t felt this horny since the vampire venom.

      Fuck.

      “Is this just some side effect from the venom?” I ask, clarity settling in. That has to be it. Figuring there’s no way this dream-man is ever going to really get me off, I slide my hand down my stomach, toward the heat between my legs.

      I lay my head back on the soft pillow and close my eyes, at least my mind is giving me some good material to work with. I start to push aside the panties when a large hand grabs my wrist and my eyes fly open.

      The man hovers over me, wings spread. He starts at my toes, kissing, licking, sucking. He moves up my calves and over my knees. His teeth, sharp and pointed, graze the sensitive flesh of my inner thighs.

      “Who are you?” I ask, halfway a moan.

      I feel the warm of his breath, just above my pussy, then his lips on my abdomen, traveling to my breasts. His tongue flicks my nipples and I writhe on the bed. My imagination has never been so good.

      I finally reach for him as he sucks my neck.

      His body is rock hard. Solid. Just like he looks. I’m shocked when he doesn’t vanish into thin air.

      “I’m going to fuck you, Hildi.”

      “Please.” I run my hands down his arms. He steps back and drops the leathers, revealing his thick, throbbing erection.

      Seriously. My imagination is epic. This mystery guy—his body is perfection. Cut. Lean. Muscle on top of muscle. My tongue flicks out, wanting to lick his skin.

      I may need to thank Marielle for that extra dose of venom. Yowza.

      He grips my hips and drags me to the edge of the bed; he doesn’t hesitate before angling his cock and plunging it deep inside.

      “Hard,” I tell him. “Fuck me hard.”

      I may be giving commands, but he’s fully in control, slamming his body into mine. I feel his size, his girth, his length. The air knocks out of my breath and my brain fights to stay focused. I’m overwhelmed with how it feels. The heat. The sweat. The sticky skin between us. Each thrust a wave of heat that rolls across my flesh. Sparks a flare of desire. A flicker that threatens to ignite. A bomb waiting to explode.

      Not even Marielle’s venom is this good.

      The grunts from my lover grow impatient, erratic. His hands demanding, his movements rough. He lifts me, yanking me off the bed like a ragdoll, too lost in my own euphoria to even care. He pulls me in his lap, fucking, cradling, holding me in the strength of his arms. His mouth hovers close to mine.

      The spark catches, spreading, spreading, spreading across my nerves. He holds me, his own climax building, building, building, until he buries his head in my shoulder, his teeth in my flesh.

      My cry and his grow combined.

      Dazed, sweaty, confused, blissful.

      He kisses me. Gentle. Strong.

      I cup his face in my hands, and for a blink, the fastest of seconds, the glamour wavers. It’s not enough for me to identify him, but gods he’s beautiful.

      An instant later, the shadow is back. The wings spread with a snap, lifting him in the air, into that brilliant night sky, and he’s gone. Off, over the city.

      I close my eyes and wish--no, pray--for this not to be a dream. I open them, and my heart falls. I’m back in my room.

      Alone.
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* * *

      Two days. That’s all it takes for the atmosphere to change at the Academy. The shift is slight, but noticeable. Like the guy that passes me and Elizabeth on the way to breakfast. He’s not wearing the tie for his uniform. Or the increased volume that comes from the dining hall. Students mill around instead of sitting at the long tables. They’re clustered in groups, most animatedly talking about Marshal’s party the night before—a party that under Garland would have been a secret. That no longer seems to be the case.

      Debauchery rules.

      “I heard that Marielle started drinking from people and there was an orgy,” Elizabeth says as we pass through the dining hall doors. “I also heard that Marshal and Luke tore off their shirts and fought, bare knuckled.”

      “That would have been a sight. Did you hear who won?”

      “No.” But we see Luke across the room, sporting a faint ring of black under his eye. I’m not sure if all the rumors from the party are true, but someone punched him in the eye. Not that I blame them.

      I spot Armin pouring himself a cup of coffee. He’s still in his instructor’s outfit, a long, dark gray robe. He’s a man that prefers a uniform.

      “How was the party?” he asks, handing me the cup.

      “Stupid.”

      “I heard someone spiked the punch with truth fairy dust.”

      I frown. “What’s fairy dust?”

      “Depends on the fairy,” Elizabeth replies, stirring a massive scoop of sugar into her coffee. “Truth, lies, desires…I didn’t taste any. I’m calling bullshit on that.”

      “Marshal was in rare form. I didn’t stay long.” I avoid the sugar but pour milk into my mug. “I did talk to Luke for a while.”

      Concern flickers on Armin’s face. “How did that go?”

      I shrug. “I think he’s solid. He’s still pissed at his dad. Marielle is another story, I doubt she can resist Roland’s allure.”

      “We’re going to need more than the Nephilim to hold Roland off.”

      I think about Darius but keep it to myself for right now. I need to watch him for a bit first.

      “I don’t like the idea of picking teams. How is that any different than being in the crusade?”

      “Allies are always important—it’s better to have them before the first shot is fired.”

      “Since when do you use a gun?” I glance at his biceps. “You know, other than those.”

      He frowns and looks at his arms.

      “It’s a saying,” Elizabeth tells him and grabs his massive arm. “For these weapons.”

      “Ah.” His eyes flick over my face, settling on my lips. “Good one.”

      I take a sip of my coffee, pretending my drink is what’s making me warm. Armin is strong. Sexy. Fantastic in bed. He’s also incredibly literal.

      A loud, sharp tapping cuts through the loud voices of the students, drawing attention to the elevated stage at the far end of the room. A long table stretches across; it’s where the instructors typically sit. Miya and Agis are there, plates of food in front of them. The interruption comes from the center point of the table.

      Roland.

      He stands at the edge of the stage, broad-shouldered and handsome. I know that inside is a rotting, vengeful man, but from the outside he’s good-looking and confident. The kind of leader an unsuspecting person would want to follow into battle.

      “Students and faculty, I know the past few days have been filled with uncertainty and upheaval. Headmaster Gardner is no longer with us,” his eyes flick in my direction, “and you’ve graciously welcomed me into the fold. As you know, my duties are beyond the day-to-day activities of the students. That responsibility was assigned to Professor Christensen.”

      “Was?” I whisper.

      Roland’s attention shifts to the edge of the platform, and every eye in the room follows his gaze. A woman appears to materialize from thin air. Had she been there all along? I’ve certainly never seen her before, with fiery red hair twisted in a tight, uncomfortable bun.

      “Fuck,” Armin says in a whisper. Both Miya and Agis have stopped eating and stare at the woman.

      My stomach twists nervously.

      Roland grins. “I’d like you to welcome our new lead instructor, Victorine Keller.”

      He smiles at Victorine, who, although she looks no older than I do, there’s a cold, ancient darkness to her eyes. She’s definitely an Immortal.

      She steps up to the edge of the stage, her long black cape fluttering over her shoulders. The room is silent as she peers into the crowd. Her eyes skim over each person individually, and when she gets to me, I feel a flicker of a shadow scraping down my bones.

      “What the—” I mutter. Armin’s fingers graze mine, an attempt to quell the shudder running down my spine.

      It doesn’t work, but the ring on my finger heats, sending a flare of warmth up my arm.

      “As of today,” Victorine says in a haunting, authoritative tone, “all classes will be cancelled.”

      A loud whoop of excitement rumbles through the room. I see Luke and one of his friends high-fiving across the table from one another.

      She smiles, teeth straight and white. “Don’t get too excited. There will still be mandatory activities, including a series of events nightly. Tonight’s will be a special presentation that you don’t want to miss.”

      She steps aside, leaving the room in a roar of chatter.

      Miya and Agis both stand as she crosses the stage, exiting the room. They head in our direction. When they arrive, I pull the three of them aside and ask, “You know her, don’t you?”

      “Victorine was a partner of Camulus’. A demi-god,” Miya says. “She’s cruel and heartless.”

      “Calculating,” Agis adds, arms crossed over his chest.

      “She had an affinity for the Immortals, especially Roland.”

      An affinity? What the hell does that mean?

      This is the most stressed—the most strained—that I’ve seen them.

      “Why did he bring her here?” I ask.

      “He’s sowing chaos,” Armin replies, quietly. “It’s his specialty. The less focused the students are, the more distracted and swayed by lures of flesh and gluttony, the easier it will be to sway them to his side.”

      “And why does he need her? Because from what I can tell, she doesn’t look like a barrel of fun.”

      The three warriors look at one another, unspeaking, and it’s then that I see Marshal watching us closely from across the room. Despite the air of disinterest, annoyance flickers in those green eyes. He’s bothered by her presence, too.

      Whatever Victorine is doing here, it can’t be good—and if Roland wants to distract the Immortals? I think he just accomplished it.
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* * *

      My hands grip the bed rail over my head; knees bent, spread. Armin’s tongue sweeps between my legs, working diligently. He’s surprisingly delicate for a man so big, so dangerous. Sometimes I think he’s afraid he’ll break me. He’s not wrong. He’s shattered me a dozen times now, drawing out mind-bending orgasm after orgasm.

      We’ve come a long way from the shy man afraid to sleep alone.

      His tongue glides over my clit, while one hand plays with my pebbled, hard nipple. I breathe, no pant, squirming against the building tension. He places his strong, free hand on my hip, settling me, trapping me, forcing me still.

      I stop fighting and focus on the man between my legs. His body is perfection. His face molded by the gods. His mouth may be infused with magic. Whatever it is, he’s patient and focused. Determined. The qualities that make him a good warrior make him an amazing lover. The coil winds, and I fist the blankets, biting down on my lip. The spring that has built and built and built inside of me can go no further. It releases, unfurling in waves, the first the most intense, followed by decreasing force, my hips gyrating, my pussy throbbing, my groan deep and filled with pleasure. Armin breathes against me and even that is too much, I’m sensitive and so, so wet. Sweat coats my body and I look down him and see the small, twisted smile on his lips.

      “You do that like you think every orgasm you give me will save your soul,” I say, as he climbs up the bed, giving me a view of his body. It’s all hard, taut muscle. Under his shorts, I see the swollen shape of his cock.

      “Maybe it will,” he replies, kissing my shoulder. “It feels like a win-win either way.”

      I stare up at the ceiling, trying to catch my breath. With no classes to attend or instruct, we’d sought one another for entertainment. I suspect the rest of the school will fall into same habits, just like Roland wants. Chaos and destruction.

      Armin kisses down my arm, in the crook of my elbow, my wrists and each finger.

      “Is this new?” he asks, studying the ring.

      “I found it in my trunk.”

      He tugs against my finger, but it clings to my skin. I should feel panicked, but I don’t. The metal is warm against my skin.

      He frowns. “It’s enchanted.”

      “I think so.”

      “And you’re not afraid it was left for you by an enemy?” He sits abruptly. “What if it’s location spelled? Or filled with poison? What if it’s leeching your soul?”

      There’s not an ounce of humor in his accusations, each one completely, deadly serious.

      I pull my hand away, feeling both shame and annoyance. “It’s not.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just know.” I don’t know how to express the affinity I have for the ring. How it sings to me at times. It’s warm, sending a tingle up my skin. I also know it sounds stupid.

      He hops out of bed, giving me an excellent view of his strong back. “I need to tell Rupert—or maybe Christensen.”

      “No. Don’t bother Rupert.” He raises an eyebrow in question. “He seems stressed out. This will probably only make it worse.”

      “What about Christensen?”

      “Let me see if anything happens first, okay?” I twist the ring and it hums, vibrating against my skin. “I’ll be careful, and if anything weird happens, I’ll let you know. But if it’s something evil or dangerous, we need to know that, too.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Well, it’s my decision.”

      I don’t say it, but the rest of the sentence is implied. I’m the leader. I make the decisions—not Armin or the other Immortals. If I want to wear the ring, I will.

      He nods and reaches for me. I’m on my knees on the bed while he stands next to it. He wraps his arms around me.

      “Be careful. Anything—and I mean anything—out of the ordinary happens, you let me know.”

      “I will.”

      He kisses me, strong and with intent. Armin’s loyalty runs deep. The instant we partnered up and the moment I crawled into his bed, something shifted for him. I can feel it. It’s both flattering and terrifying.

      “Any idea what’s going to happen tonight?” I ask, scratching the back of his neck. He purrs like a jungle cat.

      “Not a clue,” he replies, fingers tight and possessive against my hips. “But I can promise you one thing, it’s not going to be good.”
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      Elizabeth and I walk down the steep basement stairs together. Other students are in front or behind us, all anxiously eager to find out what’s on the other end. Armin suggested we go as a group, but even though boundaries are slipping, I want to maintain my image as a student. It’s strategic positioning, no matter what the students may have heard about me and the guys the night Gardner was killed.

      When I killed him.

      I anticipate that we’ll head to the training room—the one where Luke and Agis came to blows, but torches light the corridor in a different direction and soon we’re lead down a damp, cold path underground.

      Goosebumps pebble across my skin. They’re not just from the cold, but from the memory of the soul-sucking chill of the abyss. We’re crossing under the realm of the monsters. I glance at Elizabeth. Her face is pale.

      “Do you know where we are?” I ask, fighting the sensation of cold, evil fingers wrapping around my skin.

      “Although it looks like the Academy is in the middle of nothing, it’s really linked to a million different worlds. There are access points all over.”

      “Like the portal we fell through when we arrived.”

      “Exactly. Portals, doorways, gates, halls, tunnels, mirrors, paintings…” She shivers and takes a shuddering breath. “They’re sealed off with magic. The students aren’t really given permission to come and go freely. Especially not when something like the crusade is going on, but the administrators can open certain ones for the school to use.”

      “Any idea where this one is leading?”

      She shakes her head. “Hopefully somewhere warm.”

      “Come on,” I encourage her, taking her hand. A flicker of warmth radiates between us and we both look down. The ring gleams in the faint torchlight.

      We hurry to the end of the path.

      The room we enter is a normal temperature, like the Academy. A low howl echoes in the distance. I release Elizabeth’s hand, but she grabs it back.

      “What was that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      But I do. I’ve felt it before, and suddenly, I know why the ring doesn’t scare me.

      Those thoughts are overtaken when we’re squeezed and pushed by a growing crowd, down another passage. This one has large marble pillars, columns flanking both sides. Above is a clear, starry night. After a long, herded walk, we spill out of an opening at the end.

      My jaw drops when I see where we are.

      I’ve been in stadiums before. Coliseums. Fighting rings in different realms. But this one is different. The seats are in a wide, long oval, flat and made of stone. There’s nothing overhead but the night sky. The air feels warm and clean. Floating just over the sides are white, fluffy clouds. I’m certain if we jumped off, we’d fall down for ages before we hit the ground.

      “It’s based after Olympia,” Luke says, easing next to me.

      He looks as impressed as I feel.

      “My father has tried to replicate it—although it’s mostly used for public humiliation and beheadings. It had to have special enchantments to clear out all the blood.”

      This one is opulent. Glorious.

      We file in and find seats. Elizabeth is on one side of me. Luke, the other. I’m sure he’s here to keep tabs on me. It works. I want to keep tabs on him, too. I scan the crowd for the Immortals. None are in sight. Maybe whatever bothers them about Victorine has kept them away.

      “Look,” Elizabeth says, pointing to the field. In the middle of the emerald-green grass, a massive cage materializes. I can’t see what’s inside, but I can hear it; the howling cry that haunts my nightmares.

      “No,” I say, heart lodged in my throat.

      Luke grabs my arm, the skin on his hand pale. “Is that a—”

      “Fucking Roland and his fucking games,” I mutter. “We need to get out of here.”

      The three of us stand at the same time a whirring sound cuts through the night. At the opposite end of the stadium, a gaping hole appears. Five people are pushed out by guards wearing shrouds over their heads.

      “Are we going?” Luke asks.

      I’m frozen in my spot, trying to figure out who is under the shrouds. Is it the Immortals?

      A figure strides across the field. There’s no mistaking the red hair and long flowing cape.

      “Students,” Victorine says, when she reaches the center of the field. Her voice booms without a microphone, magically enhanced. “Tonight will be the first of many important challenges. No longer will you spend your time in the classroom learning about ancient wars, or tedious skills. No more noses in dusty books. Tonight begins a journey that has only one end. Winning.”

      I’ve barely taken a breath, so consumed about who is under the shrouds.

      “Unlike Headmaster Gardner, this administration is here to prepare you for the battle of many lifetimes. We’re not here to tip-toe around the truth. We want winners. Warriors. Fighters. If you don’t think you’re ready for that, leave. Now.” When no one does, she smiles wickedly and holds up an urn. “Five students have been selected for tonight’s event. They will step forward according to their number drawn. Guards, remove their hoods!”

      The head coverings are yanked off, revealing five students—none of them one of my Immortals. At first I don’t recognize any of the kids blinking into the bright light, trying to acclimate their eyes, but then in the middle, I see a familiar face.

      Darius.

      Victorine’s eyes flick to the cage. Only a few of us know what’s in there. What she’s about to reveal.

      “Each will battle the creature in this cage. The winners? They will be rewarded. The losers…” she grins wickedly, “They’ll meet a different fate.”

      It’s ominous, but it’s obvious the Academy royals find it entertaining, cheering in response. Of course they do, they’re not the ones about to get eaten by an eight-eyed, fanged, flying monster. At least not yet.

      Victorine plucks a number out of the urn, then holds it into the air. “Number three. You’re first.”

      Darius steps forward, and I gasp, feeling sick. He doesn’t look afraid, his chin lifted up, making the long braids on his head hang down his back.

      “Who is that?” Elizabeth asks.

      “Darius Blackmon,” Luke replies, watching the boy closely. “He’s a shifter.”

      “What kind?” she asks. I haven’t said a word.

      “He’s from a tribe of Shamans. He can turn into whatever animal, person, or creature he wants.”

      It’s true. I’ve seen it. Is he as good as his uncle?

      “Including eight-eyed flying monsters with claws like razors?” Elizabeth asks.

      He nods. “If he’s fast enough.”

      As though the monster can smell his prey, it shrieks again, claws scraping against the metal crate. It takes four guards to open the cage door. Darius doesn’t look scared. Just thoughtful. The crowd hums with excitement. I feel nauseous, and Elizabeth holds my hand. She hasn’t seen one of these creatures on her own, but she witnessed first-hand what it did to Armin’s leg.

      The door slides open and the guards scatter. A scaly black wing appears first. The students around us quiet, aware for the first time what’s about to happen. From up in the stands, I see Darius assessing the monster—he only gets one second—before the beast flies out of the crate, jaw open wide, talons outstretched. The shift is instantaneous. A blink. Then there are two monsters on the field, swooping toward one another. Howling identical, bone-chilling cries.

      I should look away. I should walk away. I don’t. I’m frozen in my seat like every other spectator in the room. Watching and waiting for the massacre to begin.
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* * *

      Darius, the Shaman, prevails. The others? Only one manages to avoid complete annihilation. For a moment, I think they’re dead. All four, but, as they carry the bodies off the field, I sense the magic. It’s similar to the fighting rings back home. The monster itself is an illusion. Real enough that spectators actually watch someone die. The person involved actually feels like they die. But it’s fake. It’s a test.

      And I want to know what happens to the students that failed.

      I slip away from Elizabeth and Luke, vanishing into the crowd. I push against the throng of people, all eager to get away from the blood and gore. There’s a sense of shock among the students, probably similar to what Luke and Marielle felt when they realized what their parents had sent them to face certain death.

      The exit I’m looking for is down on the field—where the students entered the arena. I jump the railing, landing on the grass. My boots skink into the surface. It’s wet with blood—real or fake. I fight a wave of nausea when I see a clump of hair.

      The doorway isn’t guarded. Why would it be? Only a fool would head into the bowels of such a place. I leave the bright, glaring lights of the stadium and walk down a long ramp. It’s damp and smelly. I hear voices ahead and press my back against the clammy, exposed dirt walls. I peer around the corner and see faintly lit cells. Four students lean against the walls—all exhausted and out of it. They may not be physically hurt, but the psychic damage is real. I’ve experienced it.

      “Leave the losers there. No food. No water,” a man’s voice says. I don’t recognize it.

      “Then what?” Another man.

      “Then they prove themselves worthy, or they die. It’s a culling. Only the strong will survive.”

      A culling. Is that what Roland’s up to? Testing the students to see who is strong enough to be in his army?

      Darius certainly proved his worth.

      A chill runs down my spine as I realize how foolish we’ve been. How unprepared. We’d been living in denial, thinking we could keep this war from happening, but that’s idiotic. Roland told us why he was here. Why the gods sent him. Did I really think I could just keep the key hidden and everything would be okay?

      What if they find it? Do I even have the allies to stop them?

      I start to back away, heading toward the entrance. A hand wraps around my arm. I rear back my fist, ready to fight, except that hand is secured when I’m yanked against a hard body with a warm, musky scent.

      “What the fuck are you doing down here?”

      “Agis?” I swallow back my heartbeat. “Where have you been? Where were any of you tonight?”

      “In the shadows,” he says cryptically.

      “Did you see the fights?”

      I see him nod in the faint light.

      “And what? You decided to let it happen? You’re okay with Roland building an army?”

      “Victorine is a signal of his desperation. The culling is a front. Pretending to have control. We have the key, Hildi. He’s hoping to flush it out with scenes like this. He’s preying on your conscience.”

      “And what? You guys don’t have one?”

      He laughs. “Not in a time of war, we don’t.”

      “What do we do next?”

      “Nothing,” he says, glancing over my shoulder. “We keep doing what we’re doing. We build up our own allies. We keep fit and strong. We protect the key.”

      “And then what?” I’m not convinced that will work.

      “When the time is right, we take Roland down, just like Garland.”

      “And Victorine?” I ask, hearing the guards traveling our direction.

      “Keep your distance, she’s dangerous.”

      I don’t know what that means, and I don’t get the chance to ask. He pushes me along a corridor, away from the guards, and neither of us speak as we travel down a narrow, tight tunnel. At the end, it’s so dark that I slam into a wooden door.

      “You okay?” he asks when I yelp in pain. He’s inches behind me.

      I rub my nose. “Yes.”

      “It’s late,” he says. “You should head to your room.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To check on the students in the cell.”

      Does he actually have feelings under all that gruff, muscular exterior?

      I touch his chest. “Be careful, okay?”

      “I will.”

      We stand in the silence together. The weight of the night is heavy between us. He’s right. I need to go to bed.

      “Good night, Hildi,” he says, opening the door. It casts us in a swath of light. I glance back, getting a good look at his face before he vanishes again. I shut the door behind me, acclimating to my location. I’m near the dining hall.

      On the way to my room, the look on Agis’ face lingers in my mind. For someone who says everything is going to be okay, he sure looks very worried.
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      Wind whips my hair and I tuck a piece behind my ear. The view is amazing, as always. Lights twinkle for miles, other than the dark stretch of the park straight ahead. Again, I’m struck by the realness of the moment, and my stomach flips, hoping for another encounter with my winged lover.

      Even if it was just a dream.

      “I never get tired of being up here,” a voice says from next to me. I look over, surprised to see my friend. Her hand rests on her swollen belly. “Especially at night.”

      “Morgan?”

      I look over her shoulder for him.

      “Did you expect someone else?” Her eyes search my face, then drop to my hand. “Wake up, Hildi. We need to talk.”

      Wake up? But we’re talking now—

      My eyes pop open and I sit up, startled by the reality of the dream. I’m damp with sweat. I’m hot. Burning. I look down at my hand, where heat radiates from the purple stone in the ring.

      Morgan seemed so real in my dream. What had she said? Wake up. We need to talk.

      I blink, acclimating myself to the dark room. I can see the shape of Elizabeth’s body in her bed, curled on her side, asleep. A flicker of light draws my attention to my hand. The ring pulses. No. It pulls. A tug, like it’s attached with a tether.

      I toss off the blankets and walk barefoot across the room, glancing back at Elizabeth to make sure I haven’t woken her. She continues sleeping and quietly, I exit the room. The hall is quiet. The opposite of the expansive city in my dream. I’d never realized how much quieter it is here, but I shouldn’t be surprised. I’ve been in the abyss that surrounds the Academy. It’s endless. A void. Silent other than the screeching cry of the monsters.

      Gods, the monsters. I’d seen what they really could do tonight. How they’d slaughtered each student one by one, save Darius. I have my doubts he could fight more than one at a time.

      The tether yanks, guiding me away from my dorm room and down the hall. I stumble a few times, the link unrelenting. I’m led to a split in the hallway, a corridor I’ve never been down.

      It’s filled with mirrors.

      I look back toward the entrance and there’s nothing there. Just mirror upon mirror upon mirror, like one of those funhouses on Coney Island.

      A shadow crosses the mirrors, dark and swift.

      “Hello?” I call, spinning around. I see nothing but reflection after reflection. I still, trying to get my bearings. Another movement. Not from outside the mirrors, but from the inside. I take a step forward and peer inside. There’s no refection. I lift my hand and press it against the glass. It’s warm, like the ring. “Anyone here?”

      “Hello, friend.”

      I spin and see Morgan smiling from another mirror, this one just behind me. She’s in a black nightgown, one that clings to her large belly and reveals the swell of her breasts. Her hair is curly and wild. I spot tiny diamond hoops glinting from her ears.

      “Are you real? Or is this another dream.”

      “Another?” When I don’t reply, she studies me carefully. “It’s real. We’ve spent weeks trying to find a way to communicate. The Gods wouldn’t answer. Christensen has no information.”

      “Well, we had a Christensen, too. But now he’s gone. Replaced.”

      Her face pales, and she absorbs that information before continuing. “The guys used every contact in every realm that they had, but no one knows anything. We’ve been waiting for you to find the ring. What took so long?”

      I hold up my hand. “It was buried in my trunk.”

      “Damien made that and spelled it to be hidden in your belongings. It was to reveal itself when you needed us. I guess it wasn’t time.”

      I study the handcrafted ring. Damien made this? I shouldn’t be surprised. The magic feels so similar to the blade Morgan had given me—also forged by the Guardian.

      I look at my friend. My goal had been to come here and take care of this for the Guardians. I don’t want them to worry. “How’s the baby?”

      “Perfect.” Her hand rubs her stretched belly. “Tell me, what do you need?”

      “Morgan, we made a deal.”

      “To fight for the guardians. Yes.” For the first time she looks at me—really notices me—at my cleanliness and casual outfit. She turns her attention behind me, to the enchanted hallway. “You don’t look like you’re on a battlefield.”

      “I’m in an Academy. The Academy for the Immortals. The Stone, the key, the temple, it’s all here.”

      Her expression turns hopeful. “And you’ve found these things?”

      “Found and sealed off. For now.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I give her a brief update—I explain how we have the key and that we’re fighting to keep the temple closed. That the plan is to just keep the apocalypse at bay—as long as we can. Anger flickers in her eyes when I tell her the gods sent Roland to move things along and that Marshal has defected.

      “You’re avoiding the Apocalypse?” she asks, forehead creased. “Is that possible?”

      “We’d hoped so, but now 'stalling' is probably a better term. Roland won’t allow it to stay closed forever.”

      “What’s the plan?”

      “Shore up our allies, I guess.” But there’s something that nags at me. It hasn’t left my mind since I met with Christensen weeks ago. The Immortals and our role in this together.

      I look closely at my friend. “The connection you have with the Guardians…it makes you stronger, right?”

      “Yes, because we were fated, every physical interaction we had made us stronger. It sealed our mating, which, in turn, increased our power.”

      “Enough that you were able to finally overthrow the Morrigan.”

      She nods, and I consider this. Christensen said I could bring balance. The Immortals are still lost, without mooring. Roland’s arrival only made this worse, something I’m sure the gods anticipated.

      “What are you thinking?” she asks.

      “I don’t believe I’m the Immortals' mate—I don’t believe in destiny like that. I’ve already lost the love of my life.” I swallow back a wave of grief. “But Christensen believes I could be the one to provide balance for the warriors and that balance would give us the upper hand.”

      “And you wonder if you can accomplish this balance physically?” She seems to take this idea seriously.

      “It’s foolish. I’m not you, and they certainly aren’t the Raven Guard.”

      “It’s not foolish, you’re trying to win this battle and being a unified front is important. Look how we struggled when Bunny strayed. We had to forgive him before we could win the battle. All of us.” She pauses and rubs her stomach. “You say that you’re not me, and that the Immortals aren’t the Raven Guard. In our reality this is true, but there? The men took their place.”

      Her implication takes hold. “And I possibly took yours.”

      “Yes.”

      “Which means that in the Upperworld we are nothing to one another…”

      “But there, at the Academy, they may be your—”

      “Destiny.” I swallow. My mates.

      It’s crazy, but what about this world isn’t? We’re pawns by bored gods, living in a world with immortal royals, magic keys, and flying monsters.

      “Wouldn’t I know?”

      “Not always. Especially not in a convoluted situation like this. I was lucky. The Raven Guard knew who I was to them. They’d known for eons. But the Immortals? They’re so caught up in their pain and anger.”

      “They had to rely on those emotions to survive, Hildi. It’s instinct. It’s smart. But this Crusade is there to test you all. Obviously, the hardest part isn’t getting the key or even to the temple. It’s right there.”

      “How do I handle this?” I twist the ring on my finger, the heat growing faint. “Armin isn’t a problem, but the others? Rupert has some kind of sexual hang up, Miya is celibate, and Agis…”

      “Is very angry.”

      “So angry.”

      I don’t even mention Marshal, because it’s obvious he’s not my mate. More proof he’s truly lost to us.

      I look up to say more and I’m startled to see that her image is fading. “Wait,” I say, touching the glass, “I’m not ready for you to go. I don’t know what I’m doing or if this is crazy.”

      “It’s a path,” she says, giving me a tight smile, “follow it and see where it leads.”

      “I miss you,” I tell her.

      “I miss you, too.”

      “How do I find you again?”

      “The ring will link us.”

      I reach out and touch the mirror, and she does the same, the heat from the ring fading fast. I close my eyes and take a breath before reopening them. My hand is flat against the cold stone wall, the mirror gone. I look around the hall—all the mirrors are gone—leaving me wondering if I’d really talked to Morgan or if it was all just a dream.
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      Morgan

      

      I wake the next morning feeling hungover and confused, still unsure if what I’d experienced was a dream or reality.

      Maybe it was just my subconscious coming up with a plan. A plan to seduce the Immortals and see if it triggers something. I think about it all morning—about how it shouldn’t be this hard if we’re truly fated. But then again, these are false desires, brought on by us agreeing to take the place of the Guardians. Maybe it takes a little bit to unlock the feelings.

      Or, I think, watching Rupert walk across the dining hall, maybe that’s what has them all so unsettled.

      I grab my plate and cross the room, taking a seat opposite of Rupert at the out of the way, empty table he likes to occupy. He glances up but doesn’t say anything.

      “Are you mad at me?” I ask, stabbing a piece of fruit on my fork. I’m surprised when he replies.

      “No.”

      “Then what? Are you intimidated?"

      He frowns. “No.”

      “Then tell me, what’s going on?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it, Hildi.”

      “Well, maybe it’s time that you do, Rupert.” I lean over the table. “You and I are on a team, and the distance between us isn’t going to help us win. Not against Roland, who has brought in some kind of she-demon and clearly doesn’t want to play by the rules.”

      He chews his breakfast slowly, then sets down his knife and fork. “I don’t like to be around women.”

      “Even me.”

      “Especially you.”

      Well, that’s not going to work.

      I prop myself on my elbow. “Talk to me.”

      His eyes drop to my chest, where my shirt is unintentionally gaping. I don’t straighten it. He looks away, cheeks burning.

      “You unnerve me. You’ve taken my psychic link hostage. I feel you constantly. Like…”

      “Like what?”

      “What were you doing last night? I woke up in a sweat, my stomach churning. I kept thinking about Morgan.”

      I sit up straight. “Morgan? What about her?”

      He scratches his chin. “You were talking to her, or at a painting? Maybe a reflection.”

      “What were we saying?”

      “I don’t know, but for the first time in a while you’ve been happy.”

      I was happy talking to Morgan, which is why thinking it was a dream made it worse.

      “Rupert, are the things you see about me real? Or are they more like a prophecy?”

      He thinks for a moment. “I knew you were in trouble the night you got the key. I didn’t know specifically what the trouble was, but I knew you were in danger. I also could feel the coldness of the abyss—like it was touching my bones.”

      I shiver, thinking about walking across that inky dark water.

      Our eyes meet. He’s thinking about it, too.

      “I’m sorry that you experienced that. I imagine it is difficult to be around me.” I reach for his hand. He freezes but doesn’t move, allowing me to link my fingers with his. “Is there anything else? Tell me, because we may be able to use it.”

      He stares at his plate. “I, I, I feel you at other times.”

      “Like when I’m in class? Or training.”

      His ears turn red. “Training, maybe. It’s usually when you have intense feelings. Like when…”

      There’s a long pause.

      “Oh god.” His lips form a thin line. “You know about Armin.”

      “Yes.”

      “And Marshal.”

      He nods.

      I don’t even mention the night with Miya. That one is on him.

      “You feel all of that?”

      He nods, again.

      “I’m so sorry, Rupert.” The dining hall fills with students, all in various states of uniform. Why dress up when there’s no classes to go to? Or if you’re going to end up in the dungeon below the school?

      “It’s not your fault. Something about this school has me off balance.”

      Balance.

      I nod in understanding. “You know, it’s interesting, just last night I was thinking about how us being here in place of the Guardians may have greater implications.”

      He looks up, interested. “How so?”

      “Maybe this place enhances what we walked—well, fell—in with. Maybe it’s enhanced your psychic abilities. Maybe it triggered Marshal’s unbearable narcissism.”

      “It’s possible. What about the others?”

      “I’m not sure. We’d have to talk to them.”

      He studies me. “What about you?”

      “I think I came here to lead, but really, I have a different role.” I push my hair over my shoulder. “To forge a bond. A deep, meaningful bond.”

      Instantly Rupert’s nerves and insecurities return. “You mean sex.”

      “I mean a close, intimate bond.”

      “That’s not how I operate.”

      “I know, and look where we are? We’re losing, and we’re going to continue to do so unless we come up with a plan.” The word plan catches his attention. “You like maps and plans and strategies, right?”

      “I do—they’re concrete and unemotional.”

      “What if I made a plan for us. Or even a map.”

      “To what end?” He’s interested but nervous.

      “Getting us aligned.”

      “What would that involve?”

      “You’d have to trust me.”

      His lips turn down. “I do trust you.”

      “Not just on the battlefield, but personally. Intimately.”

      He jumps up and gathers his things. “No. I can’t do that, not even with a fucking diagram.”

      I’m on my feet, reaching for him. “Rupert. You can’t keep running away from me. I’m telling you, this may be the only way.”

      “There’s always another way, Hildi. Always.”

      I curse myself as he walks off, knowing I pushed too hard and fast. Even a snail's pace is too much for him. It’s not a total loss though, I think, gathering my trash. If we’re right, each of the Immortals came through the portal with a trait or an ability that has enhanced.

      I plan to find out what they are.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Armin

      

      It’s the shadow moving under my door that makes me put down my book and stand. I haven’t taken a step when the door flies open, slamming into the wall.

      Rupert and I stare at one another, his jaw dropped.

      “Did you do that?”

      “No?” Maybe? “Probably the wind or a ghost. Who knows with this place.” I look at the prince. “Do you need something?”

      He tugs at his hair. “Hildi came to me with a theory.”

      I walk back over to the sitting area, where I’d been reading a book on shape shifting that I found in the library. “What kind of theory?”

      “About all of us—about our abilities enhancing once we came across the portal. Like psychic connections or,” he glances at the door, “the ability to move obstacles out of the way.”

      “How is that an enhanced ability?”

      “I’ve seen you obliterate entire armies with one well-defined strike. I’ve watched you glide across ravaging rivers. Pluck the weapons from an enemy’s hands.” His eyebrow raises. “It’s not so farfetched.”

      I flex my fingers and slide a glass on the table from one side to another. “It does seem to be changing.”

      “We need to hone these skills and find out what the others are.”

      “And Hildi, what does she think hers is?”

      “Balancing the rest of us.” His cheeks flame. “She thinks that creating a bond like the Guardians have with Morgan will make us stronger.”

      I think of having her in my bed, being between her legs, how powerful and connected to her it makes me feel.

      “Do you agree?” he asks, watching me closely. “You’ve slept with her.”

      “I guess you knowing that is a testament to your abilities.”

      “Yes.” He leans back in his seat. “I can sense her emotions, especially when they’re heightened. Do you think it’s possible? That she’s meant to balance us?”

      “It’s possible, but I know she’s fucked Marshal more than once, and Miya cured her of the vampire poisoning. Neither of them seems to have changed.” I run my hand through my hair. “But there’s something about her, and I don’t think I’m the only one that senses it. She’s bigger than me—all of us.”

      “Like Morgan. Her powers were more than one man could handle.”

      I nod. If the Guardians can share one woman, if she has so much to give that it can be spread between five incredible warriors, the same could be said of Hildi.

      “What about Roland’s accusation? That we’re not here to have fun. We’re letting our cocks make decisions for us.” He grimaces. “For you.”

      I snort. “You don’t think that’s what you’re doing? You’re letting the baggage you’ve carried around all these years about women interfere with our mission. You’re already letting your cock make decisions for you.”

      That gets his attention. “And you think the mission is being with Hildi."

      “Look, Rupert, if you’d asked me before the Guardians freed us, I would have said no. But I’ve watched them with Morgan. There’s a bond. A genuine, gods-created bond. It gave them the strength to kill the Morrigan. If there’s even the slightest chance that Hildi can provide balance to the five of us, maybe it’s less about sex than it is winning this thing.”

      “So it’s a strategy?” He scratches his chin. “That’s what she said.”

      It hurts. I can admit it, at least to myself. It hurts to know that our intimacy is nothing more than a gods-created dynamic. But that dynamic may be what we need. Maybe I’m not the only one that needs Hildi to tear down walls.

      “Yes,” I reply, watching his mind work, slowly wrapping around this concept. We’ve spent so many years together, fighting side by side, surviving against the will of others. Through all of that, we all knew something was missing. We’d always thought it was freedom.

      Maybe it was something--no, someone--else.
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      Hildi

      

      I take the long way back from the library, cutting across the academic hall. One thing that’s been bothering me is Christensen. Where is he? What happened?

      I slow when I near his office, checking to make sure no is around. I ease up to the door and press my ear against the wood. Quiet.

      I pull a sharp, thin blade out of my boot, something I’ve started carrying after the night with the monsters. It’s not like I’m going to hurt one of them with something so small. I mean, it has six eyes. Stabbing one would do nothing. But still, it can come in handy. Like right now, as I slide it in the key hole and use it to pick the lock.

      The lock springs, and I quickly step inside. There’s a small light in the corner, casting a faint glow. A quick scan of the messy office makes me think nothing has been moved since the last time Christensen was here. When was that? After we met with Roland?

      I step toward the bookshelf, looking for something—anything—but nothing seems out of place. Rows and rows of books in languages I don’t understand. Rupert should be here instead of me.

      I’m about to give up and leave the room when I notice a narrow door at the back of the office. A closet, surely, but I’ve learned that nothing in this place is what it seems. A mirror, a door, a stone, a key, a monster…

      I approach the door and place my hand on the smooth, metal knob. I give it a careful twist, but the door itself swings open hard and a hand shoots out, catching me by the throat. I lash out with my hands, my feet, grappling with the fingers clenching around my neck.

      “Fuck,” a gruff, deep voice says, releasing me.

      I swallow in a gulp of air and look up at my attacker.

      “Agis? What the hell?”

      His brilliant eyes are wide—concerned. “Gods. Are you okay?”

      I rub at my throat. “I think you snapped a bone.”

      He grimaces. “I’m sorry. I had no idea it was you.”

      “I guess we know spidey-senses aren’t your unique power," I mutter.

      “What? Spidey who?”

      I shake my head, not wanting to explain pop-culture to a barbarian. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I assume the same thing you are; trying to figure out where Christensen went.”

      My eyes sweep the room once more.

      “Did you find anything?” he asks.

      I look down and see a book in his hand. “What’s that?”

      “Just a book. Nothing exciting. I figured I’d pass it along to Rupert.”

      I reach for it and although I sense slight hesitation, he hands it over. There’s a stamped design on the cover—a symbol that’s vaguely familiar—but that’s how half the imagery in Academy feels.  I flip open the cover and the inside is mostly abstract drawings and short passages of curved, foreign script.

      “Good luck deciphering that.”

      He takes it back and snaps it shut with a clap. “Like I said. It’s for Rupert.”

      The academic side of war is clearly not his interest. Not that he’s unintelligent, he’s just more brawn than brains. It’s obvious why. Physically he’s molded from the gods' personal clay, his body made of solid muscle. He’s too big for this tiny office, looking like an actual giant. A quick look at his hands and I’m surprised he didn’t actually snap my neck.

      “Do you think he’s dead?” I ask.

      “It’s a possibility, but Christensen is beyond the realm of physics. I’m not sure death is something that applies to him.” He and rubs his forehead. “I’m not sure what rules apply to him.”

      “Well, I guess I’ll head back to my room.”

      He nods and gestures for me to go first. I take a step, when I hear the door knob rattle. I glance up and see that Agis heard it, too.

      He moves so quick, so fast, that by the time the lock springs on the door, he’s shoved me into the closet and closed us inside. The space under the door provides a sliver of light. It’s not a big space and we’re crammed in tight. Neither of us make a sound, because it’s one thing to be caught in here, it’s another to be caught in here together. A student and an instructor.

      Especially with how close our bodies are right now.

      “See if you can find it. I saw it on the shelf the last time I was here.”

      I don’t recognize the voices—probably some lackey Roland sent to get whatever he’s looking for. Whatever he’s looking for, he takes his sweet time, because five minutes later we’re still smashed together, and my foot starts to cramp. I shift uncomfortably.

      “What are you doing?” Agis asks in a low whisper.

      “I have a cramp.” Again, I twist, trying to relieve some of the pressure. Agis grimaces and he reaches one hand up and places it on the ceiling, fingers clenched. I grab onto him, pushing upward, stretching my feet.

      He mutters a curse under his breath. “Stop moving.”

      “I can’t, I just—” I squawk, the pain shooting up my leg.

      Again, he reacts with speed and agility, and two things happen at once.

      One, he lifts me off the ground, giving my legs room to stretch.

      Two, he plants a hand over my mouth, cutting off the sound of my pain.

      “For the love of all gods, stop. Fucking. Moving.” He holds me like that, pressed against him, as the minutes tick by. His hand is warm. His body strong and unwavering. I don’t move a muscle, not an inch, because the look in his eye is deadly. I think he literally may kill me if I disobey.

      I don’t know how much longer we wait, but whatever the person in the office is looking for is either found or he gives up, because eventually the outer door opens and closes, and the room grows still.

      Agis removes his hand from my mouth, and we stare at one another for a moment longer. I see the flicker of something in his eye. Something dark and distant. He releases me and I slide to the ground. I don’t want to admit it, but I feel wobbly on my feet and instantly miss the way our bodies felt next to one another.

      If he feels the same, there’s no way to know. When I get a good look at him in the light, his expression is tense. His jaw tight. I open my mouth to speak but he walks past me and opens the door. With a quick glance to the left and right, he’s gone. Vanishing down the hallway.

      With a sigh, I follow, locking and closing the door behind me.

      You’d think being locked in a small room with an ally would be a good thing—especially one so good-looking, but nope. Not with Agis.

      If anything, I think things may be worse.
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      Agis

      

      The short walk back to my room feels like it takes hours—but it’s nothing compared to being in the closed space with Hildi.

      Gods almighty.

      I step through the doorway and close the door, locking it behind me. I take my first real breath since entering that closet. I wince in pain, gripping the leather chair by the fireplace, willing my cock to behave.

      I’ve been on a hair trigger with that woman for weeks, my body reacting despite all efforts of control. I manage it okay. Doing my best to ignore her in those tiny skirts made for children. The tight blouse. It was a relief when she stopped wearing them all the time. It sent my body—and mind—on overdrive.

      Never have I been attracted to someone like Hildi.

      And never have I known so deeply that I can’t have her.

      I walk to the cabinet next to the fireplace and open the door, grabbing a bottle from inside. I don’t look for a glass, just uncorking the top and tipping it back. I swallow two mouthfuls and take a seat in the chair.

      It was bad enough before we got here. Just her smell was enough to drive me wild, but I wasn’t in the place to think about women as anything other than objects. When Dylan told us she was going to lead us on this mission, I’d accepted it. I’d seen her fight, and I knew we weren’t completely cohesive after going through so much. Yeah, we’re brothers, from one life to the next, one shitty situation after the other, but leadership? None of us wanted to take that role. She could have it.

      I was too fucking angry to care.

      But after the night everything went to hell, after I watched her walk into the abyss, my body frozen—useless, things changed. She stepped up. She killed Garland. She held the key.

      I’ve never been so terrified.

      That’s not true.

      Seeing Roland, that scared me. Not for my life, but for hers. Because he’s vindictive and petty. Sadistic and careless. He’s evil and I can see the glint in his eye. He wants to hurt us for betraying him and he’ll needle into each of us until he finds out what we treasure the most.

      I already know it’s her.

      But he doesn’t.

      I look at the book I took from Christensen’s office, and I take another swig from the bottle, the alcohol burning on the way down. Roland won’t ever find out about my real feelings for Hildi, but he’s also not going to stop me from winning this battle.

      I just have to be careful.

      We all do.
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      Hildi

      

      I head back to my room. I’m exhausted from the night before. Either that was the most vivid dream ever, or it really happened. Add confronting Rupert that morning and I’m ready for a nap.

      I wonder briefly if Armin is in his room. He really is the best nap-partner.

      My mind starts to wander, thinking about Armin and his body, his presence and the way we’ve become more connected. As crazy as this idea of a bond is, the two of us are proof of something greater. That night out on the ledge, he’d been strong and quick to save me. I’d been terrified, but…not completely. I felt safe with him and ultimately, he’d sacrificed his own body to get me back over the wall.

      All of this runs through my head as I climb the back staircase to the dormitory. It’s the reason I don’t see the shadow to my left or process the soft footsteps just ahead.

      It’s not until I’m slammed against the wall, hands holding me in place, that I realize I’m in trouble.

      “What do you want?” I ask, feeling the hands roaming over my body. I’m in tight athletic pants and a sweatshirt, both damp from my workout. I manage to twist my neck, but just see masked faces. Two, no, three.

      I shudder. I really hate masks.

      “Where’s the key?” a voice asks. It’s muffled. Who is this? Luke? Roland? Marielle?

      “It’s gone,” I reply.

      “Liar.” The body leaning into me is hard. Masculine. “It’s on the grounds. I can sense it.”

      My cheek presses into the stone wall, scraping against the rock. I grimace and say, “You’ll never find it.”

      “No?” the person laughs. A numbing sensation rolls over me, then a faint tickle on my brain. What is that? What’s happening.

      “It’s somewhere dark. Cold. Isolated.” Again, a flutter runs over my mind. A strong feeling of violation runs through me, curdling in my throat. I have no doubt whoever is holding me can infiltrate my mind. No, is infiltrating my mind.

      Physical strength is my biggest asset, and I have nothing else to rely on. I focus on the wall in front of me, channeling my energy. Claws pick at my mind, trying to get to my secret.

      “No!” I cry, stomping on the nearest foot, crushing the toes. My elbow is freed, and I jab it backwards, smashing into ribs, then a face. The person behind me grunts and moans. I spin, my foot landing hard in one of the attacker’s stomachs. He grunts, and I breathe heavy, back against the wall. They’re all dressed in black, including the masks.

      “Kill me if you want, but I’m not telling you where the key is hidden.”

      “Killing you would be too easy—”

      The voice is cut off by the sound of claws on the stone floor. Fear seizes me. I’m not scared of these attackers—but I am terrified of the shadow at the top of the staircase. A low growl echoes down the stairwell. It’s not human—an animal.

      “What the—"

      “Go!” one person says, and they take the opportunity to run.

      I look up and then down, trapped between following my attackers and facing whatever’s at the top of the stairs.

      The animal makes the decision for me, leaping over the railing. In the air, it transforms, morphing from four-legged beast to human.

      Stunned, I press my back against the wall and stare at the boy in front of me. “Darius?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I stand up straight. “That was pretty impressive.”

      He shrugs. “You were holding your own. I figured I’d stop it before you kicked their asses.”

      “Yeah maybe.” I look in the direction they ran off. “Any idea who that was?”

      “No. I was just headed to the library when I heard you.”

      The staircase to the library is on the other side of the building, but sure, maybe he’s taking the long way. Darius lying about where he’s going isn’t a huge deal. I’m more focused on the lingering sensation of someone being in my head. I touch my temple, still feeling the violation. Darius’ pale blue eyes watch me closely.

      “Hey—how are you by the way? I didn’t get a chance to ask you after the challenge.”

      Darkness flickers over his face. “Physically, I’m fine, but that monster was…I don’t know…fucking terrifying. Even knowing the art of conjuring and manipulation, I’ve never been so scared.”

      I shudder, remembering the cold. “They’re awful.”

      “There’s a rumor going around that you’ve faced them before.”

      I’m never sure how much the other students know about that night. If they know the truth about Garland or the key. I doubt Marielle or the twins have kept their mouths shut. I also know not everyone in this place is on the side of the Lowerworld, Elizabeth is a perfect example. Or someone like Luke who feels betrayed. Darius, whose uncle lives in the Upperworld, he may not be so black and white. Especially after the challenge.

      “Whoever gets the key and makes it to the temple will have to face not one, but many of those beasts. And they aren’t illusions. They’re real. With very real teeth, and I get the feeling they’re carnivores.”

      “Is that why she’s doing this? Putting us up against them as a test?”

      “She wants an army. Yes.”

      He swears under his breath, then scratches the back of his neck. “You want to know the truth?”

      “If you want to tell me.”

      “I wasn’t going to the library.”

      “I didn’t think so. You’re going in the wrong direction.” My eyes flick to his side. “And you’re not carrying any books.”

      He laughs. “You’re smart, Valkyrie.”

      “Just observant.”

      “Well, that’s more than a lot of people in this place. They’re more concerned with parties and getting laid, than the fact we’re knocking on the door of the apocalypse.”

      I can relate, unfortunately, on both sides.

      “Want to know where I was really going?” There’s a mischievous glint in his eye.

      “If you want to show me.”

      He jerks his head, indicating I should follow. We head back up the stairs, past the dormitory and down a hallway I’d never seen before.

      “How much do you know about Victorine?” he asks.

      “Not much.” I don’t want to reveal the few facts Armin had told me. “What about you?”

      “I doubt you know this, but there’s nothing my uncle loves to do more than trash-talk the gods. As you know, over the years he’d done plenty of work with Camulus.”

      He’s bought the Immortals' contract from him. I nod.

      “Victorine was Camulus’ muse. Although he was the God of War, she was the fuel that sparked his tyranny. She was the puppet master; the whisper in a King’s ear, the motivation behind a knight, the powder in general’s bomb. She spent her days encouraging powerful men to do damaging things.”

      I think of her standing behind Roland, whispering in his ear.

      “She feeds on destruction,” he says, “and I have no doubt that the gods sent her here with a purpose.”

      “What would that be?”

      “If my uncle’s stories are true, and there’s always reason to suspect he’s exaggerating for his own amusement, she’s here to sow chaos, but most of all, she’s here to ensure the apocalypse happens.”

      “And you don’t want that?” I ask carefully. We’re on a curving staircase, one that clearly climbs to one of the towers that peaks over the Academy. We’re alone. Far from any other students. Far from the Immortals.

      “The Shaman do not pick sides, and we certainly do not play the games of a petty, vengeful goddess.” His pale eyes are deep with determination. “We’ve always been independent and rulers of our own fate. I don’t want to be under her thumb.”

      He hasn’t exactly answered my question about the apocalypse. The door at the top is closed. Darius presses his ear against the wood, listening, before opening the door. It’s a small, dark room. No, more like a nest. Scraps of fabric, paper, and wood line the walls. On the floor is a matted down part. Dark embers glow in the fireplace.

      “What the hell is this?” I ask.

      “This is where she sleeps.”

      I stare at the room and think of Victorine. She’s beautiful. Like a queen. She lives here? I shift my gaze to Darius, searching for answers on his face. He looks as disturbed as I feel.

      “Why are you showing me this?”

      “Because like the winged monster in the challenge, Victorine is an illusion, but like the real monsters surrounding the school, she is also very, very real.”

      I’m not sure if it’s his purpose for bringing me to her room, but I say, “We have to kill her.”

      “Or her host.” Roland. “But that’s easier said than done.”

      He shuts the door, separating us from the horrors of the room.

      “How do we do it?”

      “I don’t know. Killing gods isn’t something I’ve done before. It’s not something any of us have done. We’re brats. Royals. Silver spoons, wiped asses, all of that stuff, but…” he holds my eye. He knows about the Morrigan. About who I am.

      “But I have.”

      “And so have your allies.”

      He knows about the Immortals as well. I wonder if he knows about their past with Victorine?

      “If you stop her, I’ll fight with you.”

      That gets my attention. “You will?”

      “I have no problem with the Lowerworld expanding realms. It makes no difference to me or my people, but being under Victorine’s rule? That changes things.”

      He offers his hand, and I don’t hesitate to shake it. I agree completely. We need to take out Victorine. Unfortunately, I think, as I follow him back down the stairs, putting distance between us and her nest, taking her out isn’t going to be easy.

      No one has done it yet.
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      Hildi

      

      “You’re going the wrong way.”

      I slow my stride and look over. Miya stands next to a statue of a gargoyle. They’re about the same size and height—the exception is Miya’s handsome, chiseled face and the lack of fangs. He looks at ease, that’s part of the trick. He’s slight, but the hard-packed muscle is hidden under his robes. He’s deadly. Any object in sight could be used as a weapon. A pencil. A hair pin, the shard of a vase, or really, just his bare hands.

      My heart beats harder in memory of the night we shared. We’d fucked. Hard. But it was out of necessity, not true passion. I felt guilty more than anything else. I’d made him break his vow of celibacy. If he’s upset by what happened, he’s kept it to himself.

      “You don’t look like you’re headed to Victorine’s slaughter, either?”

      He sighs. “I wish. I went outside to meditate and try to center myself before it starts. Victorine…”

      “I’ve heard none of you are fans.”

      “She’s evil.” I think he means that literally.

      “Well, I’m not going. Not tonight. I’ve had enough mind games for the last twenty-four hours.” Between the dream or whatever it was with Morgan, talking to Rupert, getting jumped in the hallway, and making the deal with Darius, there’s no way I’m sitting by while Victorine mind-fucks the Academy.

      “I don’t blame you,” he says. “But be careful. These are mandatory.”

      “I’ll find a safe place to hide.” I already know where I’m going. Where someone I’m looking for is probably hiding as well.

      He nods, but doesn’t turn away, like there’s something else he wants to say to me.

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      “We haven’t really had the chance to talk about that night.”

      I grip the strap of my bag. “No, we haven’t. I really appreciate it, Miya. I know it went against your personal beliefs.”

      “My personal beliefs are to help others instead of harm. Something that will take me the rest of my immortal life to atone for.” He holds my eye. “That night was about assisting you, Hildi.”

      He says it all without emotion, his self-control impressive. He lacks the low boiling anger that Agis carries just beneath the surface, or the ever-present guilt that weighs Armin like a shroud. He’s not anxious like Rupert, or smug and narcissistic like Marshal. He’s steady. Even. Calm.

      He may be the hardest one for me to reach if I’m truly trying to balance these souls. We’d already had sex, mind-blowing, magic-infused sex, and I don’t particularly feel closer to him. It makes me question this whole strategy.

      A group of students passes us, headed toward the staircase that leads to the basement. “You should go. Get a good seat to the massacre.”

      He grimaces. “We’ll stop them.”

      Will we? I want to ask, but I’m afraid to say the words out loud, just in case the gods are listening.

      With a final look at one another, we part, and I turn away from where the rest of the Academy is headed to the quietest place in the school.

      The library.
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* * *

      “I guess you’re not interested in watching Victorine’s show either?”

      Rupert doesn’t pull his eyes away from the book shelf. His fingers skim along the spines, searching for something in particular.

      He tugs out the book with a long, slender finger, then finally glances at me. “I’ve seen it before. Trust me. It doesn’t get better.”

      “It seems to be a consensus. The Immortals are not a fan of Victorine.” I take the book from him and idly flip through the pages. It’s mostly illustrations of ancient battles. “She sounds horrible.”

      “She is.”

      He turns and walks down the long row of books, his shoes echoing softly off the marble. I study the broad line of his shoulders, the tapering to his waist. I’ve never seen what’s under that uniform—something he wears despite the fact it’s no longer a rule.

      He turns, heading further back. The books smell different on this row. Older. Mustier. Rupert cuts his eyes at me, but his lips curve into a smile.

      “What?”

      “You’re very determined, aren’t you?”

      “Sometimes.” All the time.

      “Did you come to try to convince me of your plan again?”

      “Not really. I just needed somewhere to hide out from Victorine. I figured she may have her goons do room checks, but this place is massive and has a million little nooks and hiding places.”

      He stops outside a dark, wooden door. A shiver runs down my spine as his eyes peer into my soul.

      “Fine. It’s a lie. I do have a plan. A map. Intricately detailed.”

      He moves, faster than a cat, one hand opening the door, the other pushing me inside. I’m caught completely off guard, confused, strangely exhilarated by his show of force. The door closes with a click and he’s pushed my back against it. I inhale his warm and clean scent. His breath smells like mint.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Care to tell me what’s going on?”

      “What you want from me is very difficult, Hildi.”

      “That’s why I made a plan.”

      He shakes his head, wavy hair grazing his shoulders. “This can’t be part of a plan. That’s the whole problem. Overanalyzing females is what got me in this situation in the first place. I used my mind, not my emotions. My father manipulated me. Got my brain twisted. He taught me that sex is just another battle, a game of chess.”

      Understanding dawns. “You’re right. Sex is raw. Passionate.”

      At least, if you’re lucky.

      With the way Rupert is standing over me, the way he’s pressed against me, I really, really want to get lucky.

      “So what you want is to feel?”

      “That’s all I want. Even if it’s not what I deserve.”

      I tilt my head and cup his cheek with my hand. “I’m willing to do this if you are.”

      He swallows hard and nods. “I’m scared.”

      “Of what?”

      “Losing control.”

      “I can’t promise that you won’t lose control, Rupert, but I can assure you that I’ll be there every step of the way.” I run my fingers behind his neck. “This is about finding balance.” I push up on my toes, my mouth inches from his. “It’s about redemption.” I think of the word Miya used earlier. “Atonement.”

      His body trembles.

      His eyes watch my mouth.

      His hands fist by his side.

      I kiss his forehead, his cheek, his jaw.

      When he’s ready, when he’s past ready, I brush my lips against his, feeling the warmth and need. His eyes are wide, but close when we kiss again, his mouth parts, his tongue eager. Our kisses grow heated, hard, and for a man that claims inexperience, I’m impressed. It’s only a few seconds before my knees are weak and my stomach twists anxiously. My body warms and his hands—they move to my hips—dragging me toward him.

      I feel the bulge straining in his pants, surprisingly large and hard. He rubs against me and my lower body aches. I reach for his button—

      “Oh gods,” he groans, abruptly stepping back. His face a tight grimace.

      “What?”

      He turns away, shoulders heaving.

      I touch his shoulder. “Rupert?”

      “It’s…” he glances down to his waist, “it’s been a long time, Hildi.”

      It takes me a second to understand what’s happening, but I glance back at his face—his young, handsome face, and I’m struck again by his relative youth, and then by the reminder of his inexperience.

      A kiss? Yeah, that may have been enough.

      His ears flame. “I’m sorry. I told you. I’m fucked up. I can’t even…”

      I touch his arm and face him. “It’s normal, and it’s part of the process.”

      “It’s humiliating.”

      I laugh. His eyes darken. “You’re laughing at me?”

      “No, I’m laughing at myself.”

      His hurt expression tells me he doesn’t believe it. “Do you remember me the night Marielle bit me? That was humiliating. I have never been so desperate in my life. I begged you to get me off.”

      “Yeah, and I ran away.”

      “As you should have. I was deranged.” I take his hand. “This place makes us crazy. Sex makes all of us crazy. You should have seen Armin the first time—” I stop myself.

      “Really?” he asks, curious about the other immortal.

      “We all have our hang-ups, Rupert, but we’re going to work it out.” I laugh darkly. “The fucking world depends on it.”

      “Did you just say that the world depends on our fucking?”

      I see the hint of a smile, and that’s how I have faith that we’ll get through this one step at a time.
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* * *

      It’s late when I leave the library, but the halls are filled with students. Excited voices echo in the hallway and I witness at least one scuffle break out. I pass by one of the classrooms and a hand reaches out, pulling me inside.

      Armin looks down at me.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “They’re high on adrenaline,” he says. “It’s normal after watching a high-energy fight.”

      “No monster?”

      “No just a good old-fashioned cage fight.”

      “Anyone I know?”

      He shakes his head. “It seems like she’s running through the weaker royals first. Some are young. Others not physically imposing. The stronger students find it a relief and amusing. They’re really just happy it’s not them.”

      “Sounds intentional.”

      “Everything Victorine does is intentional.”

      Anger spikes under my skin. I hate bullies. Loathe them. And that’s what it sounds like is infiltrating the Academy. I spin on my heel and head to the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To talk to Roland, one on one.”

      “Not a good idea.”

      “I don’t care. I have to do something.”

      I step into the crowded hall and slip away, headed straight to the Headmaster’s office. I knock, but don’t wait, walking into the room. I wince when I see Roland behind the desk. Victorine sits on his lap and his hand is tucked in her shirt, stroking her breast.

      “My fault,” I say, fighting a gag, “I should have knocked.”

      Roland’s eyes narrow and he runs his hand down Victorine’s leg. She has a small twisted smile on her mouth.

      “I figured you’d make an appearance,” he says, shifting his gaze from me to the goddess on his lap. “She can’t keep herself out of others’ business.”

      “The goings-on at the Academy, including these insane challenges, are my business.”

      “Fine,” he says, scooting Victorine off his lap. She pouts, standing behind his large, leather chair. “As if you don’t know, we’re building an army.”

      “By tossing children in cage fights? You of all people know how awful that is.”

      “I do know how it is. And I also know what it’s like to be ripped from your home as a child and pushed into battle.” He leans forward, dark eyes twinkling.  “It’s how I became a man. An immortal. I survived and continue to survive.”

      “I’m not sure your soul did.” He shrugs, and I add, “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I don’t, but I am. The gods want a show and since you’ve hidden the key and refuse to start the crusade, this is the only alternative.”

      “So this is my fault.”

      He grins. “You said it, not me.”

      “I’m not giving you the key.”

      “Then we’ll keep playing with our toys.”

      Victorine bends down, exposing her ample chest, and whispers in his ear. His eyes light up.

      “It’s my understanding you skipped the challenge tonight. You realize it’s mandatory.”

      “I’m not a child, nor do I answer to anyone in the Academy.”

      “You’re posing as a student at this school, aren’t you?”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Yes.”

      “I’ll send a messenger with your punishment in the morning.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Not in the slightest.” He leans back, the chair creaking under his weight. “The rules apply just as much to you, Valkyrie, as everyone else.”

      I bite back a retort and turn on my heel, headed for the door. Just before I get there, he adds, “All of this can stop whenever you want it to, you know that, right?”

      I pause, my fingers on the doorknob. Without facing him, I say, “I’m not handing over the key.”

      “As long as you understand your options.”

      An image flashes in my mind. It’s fast and furious and begins with me running across the room, leaping over the desk and wrapping my hands around Roland’s throat.

      Not yet.

      The Immortals aren’t ready. I’m not ready.

      I open the door and walk through, slamming it behind me. I’m not afraid of a little punishment, but I am afraid of those two starting the apocalypse.
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      Hildi

      

      The knock comes early, and loud, waking both me and Elizabeth.

      “What’s that?” she asks, rubbing her eyes. It’s still dark outside.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s for me.”

      I toss back the covers and climb out of bed. In the hall is a student, looking nervous. He hands me a folded sheet of paper.

      “Report to the maid’s quarters. Ten minutes.”

      I shut the door and stare at the paper.

      “What does it say?”

      I crumple the paper and toss it on the floor. “That I’m supposed to go to the maid’s quarters. I don’t even know where that is.”

      “Second floor, near the medieval history room.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because I pay attention to something other than hot Immortals.” She burrows underneath the covers. “I’d wear something comfortable.”

      I narrow my eyes at my roommate. “Have you ever been in trouble before?”

      She bats her eye lashes innocently. “Nope, but I’d just be prepared for anything. The Immortals are right. Victorine is terrible.”

      I tug on what I hope is a suitable outfit, along with the boots I like to wear during training. Three minutes have passed. It’s so early, everyone in school is still asleep. I braid my hair on my way down the long staircase and pick up speed to get to the hallway where medieval history is held. I glance in the room and on the board is a design of a wheel with spokes sticking out.

      Turning the corner, I see the open door to a storage closet.

      “Hello?” I call, tapping on the door.

      A slight, willowy woman looks up from a cleaning cart. It’s filled with supplies; bottles of cleaners, towels, toilet paper, sponges, and brushes.

      “I was sent down here,” I say, realizing there are other women in the room. They have the same body shape and round faces. They wear the same outfit, a black skirt and blouse. All watch me warily. “For punishment.”

      One of the women jerks her thumb toward a shelf. “Grab a uniform and start filling your cart. We roll out of here in five minutes.”

      I don’t see where I’m supposed to change. In fact, the toilet is out in the open and I see a stack of beds lining the wall. Six. I count the women. Twelve. Do they all live in here? I’ve never thought about the people that worked at the Academy before. I honestly thought this place was fueled on magic or the will of the gods. The shame I feel as I undress isn’t about being exposed. It’s about not realizing who all lives in this place and what they do for us.

      “Here’s your assignment,” the woman who told me to change says as I button my shirt. I’m three feet taller than the women that live in these tiny quarters and it makes the outfit three times too small. It’s not supposed to be sexy. It’s basic and plain. Unfortunately, when I bend over, anyone nearby will see my ass.

      She holds out a sheet that lists what needs to be done in each one. Take out the trash, make the beds, clean the bathrooms… All of that is bad enough but it’s not until I see the room numbers that I pause.

      “These are the dormitory.”

      “Yes.”

      “The top floor.”

      “Yes,” she starts pushing her cart out the door. The others follow. “The suites.”

      I’m well aware of who lives in the suites. Marielle for one. Luke is another. And down the hall from both of them is Marshal.

      This isn’t about making me pay for skipping the challenge.

      It’s about humiliating me in front of my allies and enemies.

      “So what? I’m supposed to just clean up after these people?”

      “You do what’s on the list and anything else they ask you to do,” she says. “And you do it quietly, with zero attitude and as fast as possible.”

      “What if I don’t want to?” I ask, feeling the familiar wave of defiance roll up my spine. I’ve never been great at following directions.

      All of the woman pause, their carts stopping in unison. The woman that’s been speaking to me this whole time looks up at me. “I don’t know what you did to get sent down here, but trust me when I tell you that it’s important you do your job as you’ve been told. We’re judged as a whole. If one of us screws up, the rest of us are accountable.”

      “What?” I frown. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “We aren’t seen as individuals. We’re seen as a unit.”

      I search the faces of the others and they all hold my eye, confirming what she’s said.

      “What’s your name?” I ask. “Who are you?”

      “Names don’t matter, but our people, we come from a realm called Alante that provides servants to the royals.”

      I don’t like the fact she said names don’t matter, but I sense the nervousness in the women around me. “Fine. I’ll do my job and not cause any trouble.”

      She nods. “Thank you. Usually, the students ignore us. Maybe they’ll ignore you, too.”

      I grip the handle on my cart, pushing it ahead of me, knowing for certain there’s no way in hell Victorine will allow that to happen.
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* * *

      I dump the trash.

      I scrub the toilets.

      I wipe down the countertops.

      At first, no one says a word, at least not to me. I see their mouths move. The whispers. And everyone watches me closely.

      In response, I bite my tongue.

      For the women of Alante. I can do one day of this while they suffer through a lifetime.

      I push the cart down the hall and tap on the next door. “Housekeeping,” I call, knowing most of the students are now at breakfast. I have a key that allows me entry to all the rooms, which makes me think that if someone accuses an Alante of stealing, they’re screwed.

      I step inside and scan the room. The bed is messy and unmade. Expensive shoes are overturned by the closet. Whoever lives here is gone. I reach for the trashcan by the door and toss the contents in the larger can attached to the cart.

      I walk to the bed and straighten the sheets. There’s a note on the list that says when sheets should be changed. This one has another day.

      I bend over and spread my hands over the comforter as my eyes fall on a framed photograph by the bed. It’s of a woman with long blonde hair—she’s older—but not old. Thirties, maybe. She smiles at the camera, her belly full. Her hand rests gently on the top.

      “Well, isn’t this a welcome sight.”

      I look over my shoulder and see Luke standing in the bathroom doorway. His shirt is partially buttoned, revealing his very toned upper body. His pants hang perfectly over his hips and he holds a toothbrush near his twisted, smirking lips. He’s way too perfect for a kid.

      A kid.

      Jailbait, for real.

      I straighten, very aware of how short this skirt is.

      “I’m almost done.”

      “Don’t rush on my account,” he says, disappearing into the bathroom and walking back out without the toothbrush. His long fingers move to the buttons on his shirt, fastening them one by one. “What’s going on with all of this, anyway?”

      “Punishment for missing the challenge last night.” I grab a few empty soda cans and trash spread around the room. “Apparently, humiliation is one of Victorine’s favorites.”

      “And you didn’t tell her to fuck off?”

      I laugh. Luke knows me better than I thought.

      “Can’t. She’s got me on this one.” I look around the room, my gaze landing on the photograph again. “She’s pretty.”

      Luke’s jaw tenses. “She was. That’s my mom. Pop sent her away when I was eight.”

      “Where?”

      He shrugs. “Who knows. He was worried about her influence—you know, that pesky little humanity I carry in my genes.”

      “Sounds complicated.”

      “Parents always are, right?” He shoves his foot into his shoes.

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      He frowns. “Why not?”

      “I don’t have parents. Valkyries are born to serve Freya and Odin.”

      “So they’re kind of like your parents?”

      “Yeah,” I say, feeling like all of that was a long time ago and very, very far away from this world. “I guess so.”

      I walk to the door.

      “Hildi,” he says. I turn back. “Don’t let that bitch drag you down. You know that’s what this is all about. Getting under your skin and making you second-guess yourself. It’s a bold strategy, but it also reveals something about her, too.”

      “What’s that?” I ask, curious to hear.

      “That’s she’s afraid.”
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      Marshal

      

      I wake to the sound of chanting outside my suite. It’s godsforsaken early, and my head pounds from the drinks I had the night before. My living room is a mess, I’d had a few people over post-challenge. Once the adrenaline wears off, it’s a good time to see what the other students at the Academy are thinking about the violence they’d witnessed in the cage fights.

      Mostly they’re scared.

      A few are disturbingly turned on.

      One or two seem thoughtful about it, like Darius. I’m keeping an eye on him.

      I’m not sure when everyone left, but I recall tossing them out; particularly a shapely redhead that seemed intent on staying the night. I do recall kicking her out, then stripping off my clothes, and crashing on the couch.

      I slide off the couch, bottles crashing to the floor.

      “Bloody hell,” I mutter, kicking them out of the way. I catch a glimpse of myself in a long mirror hanging behind the couch. My body is long and lean. Muscular. A deep V cuts my hips, just above the black shorts I’m wearing. I do stop and grab the robe hanging behind the door. It’s not about modesty, but presentation. Presentation, at all times, is key.

      Even if you’re still tipsy from the night before.

      I slip my arms into the sleeves, but not tying the belt. I swing open the door and call out, “What the fuck is going on out here?”

      A cluster of students is in the middle of the open space just outside my door. They part enough for me to get a glimpse of what’s happening. There’s a person on the floor, wearing the black uniform of the cleaning staff. She’s on her hands and knees, backside facing me. I see the smooth curve of skin and sliver of lacy black panties under her skirt.

      Marielle stands over the maid, foot on her back. Her eyes sparkle cruelly.

      “She made a mess and needs to clean it up.” She bends over, pushing the maid to the floor. “Maybe if you use your tongue, it’ll come up faster.”

      Everyone laughs, and the sound rattles around my head, making my skull feel like it’s about to split in two. One of the guys makes a thrusting motion toward her ass.

      Fuck. No.

      “If you want to fuck with the help, have at it, but could you do it a little quieter? Some of us are trying to sleep.”

      The maid’s head lifts and I see the shimmer of white blonde hair, and the profile I know as well as my own. My eyes flick to Marielle’s, who gives me a knowing smile.

      “Are you done with her?”

      “Almost. I still see a few more shards.”

      “Shards?” I ask.

      “She broke a glass.”

      I sniff the air and catch the tangy scent of blood. I push through the crowd and see Hildi’s hands—her fingers cut and bloody. She glances up at me. Her eyes are ice blue and her jaw tight and set.

      “Seriously? You realize that my entire suite needs cleaning, and the last fucking thing I need is for her bloody fingerprints to ruin my satin sheets.” I bend down and grab Hildi by the collar, wrenching her off the floor.

      She jerks up, fingers raw and bloody. I clench my jaw and glare at Marielle. “I suggest you figure out a way to clean up that blood.”

      “It’s her job.”

      Seething rage rattles inside of me.

      “Her job is to clean up the messes we made. Not the messes you force on her. Godsdammed fools,” I mutter, spinning on my heel. I push Hildi toward my room, and she stumbles over her feet.

      I grab her by the arm and drag her into my room.

      “Go clean up. There’s a lot of work to be done.”
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      Hildi

      

      He slams the door, shutting out the vultures in the hall. I can’t look at him. I’ve never, not in my entire life, been so humiliated, so degraded.

      I glance to the side and catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror. In a few hours, I’ve lost myself. I look nothing like the strong, empowered, sexy warrior I know myself to be. My shoulders slump. Blood drips from my fingertips.  I spot Marshal behind me, jaw so tense it may snap in two. I turn away, horrified that of all people, he’s seen me like this.

      “You’re making a mess on my floors,” he says quietly. I hear his footsteps on the hardwoods as he walks over and touches my shoulder. Something inside me cracks, unleashes, and I spin, my hand already outstretched, careening towards his face. He catches my wrist, slippery with blood, and shining green eyes meet mine.

      I don’t say a word. I can’t.

      We stand inches apart and I stare at his bare chest, at the planes of muscle and the scattering of hair that builds as it travels downward. He’s caught me at my weakest. My most humiliated, and if he ever wants to get the upper hand, here’s his chance.

      Marshal shrugs off his rob, and I close my eyes, still caught in his grip. I feel the flutter of soft cotton graze my legs, then unexpectedly wrap around my sore fingertips.

      “We need to get these cleaned up.”

      I blink at the softness in his voice. “What?”

      “Your fingers. Gods, they’re butchered. What the fuck happened out there?”

      I look up, taking in his face, processing the pained expression. “I was cleaning. Marielle walked out and dropped a glass right in front of me and…”

      “First, why were you cleaning?” He takes in my uniform. “Spying?”

      “Punishment. From Victorine for not going to the challenge yesterday.”

      His jaw tics.

      “So she made you clean rooms.” He chuckles darkly. “Classic Victorine. Degrading and efficient.”

      He unwraps the robe, now soaked with blood, to see if the bleeding has stopped. He gestures to the couch. “Sit. I’ve got some supplies in my bathroom.”

      I move to the couch, stepping over discarded bottles of alcohol and stubbed out cigarettes. The room is a mess. Marshal has clearly continued to celebrate Roland’s appointment. I sit anyway, tired from being on my feet all morning.

      He returns a moment later, tugging a shirt over his head with one hand and carrying a small box in the other. He rests the box on the coffee table and straightens his shirt. He’s still only in a tight pair of shorts, which are eye level as he rummages through the box. Once he’s picked out a few bandages and a pot of ointment, he brushes off the table and sits across from me. I don’t fight him when he takes both of my hands and rests them in his lap.

      “Is there a reason you didn’t tell Marielle to fuck off?”

      “Yes.” I watch his long fingers pluck a cotton ball off the table and douse it in clear alcohol. He dabs it over the painful, sharp cuts.

      “Care to expand?”

      I wince in pain and he pauses, looking at me with cautious eyes. I exhale, and he continues. “Let’s just say that my disobedience would have caused problems for other, innocent people.”

      That answer, and the cleanliness of my wounds, seems to satisfy him. He picks up the ointment and carefully coats my fingertips. The salve is warm, heating my fingertips. It clearly has healing properties. “I’m assuming Victorine held something else over you, too.”

      “Are you fishing for details?”

      He pauses, locking eyes. “I’m trying to figure out exactly why the bad ass Valkyrie that takes zero shit from anyone was bent over, with her ass hanging out, picking up glass dropped by an inconsequential vampire?”

      “I cleaned toilets, too.”

      He mutters a curse under his breath.

      “She gave me a choice,” I admit, not sure why I’m telling him. Also, sure that I’ll regret it. “I can give her the key, and she’ll stop the challenges.”

      “I’m assuming you said no.”

      “I said no.”

      “Which means the punishments will continue.”

      “I’m seeing more toilets in my future.”

      He gently wraps my fingers, one by one, in bandages. “It’ll get worse.”

      “I can take it.”

      My fingers are cleaned and wrapped, but he hasn’t released my hand. We just sit across from one another for a long, strange heartbeat.

      “Marshal,” I say, wanting to ask him to come back to our side. Give him the opportunity. Maybe he knows he was wrong. That this was all a ruse. It’s impossible to know with him.

      He lifts my hand, gently kisses my fingertips, then stands.

      “I’m going to take a shower.” He glances around the room. “I expect all of this cleaned and tidied when I get out. Then you can start on the bath. I expect it to sparkle.” My jaw drops, watching him stroll across the room. “And don’t forget the sheets. They’re filthy.”

      He walks into his bedroom and slams the door.

      Once again, I let my guard down around this bastard and once again, he proved me a fool.

      I’ve got no one to blame but myself.
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      Miya

      

      Since Victorine arrived and removed our instructional duties, I’ve been at a loss of what to do. There’s no way she’d allow us near the students in an educational manner. What if we revealed the truth about who she is and her damaging effects across realms? How her soldiers are treated like pawns? No chance.

      She won’t put us in the challenges—the risk of students seeing our individual and combined strength is too high, it may motivate them to align with us.

      So we flounder, which may be the smartest move she can make. Keeping us listless and bored. Watching the royal spawn get their asses kicked over and over.

      There’s one area of the Academy she isn’t watching.

      The dungeons.

      And that’s where I spend my time.

      “Here,” I say, pushing a loaf of bread and cured meat through the bars. There are two students inside. Females. There’s a witch with long braids and a black eye. A demon with beady eyes and sharp nails, from a lower realm. Neither particularly skilled, which is why Victorine chose them. “Keep up your strength.”

      One looks up at me with imploring eyes. “Why is she doing this?”

      “Because she can.”

      It’s not much more complicated than that.

      I bend down so that I’m at their eye level. “Protect your brain more than your body. That’s what she’s attacking. Her powers lie in deceit and manipulation.” I point to the food. “Nourish your brain. You need to stay sharp.”

      The demon grabs the bread and meat, taking small bites. The witch does the same.

      “Keep fighting, and honestly, keep losing. The winners have it worse.”

      I hear footsteps echoing off the stone walls and give the girls a nod before vanishing in the dark. I find the long tunnel that connects back to the school, and when I’m sure I’m not being followed, I open the door and step into the quiet hallway.

      The vibe in the school is strange. The stronger students with more powerful skills enjoy the trials. It brings out their competitive nature. The weak? The ones that need to hone their abilities? Their fear wafts down the hallway like a bad smell. There’s no doubt how Victorine finds the candidates for the challenges. She can smell them.

      Speaking of scents…I turn the corner and catch something familiar in the air. I slow my pace, as my heartrate increases. My palms sweat and the hair on the back of my neck rises. Ever since I helped Hildi with the vampire bite, since we’d had sex, my body reacts instantly when she’s nearby. It’s like a craving of my own, a deep burning desire. I haven’t felt something like this in ages. It has to be from the venom.

      It has to.

      Otherwise all my time spent shoring up my body and mind, developing my willpower, controlling my urges. It’s been shattered by one woman.

      I pause before an open doorway. A storage closet. I peek inside and see carts with cleaning supplies and a room full of female workers. In the back, tugging off a black shirt, is the Valkyrie. Our eyes meet and she lifts a hand, fingers wrapped in bandages, asking me to wait.

      I step back outside and lean against the wall, waiting for her to emerge. When she does, she doesn’t give me a chance to speak.

      “I’ve had a long, shitty day, and I really, really need to get the hell out of here and get a drink.”

      “That’s what you want?” I ask, formulating a plan.

      “That’s what I need.”

      “Believe it or not, I can make that happen.”
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      Hildi

      

      Miya instructs me to meet him on the main hall--the one with banners and thick, woven tapestries that depict a hundred different bloody deaths--after I shower and change.

      I wonder if he smelled the toilet bowl cleaner on me or if I just looked like hell.

      The shower is a good call. I feel better when I emerge, and even more so once I get on my own clothes.

      “Want to come?” I ask Elizabeth. She’s sitting on her bed, hunched over a massive book.

      “Nah. I found this book on shape shifting in the library. Thought maybe I’d see if I could tap into some latent magic and give it a shot.”

      “Seriously? You think you can do that?”

      She shrugs. “My family line is very powerful, Hildi. I doubt I’ve even grazed the limits of what I can do. The Academy, in theory, should have taught me how to master these skills. Unfortunately, we landed here while the gods are playing games.” She sighs. “I’ll have to figure it out myself.”

      With one last look in the mirror, feeling confident in my loose gray shirt and tight, black leggings, I head toward the main hall. Students walk past me, all taking a second look. There’s no doubt it’s from my maid work that day. I’ve been taken down a notch. I’m no longer the new girl, the bad ass Valkyrie. I’m the help.

      Victorine knows what she’s doing.

      I slip down the hall, away from where the students pile into the dining hall. I’m definitely not showing my face in there tonight. I spot Miya by a statue, then behind him, Agis, Armin, and Rupert.

      “We’re all going?” I ask, taking in the Immortals. They’re all clean and in more casual clothing than normal. Upperworld clothes. Low hanging jeans and tight T-shirts. They look like they rummaged through the Raven Guard’s closets.

      I approve.

      And from the way their eyes drink me in? I think they approve of what they see as well.

      “You’re not the only one that could use a night away from this place,” Agis says.

      “I’m not sure this counts as a night away,” Miya says, looking around to make sure we’re alone, “but it’s the best we can do.”

      We’re standing in front of a tapestry, the scene depicted like many of the others. A battle plays out; there are bloody spears and winged demons. Sharp teeth and decapitated heads. Tucked in the back is a small building—made of stone—with a light in the window.

      Miya reaches in his pocket and pulls out a small pouch. He unties it and dips two fingers in, coating them in a shimmery powder. He approaches Armin and makes a cross on his forehead. The powder glows for a second, then vanishes. He does the same for each of us, me last. When his fingers drag across my skin, I feel a tingling warmth. I’m not sure if it’s from the powder or from feeling his skin against mine.

      “Ready?” he asks. Everyone agrees, despite having no idea where we are going.

      Some risks are worth the reward.

      “Focus on the tavern,” he says, pointing to the little building behind the battle. It seems insane, but I know Bunny creates similar works. His artwork connects one world to the other. This tapestry must have been created by a similar artist.

      Miya goes first, walking straight into the wall. Instead of stopping, he simply vanishes.

      I exhale a breath and watch Rupert follow. Armin holds out his arm, gesturing for me to go first. With my eye on the tavern I take a step forward. As I move so does my environment; I sense the Academy hallway fading, and the light flickers in the window. Another step and the wall blurs, stretching and opening just enough for me to step through. It’s seamless, one foot is in the Academy, the other across realms. I blink, and my ears fill with the noise of a public space, the clank of metal and glass. The scent of mead.

      I turn back and see Agis and Armin right behind me. Rupert and Miya stand at the bar.

      I say the only thing I can think of. “Someone please get me a drink.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The tavern is cozy with a roaring fire in the big stone fire pit in the middle of the room. Music plays from some undetermined source. Piped in, or magic. I don’t know. I don’t care. Chairs padded with animal fur circle the pit and I take my drink from the bartender and find a soft place to sit.

      “Where are the other patrons?” I ask, running my hand down the soft bear coat. I don’t recognize any of the faces in the bar.

      “This place simply a stop from one realm to the other,” Miya says. “We just happened to hit it during a lull.”

      “And the bartender?” Agis asks, holding a mug of mead. “What’s his story?”

      The man stands behind the bar, cleaning glasses.

      “Assigned here by whoever controls these places.”

      “I’m thankful no one is here but us,” I say, easing my boots off my feet, and then propping them on the edge of the pit. The burning heat feels good. “Today was a shitty day.”

      The guys glance at one another.

      “We heard,” Armin says.

      “From who?”

      The guilty look on their faces says it all. Marshal. I wonder if he told them about kissing my fingers. “You gossip like a bunch of women.”

      “Victorine is out of line coming after you like that,” Agis growls.

      “Is she?” I ask, taking a sip of the warm drink. It burns my throat on the way down. “She’s here to win and taking me down a notch isn’t a bad idea. I have something she wants. And I’m refusing to give it to her.”

      Agis frowns and tips back his mug. Rupert watches me carefully.

      “What?” I ask.

      “How long do you plan on playing her game? Because she doesn’t tire.”

      “As long as it takes. Which is why,” I say, knocking back the rest of my drink, “I don’t want to talk about it. Not tonight.”

      “We just pretend she’s not coming after you?” Armin says.

      “For tonight, yes.”

      Miya’s eyebrow raises. “Then what do you want to do?”

      I stand and walk to the bar, pushing my cup to the bartender. “What all people do when they want to escape their problems. Drink, dance, and have a good time.”
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      Rupert

      

      When Hildi said she wanted to dance, I didn’t really believe it. Dance? That’s a celebration, or at least how I was raised. We danced for the summer solstice or fall harvest. We danced in the palace halls when dignitaries came to visit. We didn’t dance for the hell of it, or to simply forget, which is exactly what Hildi seems to be doing.

      I watch from by the firepit as she charms the bartender to increase the volume of the music. Her body twisting, thrusting, bouncing to the beat. I think about the kiss we shared, how I’d been too excited. Embarrassing myself.

      I feel the heat in my groin, knowing I’ll get hard again just watching her.

      “Dance with me,” she says, bending over the back of Armin’s chair. Her lips graze his ear.

      “I don’t, uh, dance,” he replies, looking particularly uneasy.

      She glances at Agis, who shakes his head and focuses on his mug.

      Her eyes shift to me and my skin prickles from the attention. “Come on, Princeling, don’t tell me you can’t dance.”

      “I can dance,” I admit, “but it’s the formal kind, stuffy, and not like what you’re doing.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, lessons were required,” I explain, “of all royals, because of state dinners and such. We were often paired with cousins or people my father wanted to impress. But there was little to no touching, and often we were in a group.”

      “Show us,” she declares, eyes wicked with drink. Her hand clasps with mine, yanking me from my seat, and she goes back for the others. A moment later, the five of us are in a cleared spot on the floor and she’s watching me intently. The others shoot daggers in my direction. Where the hell is Marshal when I need him?

      “Do we have to?” Agis asks.

      “Yes,” Hildi declares. “Stop being a grump.”

      Miya barks a laugh, and Agis glares. Hildi is as likely to push them into a fight as she is to get them to dance. I can tell it means a lot to her, so I take a deep breath and lift my hand.

      “Basically, you dip like this,” I say, showing them the steps, “and then move in a circle.”

      I nudge Armin to get him going in the right direction. Agis reluctantly falls in stride, his moves more graceful then he’d ever admit. He’s an elite warrior, timing is everything.

      “This is epic,” Hildi laughs, delighted by the whole thing. That sound, plus her smile, is enough to lighten the mood. “I wish I could record this and show Morgan.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Miya says. His robe drags on the floor. His movements are precise, but again, not a surprise. Sword-work is a dance of its own. The men fall into the movements easily. It’s not a leap that they already know what to do. They’re not barbarians, even though they may act like it sometimes.

      “I’m impressed,” she says, twirling in between us. Her hands linger longer than necessary, her body hovering too close. The music grows louder. Rhythmic and intoxicating. I tug at my collar feeling warm, and Agis and Miya head to the bar and order more drinks, before heading back to the soft couches surrounding the fire.

      We leave the dance floor and settle around the fire. Hildi sits on the edge of the pit, the flames casting a glow around her making her look ethereal.

      “This place reminds me of home,” she says suddenly. “After a battle and the slain are chosen and carried to Valhalla, Odin would give us a moment of reprieve. We’d drink, dance, and forget the horrors of the battlefield.”

      She looks down in her cup wistfully, I can’t help but look at her bandage wrapped fingers.

      “Odin would be amused to know what happened to me today. That I fell on my knees for a brat. A vampire.” She shakes her head. “Do you even know why I’m here? Why I’m not with the Valkyrie?”

      The four of us glance at one another. No. No one knows. I don’t think anyone has asked.

      “It’s stupid, really. Antiquated and archaic rules. Odin, like all gods, wants to be surrounded by loyal servants. The Valkyrie are there to do his bidding.”

      “You didn’t fulfill your obligation?” Armin asks.

      “I did. For a long, long time.” She laughs darkly. “He sent me to the Upperword as a spy, to collect information about his enemies living there. I’d never been to the Upperworld or to a city like New York. I immediately fell in love with the sights and smells and sounds. Something about the place brought me to life. I never wanted to leave and when it was time for me to report back, I didn’t. Having my own mind, that was my first sin—the first betrayal.”

      “What was your second sin?” Miya asks.

      “Losing my virginity. In Odin’s eyes, that was not mine to give. It took away my uniqueness.” She wipes her eyes. “But the worst thing of all was falling in love, and not with the city. But with a woman. That was the biggest betrayal, and he cast me out.”

      She tips back her drink, swallowing it at once.

      Armin reaches out and takes her hand. “The gods don’t want to think of us as individuals. It’s how they maintain their control.”

      “Victorine proved that today,” she mutters.

      “You’re stronger than her,” Agis says. “Stronger than all of us.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m not even immortal anymore. Sure, I have speed and strength. I can take a punch and land my own, but I don’t belong here, and Roland and Victorine are happy to prove it.”

      “They’re scared,” Miya says.

      “Of what?” She holds up her bandaged fingers. “Of my weaknesses?”

      “Roland knows that you’re the link that binds us—probably not just us, this whole place. It’s why he’s fought against you this whole time.”

      She looks up at me, under long damp eyelashes. “You really believe that?”

      The tether between us warms, and I hate the doubt Victorine placed in her head. The doubt I probably put in her head. And the others, including fucking Marshal.

      “I do.” The words come out strong. “And when Victorine comes after you again, and when she comes after the rest of us, which gods-assured she will, that bond will give you strength.”

      She looks at each of us, and Agis and Miya, who look like they’re trying to process what’s happening. This woman, she’s the real key to winning this war, and we have to protect her with everything we have.

      I stand, heart pounding, terrified and sure. Hildi watches me closely as I approach, and I hold out my hand. She takes it, and I pull her up, crashing her body against mine. Her eyes widen in surprise. I don’t blame her. Until this moment I’d been wavering. Unsure. But in this little tavern away from the noise of the school, I can feel it. Her.

      I slide my hand behind her neck, pulling her mouth to mine. The fear, the dread, it all vanishes when her lips touch mine. Everything fades and the nausea in my belly subsides for the first time in weeks. Her lips are soft, her tongue bitter, tasting like the alcohol she’s been drinking. Her body is firm and strong.

      I ache just holding her, but I will the desires of my body to settle down. I can’t embarrass myself again. The guys would never let me live it down and for this to work, we have to do it right.

      I don’t want to, but I release her, locking eyes with Armin.

      He doesn’t hesitate, closing the space between them. Their passion flickers when they look at one another. Ignites when their mouths crash together, and their hands run over each other’s bodies. They’re familiar. They’re consumed. They’re everything I want with her. The link between us rushes with pleasure, not jealousy, and it only confirms what I’ve known since the first time she kissed me.

      This is right.

      And what Victorine is doing to her is wrong.

      And I’m going to do something about it.
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      Hildi

      

      The room grows warm, but I don’t know if it’s the fire or my body reacting to the kisses from Rupert and Armin. Rupert may not have much experience, but his instincts are on point. The link between us only adds to the desire. Even if he’s intimidated, even if he’s scared, I know that he wants me. I can sense it.

      Armin comes at me like a freight train. Hands wandering, mouth hard. His kisses make my panties wet, and if I didn’t think it would scare off the others, I’d yank his pants down right now and show him how much I need him.

      Slow down, I tell myself.

      Something epic is happening in this magical tavern. I can’t blow it.

      I glance down at Armin’s waist. Gods, the things I want to blow.

      The day had been humiliating. The moment with Marshal confusing. But this? What I’m feeling in this room? Morgan was right. Christensen was right.

      Balance.

      Bonding.

      Mating.

      With every kiss I feel stronger. With every touch, the pain vanishes in my back and knees from the day of hard labor. With every caress the grief from losing Andi, from losing my immortality, from losing control, vanishes.

      Armin kisses me once more, letting his tongue linger against my lips, before stepping away, leaving me breathless.

      “Care to share what this is about?” Agis asks in a tight voice. He crosses his legs. In the firelight I see the solid bulge of his cock. He’s turned on, even if he’s still guarded.

      “I have a theory,” I say, pushing my hair out of my face.

      “No,” Rupert interrupts, “we have a theory.”

      She explains it quickly. Convincingly. How when we fell through the portal we didn’t just take the guardians place, we adopted the core of who they are. And that includes their bond with Morgan and the power that comes with it.

      “You really believe that?” Agis frowns, his drink forgotten. “Doesn’t something like a mating bond just happen? It’s not really something you can force.”

      “Maybe,” she says, her voice losing confidence. “But we’re role playing here. It may take a little massaging to get the magic flowing.”

      He raises an eyebrow at Armin. “Do you feel it?”

      He swallows, eyes lingering on me, cheeks turning a faint pink. “What I feel with Hildi is indescribable.”

      He rolls his eyes and looks at Miya.

      “And what about you? Do you believe this? Would you give up your vows for this?”

      Miya looks at me, eyes dark and soulful. I want to know the answer to this question, too. So badly that my hands tremble in anticipation.

      “I know that after we had sex, things have been different.”

      “How so?” Armin asks.

      “Over centuries, I’ve mastered the ability to keep a clear mind. To focus on my spirit and the energy around me. That is how I stay focused. It’s how I kill. It’s how I survive.” He licks his lips and the faint light in the tavern makes his jaw strong and sharp. “Since we slept together, I think about Hildi. Often. Always. When I’m meditating. When I’m fighting. Especially when I sleep. That night…it changed me.”

      His words stun me. He’s been so aloof, so distant. “It did?”

      He swallows and nods. “At first I panicked and tried to pretend it was just the after effects of the venom. But I can’t shake it—or you.”

      That night had been intense. The venom filled me with a deep, uncontrollable longing. I had to have an orgasm, to keep myself sane. Miya sacrificed his beliefs to help me, and if we’re right about the bond, that single selfless act may have opened a connection neither of us understood at that point.

      “I can’t shake you either.”

      “It’s the venom,” Agis interjects. “You were drugged by a powerful vampire.”

      Miya’s eyes dart to his fellow warrior. “It was more than that. Do you really think I’d break my vow of celibacy for just anyone? I’ve been tempted a million times.” He looks at me. “There’s something different.”

      I ease out of Armin’s grasp and walk over to Miya. I take his face in my hands, cupping his cheeks. I run my fingers over the faint stubble on his chin and bend, kissing him gently. A flood of emotions releases between us, and it takes everything in me not to climb in his lap.

      Agis grunts and slams his drink on the table. The God of Death stands, casting a shadow over the room with his large frame.

      “I’m done with this,” he says, striding toward the portal entry.

      Casting a worried glance at the others, I follow him. I grab the back of his shirt in a futile attempt to get him to stop.

      “Why is this so hard for you to believe?” I shout, just before he gets to the tapestry.

      He spins, and I’m surprised at the anguished expression on his face.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Something about the darkness flickering in his eyes scares me but I say, “Yes,” anyway.

      “Because I don’t believe that love can save the world, Valkyrie. I didn’t believe it with the Guardians, and I don’t believe it now. It’s too easy. It’s not enough. Winning a war takes power and bloodshed and strength. It takes strategy and sacrifice. It takes everything from you, and in the end there’s nothing left. Nothing. Especially not love.”

      The intensity of his words, the anger laced in his tone rattles me so badly that I do nothing as he walks though the tapestry like a ghost.

      I feel like a fool, embarrassed at the simplicity of his argument.

      “He’s right,” I say, not turning around. “Love has never won a war.”

      A warm hand rests on my shoulder. Another on my hip. I feel a kiss press on the top of my head. I don’t need to turn around to know that Rupert, Miya, and Armin are behind me.

      “Every true relationship is a battle,” Miya says quietly. “Sharing souls with another is a fight for survival that involves tearing down walls and sustaining injury. Agis knows that. Probably more than the rest of us.”

      “He’s scared, Hildi,” Armin whispers.

      I turn around and study the warriors closely.

      “Of what?” I ask, searching their faces for an answer.

      Rupert finally replies. “Of you.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The knock comes before daylight, again.

      This time I’m sent to the kitchen, where another set of Alante are hard at work, preparing breakfast for two hundred students and faculty. By dawn I’ve cracked five hundred eggs, carried pounds of bacon from the ice box, and sliced loaf after loaf of bread.

      Don’t even ask about the butter.

      I eye the dishwashing station hopefully, but the Alante in charge, a woman with a hairnet and red knuckles, shoves a platter of food in my direction. “Keep the food replenished, the royals don’t like to see an empty dish. Remove empty platters, dirty dishes, and any other trash.”

      “Can’t I wait until everyone has left?”

      She shakes her head. “Not my rules. I’m just following orders.”

      Of course she is.

      I push the trashcan out the door and into the busy room. Yesterday was bad enough, but I’d only been in a few specific floors of the building. The dining hall is massive and every student in the school comes through each morning. It seems extra crowded today—they probably all got the memo that the Valkyrie would be on display and showed up early.

      The back of my neck prickles in warning.

      Every school dining hall has its own social hierarchy. Academy of Immortals is no different. Underclassmen near the door. The herd in the middle. Popular kids in the back. The overbearing eyes of the faculty on the platform. It was intimidating enough as a quasi-student, but as servant? A cleaning lady? A marked person?

      I keep my eyes away from the platform where I sense Miya and Armin watching my every move. They know better than to interfere. I’d told them what was at risk. The Alante, for one. The key is another.

      Victorine won’t win.

      I push the tray with fresh, steaming platters of breakfast food toward the first set of tables. It’s a group of boys, shoveling forkfuls of eggs and sausage into their mouths. The dishes are half empty, and I replenish them one after the other. A group of students passes me by and I hear a familiar, cackling laughter. Marielle.

      “So embarrassing,” she says, pushing her hair over her shoulder. An arm is looped around her waist. Slim fingers, a distractingly attractive forearm.

      Marshal tugs her along. “What did we talk about yesterday? No fucking with the help. She’ll spit in your food.”

      “I’ll gouge her eyes out,” Marielle replies. I try to remember when we were friends. Or friendly. It seems like a long time ago.

      Marshal directs her to a table across the room. I don’t miss his glance over her shoulder or the smug grin on his mouth.

      I look up at the platform, catching the eyes of Armin, Rupert, and Miya. I think about the tavern. The peace I felt. The strength that flowed through us.

      “Stop daydreaming, bitch.”

      My eyes pop open and one of the boys glares at me as he sloppily chews a mouthful of food. He points to his empty juice glass. “More.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      He pauses, turning his violet eyes on me. They’re filled with disgust. “Are you deaf? Fill the fucking glass.”

      His friends laugh, and I will myself not to shatter the whole thing over his thick, royal skull. I fill the glass with bright pink juice.

      That’s the first humiliation. The next hour is much of the same. I wipe, clean, refill, scrape, carry. There’s no end to the demands.

      “Oops,” one girl says a moment after her full plate of food slips from her fingers and shatters on the floor.

      I bend on my knees and pick up the mess.

      “My bad,” says a boy standing over me. His pancake slides off his plate, landing on my cheek. It oozes down the side of my face and lands on the floor with a sticky plop.

      Luke and Darius are kind enough to skirt around me.

      The whole time I ignore the faculty table, where I feel the hard, angry eyes of the Immortals watching. The weird thing is that just by having them nearby, I feel more settled. By the time breakfast is over and the last of the students step or trip over me, I’m covered in syrup, my back aches, and I have to clean the entire empty room, alone.

      Good thing we don’t have classes anymore. I don’t think I’d make it.

      I’m wiping down the last table when I see a lanky figure by the door.

      “Not now,” I say, walking past Marshal to the kitchen. The staff has vanished. Probably finished an hour before. I’m sure they’re in some dungeon peeling potatoes for lunch.

      “How long are you going to let this go on?” he asks, following me in. The sight of him in the dank, smelly kitchen hits me as amusing. I doubt he’s ever been somewhere so utilitarian.

      “Until Victorine realizes I’m not going to watch her torture students in her challenges.”

      “She’s not going to stop.”

      “Then I guess I’ll keep doing shitty jobs around the Academy. Got any laundry that needs washing?”

      I push the cart toward the sink, tossing the dirty rags inside. I prickle under the heat of his gaze.

      “Do you get off on watching me do manual labor? Fulfill some chambermaid fantasy of yours? Make you think of all the kitchen staff you defiled?"

      He attacks like a viper, spinning me against the sink. He grabs my hand and rips the bandages off my fingers. The cuts are almost healed.

      He pushes his face against my neck and inhales.

      “What are you doing?”

      But I know. I always know with Marshal.

      “Armin, I expected, but Miya? That’s a bit of a surprise.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He inhales again, his tongue darting out against my skin. It sends a hot shiver down my spine.  He chuckles. “Rupert…I smell his scent on you but not his cum. You haven’t fucked him yet. Could he not get it up?” His eyes roam over me. “No. Probably the opposite.”

      “You,” I say, trying to gather my words. Nothing clever comes. “You are so fucking weird.”

      He laughs again, amusement dropping his guard. Using all my strength, I push him off. The smile drops as he flies backwards, and his head cracks against the wall. I walk over and kick him in the thigh, inches from his balls.

      “You missed,” he croaks. “Or could you not bear to hurt the one thing about me that you like?”

      He’s got a point.

      “You’re such a pig.”

      “And you’re a slut.”

      Now I laugh. “Gods, that’s rich. How many girls have you screwed since Roland took over?”

      I’d seen the condoms in the bathroom trash. Disposed of them. I’d only felt a slight flicker of jealousy.

      He gets to his feet and smooths his hands down his long frame. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

      “Honestly, it was a rhetorical question. I don’t give a shit.”

      He swaggers over, cornering me against the wall. “Is it as good as what we had?”

      He means Armin. Rupert. Miya.

      “Better.”

      I roll my eyes when he looks hurt. “Don’t pretend you care.”

      “You may know my body, Hildi, but you don’t know my mind.” His jaw clenches and his voice drops. “They’re making progress, you know. Culling the weak. Fattening the strong. The longer this game goes on between you and Victorine, the longer she goes unchecked.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “This little power struggle you’re in? It’s a struggle of one. You against yourself.”

      I look away from the intensity of his eyes, allowing his words to sink in.

      “You’re getting played.” He pushes off the wall and walks away, disappearing out the swinging kitchen door.
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      “It’s been a long time,” Circe says, sliding the shot across the bar.

      I blink, taking in the bartender. We’d been friendly in New York, before I came to the Academy. The room has a flickering, shadowy atmosphere. I search the room for Morgan or one of the Raven Guard. Maybe they have a message for me. Maybe they’ve learned of my punishments and want to tell me I’m an embarrassment to them.

      Or maybe, I realize, when no one else is in the room but me and Circe, this is just another weird dream.

      I pick up the shot glass anyway. I may as well have a good time, even if it’s just pretend.

      “How’s the mission?” the bartender asks.

      “Shitty.” I lick a drop of alcohol that slides down my thumb. “I feel like we’re just a hot mess. This whole time I’ve basically had one job. One. And that’s to get the Immortals unified.”

      “I told you they were feral the last time you were here. Did you think it was going to be easy?

      “I didn’t think it would be this hard.” I rest my elbows on the bar. “I think I have Rupert, Armin and Miya on board. Marshal is a lost cause—big surprise. All he wants to do is make me crazy.”

      “Sounds right.” She pours another drink. “What about the other one? The mean, angry one.”

      “Agis?”

      “I think he’s lost, too.”

      Her eyes flick over my shoulder. “Well, that guy seems interested.”

      As soon as she says it, the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Even though I thought we were alone, it’s obvious that we’re not. I spin on my barstool and see a man leaning against the pool table across the room.

      I can’t see his face.

      But I recognize his body.

      And his wings.

      And my body? Holy shit, it reacts the second I see him, instantly becoming hot and wet.

      “Do you know him?” I ask, looking over my shoulder.

      Circe is gone, just the bottle of booze and two glasses on the bar top.

      It’s just me and my winged lover.

      Maybe this is just my brain's way of keeping me sane. There’s so much complication with the Immortals. Maybe I’ve conjured up a lover that doesn’t require so much work?

      I pick up the glasses in one hand and the bottle in the other, then slide off the stool.

      “I didn’t think I’d see you again,” I say, pretending like everything is normal.

      “You’ve had a hard few days.”

      I snort. “That’s the fucking truth.”

      “I thought maybe I’d come and see if I can make things a little better.”

      My breath catches in my throat and before I can reply, he’s taken the glasses and bottle out of my hands and scooped me into his arms.

      “You don’t need a drink.”

      “I don’t?” I ask, feeling a little woozy. Gods, he smells so good.

      “No,” his mouth hovers over mine, “but I do think I can help.”

      I grip his biceps as he kisses me, warm and sweet with passion. My whole body lights on fire, just from the memory of how he made me feel the last time we were together. I whimper against his mouth, craving more.

      I look around for a bed, but none have magically appeared. What the fuck, brain?

      “This is your fantasy, sweetheart,” he says, reading my mind. He kisses me again, tongue sweeping lazily against mine. I can’t see his face, but I can touch it, feeling the sharp angles of his square jaw, the planes of his cheekbones. I run my hands down his shoulders, fingering the buttons on his shirt. I say a prayer of thanks that his body isn’t obscured the same way his face is.

      Gods, he’s magnificent.

      I bend, reaching for his belt, but his hand clasps over mine and pulls me back up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Tonight is about you. You spent the last two days on your hands and knees, Hildi. It’s time someone provided a service for you.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. It’s something about the way he says my name. It’s so familiar. So right.

      For once in my life, I don’t argue. I don’t fight back when he picks me up off the ground and kisses me long and hard, making me forget about Victorine, the challenges, and even the monsters prowling beneath the floor.

      I allow myself to sink into him, into my dream for once, forgetting the pain and anguish of the day.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s daylight when I wake—not the pitch dark of the prior two days. No one has called for me. At least, not yet. I stretch in my bed, feeling full in my belly and, frankly, a little raw between my legs.

      My winged lover worked diligently last night, licking, sucking, rubbing, and thoroughly eating me out.

      “You look happy this morning,” Elizabeth says from across the room.

      “I had an amazing dream.” I shift to my elbow. “Ever have one of those dreams that when you wake up you can still sense? Like it really happened?”

      “Sometimes. Once I had a dream where I thought I overslept and got up, rushed around, fumbled for my clothing and then realized that I was still sleeping.” She shakes her head. “I felt like I was in a fog of déjà vu all day.”

      I nod, pretending to relate, but I can’t. My dreams with my lover are so intense. I can feel him. Not just on me or in me, but his muscles. His weight. Even his personality. He’s kind. Generous. Caring.

      I drop my head back on the pillow. Like I need another man to contend with, even if he is a fantasy.

      Elizabeth swings her legs over the side of her bed and stretches her arms toward the ceiling. “I know yesterday sucked. Want me to go to the kitchens and get some—”

      A knock interrupts her.

      I groan and pull my pillow over my head.

      “I’ll get it.”

      I hear her walk across the room and open the door. She doesn’t say much, just a quick, “Thank you,” and shuts the door. Her small weight presses down on my mattress when she sits down.

      “It’s a message. For you.”

      “Ugh. Read it for me. I just can’t.”

      I’m still under the pillow but hear the crinkle of paper.

      “I, uh, well, I can’t read it.”

      I toss the pillow aside and sit up. Elizabeth hands me the note.

      I pick it up and see that it’s blank. Or it looks blank. The ring on my finger warms and I hold up my hand, flexing my knuckles. A flicker of moment appears on the paper.

      “What the—”

      Elizabeth bends over and says. “Do that again. With your hand.”

      I straighten then ball my fist, the ring hovering near the paper. Lettering ripples across the blank sheet.

      Back hall. Green Banner.

      “Looks like Victorine is either giving me the day off or sending me into some kind of trap.” I toss the paper on the bed and raise an eyebrow at my roommate. “Want to come?”

      Elizabeth grins. “Definitely.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The halls are fairly quiet. Most people are probably at breakfast hoping for another display of humiliation like the day before. Sucks to be them. I’ve got bigger, more mysterious plans than cleaning up garbage today.

      “So you think this message is telling us to go into one of the off-shoot portals?” Elizabeth asks as we head down the long, dark hallway. The ring grows warmer with each step, a magical beacon that guides us. Damien knows his shit. That’s all.

      “I’ve done it twice now.” Maybe four times, if I include the dreams with my winged lover. Which I’m not, because those were dreams.

      We turn the corner and the pea green banner hangs over a blank spot of stone wall. There’s nothing on it other than a faint, faded embroidery. I stop in front of it, unsure what to do next.

      “What next?” she asks, running her hands over the stone.

      “I have no idea.”

      I press my hand against the wall and the ring warms—no—heats. The stone glimmers and I glance at my friend. She noticed.

      “Move your hands around. Maybe there’s a weak spot.”

      We press and prod and pull. Nothing, except the metal of the ring is actually burning my skin.

      “This has to be the right place.”

      I lean my back against the stone and Elizabeth stands in front of me, frowning in thought. I close my eyes and think. Where are you? What do you want? Where am I supposed to go?

      Four faces float in my mind.

      Four bodies.

      Four minds.

      Four lovers.

      The support behind me vanishes and my eyes pop open, meeting Elizabeth’s, whose jaw has dropped. I fall backwards, rushing down with speed.

      I’m caught seconds before I hit the ground by warm, solid hands.

      I tilt my head back and look into Agis’ face.

      “Hey.”

      “You found us.”

      He jerks me upward, like a ragdoll, dropping me on my feet.

      I get my first good look at the room. It’s a training room. Fully equipped with a fighting ring, weights racked, and weapons lining the walls.

      Armin, Miya, and Rupert are all here, dressed in training clothes.

      “What is this?” I ask, taking it all in.

      Rupert steps forward. “I know we agreed to a truce—to keep the temple closed—but sitting back and doing nothing is making us all crazy. We were sent here with a mission. Sitting out isn’t an option.”

      “I asked the gods for a safe place for training,” Miya says. “They’ve provided this space.”

      “So what? The five—” I glace at Elizabeth. “Six of us will train against Victorine and her amassed army.”

      Armin nods toward a door in the back. “We don’t have to do this alone, Hildi. And you don’t have to take the brunt of her punishments, either.”

      A shift of movement catches my attention and figures walk through the door.

      Luke. Darius. Students I recognize from down in the dungeons.

      I snort. “The Nephilim, an ambiguous shifter, and a handful of losers. Seriously? That’s what you want to fight back with?”

      “Everyone is here for a reason,” Agis says, “just like the Raven Guard. Just like us. They were chosen.”

      I cross my arms and look at the God of Death. “You’re saying you believe in fate?”

      His jaw clenches. “I’m saying I believe in our mission.”

      The problem is that Agis and I are alike. We’re all alike. We met in the fighting rings. We’re warriors first. By birth. By nature. By choice.

      Armin steps forward and touches my side. “We knew all along it would come down to working with others. This isn’t a passive game. You tried stepping back and holding to your convictions, but it’s time to get serious.”

      I look over my shoulder at Elizabeth, who nods in encouragement. The Immortals, who stand unified. Luke, who gives me a small smile and a wink. Darius, who oozes confidence. And then the students that have fought and lost—they have a personal reason to fight with us.

      I walk across the room, stopping in front of the wall of weapons. I reach up and grab a sword, the hilt heavy in my hand. I spin it in my hand and face the room.

      “I came here for my friend. To protect her, her family, and their baby. I thought maybe I could buy them time with a truce, but I know that’s foolish. I’m not going to lie, those monsters protecting the temple? They scare me. Marshal betraying us? That rattles me. Victorine…” I shudder and then take a deep, solidifying breath, “she’s the fucking worst. If we do this, it has to be done right. We build an army. We train them. We lead them.”

      I look at the Immortals, all having struggled or continuing to struggle since gaining their freedom.

      “Can you do that?”

      Armin holds out his fist, something I’ve seen them do before a fight. Miya, Rupert, and Agis do the same. I walk forward, swinging the sword in one hand and nod for Elizabeth to meet me. We both put in our fists as well. Darius, Luke, and the students follow.

      “My father is going to lose his mind when he finds out I’m fighting for the Upperworld,” Luke mutters, his fist bumping mine.

      “What about your mother?” I ask.

      He frowns. “I’m not sure.”

      “I am,” I tell him, looking into the eyes of my allies. “I think she’d be proud.”
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      “This is a good idea,” I say to Rupert as I swing a punch toward his face. We’re in a small sparring circle in the corner of the room. Grunts and the sounds of training come from various places in the room. Everyone needed a good sweat.

      “Watching Victorine fuck with Hildi was my limit.”

      We all have them, and Hildi has managed to break us all down. I shift my gaze to the woman across the room. She and Agis are in a heated match.

      “When do you think he’ll hit his?” I ask, ducking quickly. I grin. He’d almost gotten me.

      “Soon,” Rupert replies. “I’m shocked he hasn’t caved yet.”

      He spins, kicking me in the back of the leg. He’s better with his feet than his hands. I lurch forward but hold my balance, coming for him with a slam of my fist to his chest. He grunts, the breath knocked out of him.

      “Gods, Armin.” He coughs.

      “Sorry. You gave me the shot. But you’re right. I’m surprised, too.”

      He frowns and rubs his chest. I roll my eyes. Rupert would rather strategize the fight than be in it. His eyes flick over to Agis and Hildi. “I am sensing something. I’m not sure if it’s my link with Hildi or just this place in general. There are some days she seems more settled. Like today. Her mood is steady—lifted, even. Her body at peace.” He looks at me. “She didn’t go to your rooms last night, did she?”

      “No.”

      He shrugs and tugs at the gloves on his hands. “Another go?”

      I step into the circle, knees bent for balance. I lift my hands and beckon him forward.

      He springs on me, faster and more agile than I expected, but it fits. The closer we are as a unit, the better we’ll fight, the faster this whole thing can end. If Rupert senses strength from Hildi, then he’ll increase his speed and strength. Same with the rest of us.
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      Before we leave, Agis hands out small brass keys. To everyone but me.

      “You have your ring,” he says, nodding to my finger where the purple stone glows. “For everyone else, it will give you access to the room. Don’t share them with anyone else. If you think you know someone worthy of being on our side, send them to me. I’ll vet them.”

      “Why you?” I ask once the others have left. I’d gestured to the Immortals I needed a minute alone. “Why do you get to vet everyone?”

      “Because I have an innate ability to assess if someone is telling the truth or not.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.” He racks a hundred-pound weight like it’s a feather. His chest is round like a barrel and his arms are slick with sweat. “It’s how I ferreted out spies and traitors in my army, but it’s even more intensified since we arrived here.”

      “Interesting. How does it work.”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “Usually it’s just intuition and some well-applied measures to get the truth.”

      “You torture people.”

      “Persuade.”

      I roll my eyes. I can only imagine. “But here?”

      “There’s like a halo effect. The colors don’t lie. Well, they reveal lies. If you ask the right questions.”

      “What color is a lie?”

      “Black.”

      “What color is the truth?”

      “White.”

      Sounds easy enough.

      “Can you see other things? Like other emotions or behaviors?”

      He walks over to a few weights that didn’t get put up. “Maybe. I haven’t been looking.”

      Agis bends and gives me an outstanding view of his backside. His butt is perfection; round and firm. The desire to cup them with my hands and feel them for myself is overwhelming.

      He turns and catches me ogling him. He tilts his head. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I’m not looking at you like anything,” I say.

      His eyes narrow and rake down my body. “You’re lying.”

      Well this is awkward.

      “And,” he adds, walking closer. “Your halo is a little bit pink.”

      “Probably because I’m just hot and sweaty.”

      “Maybe.” He tugs off his workout gloves and tosses them on the weight rack. “You going to tell me what you were looking at?”

      I shrug, feeling stupid. “Your butt.”

      His eyebrows furrow. “My what?”

      “Your ass, dumbass. It’s hot. You’re hot.” There’s no use lying. “You’re cut from some gods-created marble and pumped with gods-infused steroids. It doesn’t mean I like you.”

      He assesses me and a line forms between his eyes.

      Must have passed his internal lie-detector that time.

      “I know you think I’m some kind of swoony school-girl that’s convinced love will conquer evil. I’m not.” I frown. “Well, not exactly. Something crazy is going on in this place. Everything is exaggerated—even your ability to sense lies. Rupert’s psychic abilities. Armin’s telekinesis. I’m willing to give this a shot—forming an army, making allies, training. Why can’t you give my idea a shot?”

      He studies me for a second, his marble-hard jaw tensing.

      “I can’t because it’s bullshit, Hildi. Roland’s right. Any kind of intimate relationship is a distraction. If the other guys want to give it—you—a shot, I won’t stand in the way. But I can’t go there.”

      “Why not?”

      My question hangs in the air.

      “Because I fucking said so.”

      “Fine.” I say. “Whatever.”

      The glint in his eyes tell me he knows for certain it’s not fine.

      I throw my hands up and walk toward the door—the wall—whatever the hell it is that needs me to get away from him, because this time I’m not letting him walk out on me. I’m walking out on him.
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* * *

      I’m still fuming when a kid walks up to me and tentatively hands me a note.

      I swear to Odin, I miss cell phones.

      Report to kitchen

      I groan and spin on my heel, heading down to the kitchen. Karlee, the Alante kitchen manager, stands at a long table arranging a tray of fruit, cheese, and meats.

      “Go change,” she says, barely looking at me. “The uniform is behind the door.”

      I walk over to the wall that holds the aprons and open the storage room door. A different kind of uniform hangs there. I pull it down and see that it’s a black vest and small black shorts.

      “Uh, I’m supposed to wear this? Out there?”

      “No.” Karlee frowns. “You’re delivering this snack upstairs. To the Headmaster.”

      “The Headmaster?”

      Fuck.

      “Great, my humiliation continues,” I mutter, then wince. “I’m not saying your job is humiliating, he’s just doing this to humiliate me. I’m sorry.”

      “We all have our roles in life, Valkyrie. Yours is not to serve the people in this Academy.”

      I give her a tight smile. “It seems, right now, it is.”

      I struggle into the shorts, they’re skintight and barely cover my ass. The top is no better, the button holes gaping at my chest and a large amount of cleavage is visible. Oh, and don’t forget the heels. Spiked and uncomfortable. At least I have a weapon if I need one.

      “Anything specific I need to know?” I ask, tugging at my shorts.

      She pushes the extravagant platter of food into my hands along with a bottle of wine.

      “He likes his food in his chambers—the room behind his office.” She grabs a small metal container and tucks it in the small pocket of the vest. “Oh, and burn incense. He has some kind of thing about it.”

      I head toward the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To take this?” I reply, confused.

      Karlee shakes her head. “There’s a private staircase for the Headmaster’s quarters.”

      She directs me to a small door in the back of the kitchen, past the ice box and main pantry. She opens the door for me. “Knock when you get to the top.”

      I climb the narrow steps, my feet aching before I reach the second floor. The headmaster’s rooms are higher up, although not as high as Victorine’s creepy tower nest. I finally get there, thighs and calves wobbling from the shoes and number of stairs. I knock on the wooden door.

      “Come in.”

      I fumble with the doorknob, trying not to drop the food or wine. Knowing him, I’d have to lick it up or something equally disturbing. The door finally unlatches, swinging open, revealing an opulent bedroom. I fight a look of revulsion when I see Roland lying on the bed. He’s wearing a rich, red, velvet robe and cotton pants hanging low on his hips. He’s as handsome as the other Immortals, their bodies and faces as much weapons as their fists.

      “Ah,” he says, eyes sweeping over me, “you brought my snack.”

      “Where would you like me to put it.”

      “On the edge of the bed would be perfect.”

      I walk over, ignoring the pain in my feet, and bend over, placing the platter on the bed. His eyes flick between my face and my breasts, lingering a bit too long. I know his entire motive is to rattle me. It’s going to take more than a bit of ogling to knock me off my game.

      I reach for the box of incense and pull out a small cone and a matchbook. I strike the match and light the tip. It sizzles and catches, giving off an instant, strong scent.

      He plucks a grape off the plate and pops it in his mouth. I stand back, waiting for directions.

      “When I agreed to come to the Academy, I didn’t anticipate it being like this.” He dabs his finger in a bit of creamy cheese and licks it off his pinky. “I thought all my brothers would cave quickly, not just Marshal. I figured they’d be tired of you by now and realize how absolutely unqualified you are to lead them.” He pauses to stuff another few pieces of food in his mouth, chewing slow and deliberately. “But you’d gotten to them. Used your body and influence to gain allegiance. I was pissed at first, and completely on board with Victorine’s punishments. I mean, you were openly defying, but the way you’ve handled it…that takes a certain level of determination I haven’t seen in many years.”

      He looks at me like he’s expecting a reply. “Uh, thank you?”

      “My brothers may be onto something.” He shifts his leg, giving me a view of his inner thigh. “Victorine has unilateral control, but I do carry some influence. Maybe there’s another way you can work off your punishment.”

      He slowly picks up a strawberry and takes a bite.

      Nope.

      “That’s going to be a hard pass,” I say, controlling a shudder. “I’m fine with the consequences for my choices.”

      He frowns, displeased at my rejection. “I hear what you’re saying; you’re strong. Prideful. As most of Odin’s warriors are. I mean, look at Thor? Biggest head I’ve ever encountered.”

      I frown. He’d encountered Thor? In what realm?

      “Victorine isn’t as patient as I am. She’s growing restless, Valkyrie. She wants the key.”

      “Sorry. That’s not going to happen.”

      “You’ll force her hand.” He licks his lips. “Unless you want to bargain.”

      “I’m prepared for whatever she’s got planned.” Thank the gods Agis isn’t here. I’d be covered in black.

      He smiles and shrugs as though it doesn’t matter to him.

      “If you’re not getting into bed with me, go, I’ve got things to do.”

      I leave through the main door, not the stairwell, because I’m not a servant. One thing I know for certain, Roland is not part of the balance. I’m still not sure about Marshal, but there’s none of the push-pull that exists between us whenever we cross paths. The heat, the confusion, the fight for control. Same with Agis, who I know in my heart is mine, he just has to get past whatever trauma is holding him back.

      Roland is our enemy.

      His heart is black.

      His soul is empty.

      And he needs to be eliminated.
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      All day.

      That’s how long I’ve been hard.

      It started in the middle of the night, with a gentle breeze on my neck and ending with a ball-shattering orgasm. I don’t know who Hildi was screwing, but it was good.

      My dick reacts the same when I see her, regardless of the conditions. In the training room, seeing her in the dining hall, a glimpse in the library.

      I’ve jerked off twice already (not including the wet dream) and after I get back to my room, I settle onto the couch and unbutton my trousers.

      Back when I was a prince, I could snap my fingers and a woman would appear. Any size, shape, color, or combination. They’d arrive without a fuss and let me do whatever I wanted. They’d suck me off, let me come on their tits, offer any and every hole. It was boring. I don’t think I tugged my own cock until after I’d become Immortal. Battlefields have long lulls and very few women. A good soldier learns to adapt.

      All of that has changed with Hildi. She’s the one that haunts my dreams and waking hours. I think of shiny blonde hair. Her curvy, toned figure. The swell of her breasts and the roundness of her backside. I think about her. Dream of her mouth. And now, for the millionth time of the day, I fantasize that I’m man enough to fulfill her needs.

      Even so, I feel the slightest hint of shame as I slide my hand beneath my shorts and pull out my already-erect cock. A real man would find his woman and fuck her rightfully, not sit in the shadows by the fire, rubbing one off.

      I rest my head on the cushion and stroke down my length, having no problem conjuring up a million different images of Hildi. I focus on her lips, the way they’re dark pink and full. How they twist when she’s thinking or how she bites down on the bottom one when she’s curious. I recall their taste, the feel of them against mine; plump and firm. I imagine what they’d look like wrapped around my cock, what her tongue would feel like. Warm. Good. Best. That’s how it would feel. So warm, so good, so best—

      The door wrenches open and slams. I jerk up and reach for a pillow, covering my lap. Hildi stands in my room, very agitated and wearing very little clothing.

      I pinch my thigh to see if this is a dream.

      Ouch. Fuck.

      “Just once today it would be nice if someone could be absolutely honest with me. No game play. No fucking around.”

      “Um, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Agis.” She starts pacing, looking like an amazon in those heels. The edge of her ass hangs from her very tight shorts. “You know how he is with everything. And then Roland—”

      I sit up, wincing at the pain in my crotch. “You saw Roland.”

      “Yes. He summoned me. Forced me into this ridiculous outfit, and then made me bring him his snack.” She tugs at the braids in her hair and they fall in waves around her shoulders. “It was all a ruse, of course, to get me to give them the key in exchange for cutting back on Victorine’s punishments.”

      Anger bubbles in my chest. “What did you do?”

      “I told him to fuck off. He’s a godsdamned pig.” She glances over at me, taking me in for the first time since she walked in. “What are you doing?”

      “Just sitting here.”

      She strides over, stopping before me, and my eyes go straight to her chest. The round swell of her tits spills through the V of the vest. Annnnnd, I’m hard again.

      “You’re never just sitting here.” She looks around. “You’re not even reading a book.”

      I swallow thickly, willing my body to behave. That’s the one thing I don’t have control over. Never have.

      “Rupert.”

      She leans forward, resting one hand on the back of the couch. Her face, those lips, her tits, are inches from me, and I fight the urge to shift.

      I’ve faced down kings and their armies, dragons and gods.

      I cannot beat this woman.

      Hildi reaches for the pillow and moves it aside, revealing my unbuttoned pants and my rock-hard cock. Her blazing blue eyes hold mine.

      “Were you pleasuring yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      “What were you thinking about?”

      “You.”

      “Doing what? Fucking me? Bending me over the chair? Bouncing on your cock?”

      I lift my hand and run my thumb down her cheek, then graze it over her bottom lip. Her tongue darts out and licks it.

      “Is that what you want, Rupert? For me to suck your cock?”

      She’s vulgar. Raw. Honest. It’s like she’s reached through my chest and she’s holding my heart in her hand. She wants the truth. She wants me.

      “Yes.”

      “All you had to do was ask.”

      Her hands move to the bottom of my shirt, pushing it up and over my head. She bends, darting her tongue out to lick my nipple. A tremor runs through my body as she stands and fingers the buttons on her vest, slowly unfastening each one.

      Oh, she’ll do what I ask, but she sure as hell won’t make it easy.
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      Wide-eyed and full of wonder.

      That’s what Rupert looks like, sitting on the couch half-naked and fully erect. I walked in here so pissed, so enraged that I hadn’t even noticed he was in the middle of jerking off. That’s one way of getting my mind off everything.

      The best way.

      I stand before him now, looking at his lean body. He’s physically younger than the others. Stunted at the age of his death—twenty-one. He’s missing the thickness of the others. Bulk that comes with age. Instead, he’s long lines and scattered hair. He’s cut. Virile. Eager.

      I unfasten the buttons on this stupid vest, letting it hang open. I’m thrilled someone else gets the pleasure of seeing me in it other than Roland. Rupert’s eyes burn into my skin, passionate and hungry.

      I start to kick off the shoes when he says, “Keep them on.”

      “As you wish.”

      I’ll do whatever he wants, any way he wants, I just want him to be part of this.

      I bend over him again, kissing his mouth. Warm fingers graze the underside of my breasts, sending a tingle across my skin. He explores my body, and I do the same to him. Kissing his neck, his smooth shoulders, his chest. I linger on his nipples, they seem overly sensitive, and he hisses in delight.

      “Hold on,” I whisper, knowing he’s quick to blow. But if the scene I walked in on says anything, he’s been working on his stamina.

      I get on my knees, kissing down his stomach, licking his belly button, grazing my teeth over his hip bones. He rises up, seeking friction, seeking warmth.

      I wrap my hand around him, and he gulps down air.

      His fingers thread through my hair, and he tugs me forward, desperate.

      I lick his tip, tasting the salty fluid dripping down the side, and he shudders beneath me like a volcano, trembling under the surface. I know I can’t drag this out, I’m probably already pushing his limits, so I slide my tongue down his shaft getting him slippery wet and swallowing him whole. He reacts instantly, lurching forward, but he’s not the first dick I’ve had in my mouth—not even the biggest, although he’s well-endowed.

      Perfectly endowed.

      I rest a hand on his stomach, easing him back down. His hand stays in my hair, but the grip is softer.

      Together we set the pace, mostly off the rhythm of his breathing, off the pull of my hair, off the thrust of his hips. My body grows warm, lost in the feeling of my own arousal, the dampening between my legs, the ache in my nipples. He settles in nicely, trusting, and when he starts to gain speed, his breathing growing erratic, his hands sliding from my hair to my neck, I brace for him; for the intensity, for the release.

      When it comes I’m not ready, his cock slamming into the back of my throat, his cum hot and steady. I gulp it down, licking my lips, and before I can even check on him he’s pulled me off the ground and into his lap.

      “The gods sent you for sure,” he says, kissing my mouth, my jaw, my neck. His fingers trail over my hard, pebbled nipples. “That was nothing I’ve experienced before.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t believe that. You were a prince. You could have anyone.”

      He touches my chin with shaking fingers. “Never have I had someone that wanted me for me. That looked past the crown, looked past my blade, for the man.”

      I take his face in my hands, looking deep into his eyes.

      “I see you.”

      He nods. “I know.”

      He kisses me again, less desperate than ever before. More sure. He pulls back and says the words that pierce my soul. “Thank you.”
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      There’s a shift over the next few days. I’m stronger. Steadier. And as much as I love sex, I’d never believe that giving a killer blow job would change things for me, but I’ll say it.

      Blow jobs are epic.

      When the knock or note comes, giving me my shitty assignment for the day; scrubbing toilets, washing windows, taking out trash, I think of Rupert’s face when he came, the look of peace that smoothed his generally tense features. It’s a good distraction.

      I roll the mop bucket back to the cleaning supply closet and empty it; rinsing out the mop and putting everything away. The Alante are still finishing their chores. Mine don’t always take as long—they’re for maximum humiliation and pain. Today I had to mop up the entrance to the main building, after students managed, one-by-one, to enter with muddy boots.

      As far as I know, it doesn’t rain at the Academy.

      But whatever. This is the game I’ve chosen to play with Roland and Victorine. I keep the key and refuse to go to the challenges. They give me these crappy jobs. The cycle repeats while I try to buy a little time to let the guys build their army.

      I plan to change quickly, out of the too-small maid’s uniform and into my regular clothes. I’m headed to the training room—the secret one. Our members have grown over the past few days, mostly recruited by Luke and Darius. Word is spreading amongst the losers of the challenges that there’s a safe place to heal and fight back against the oppressive administration.

      My shirt is halfway off when a voice says, “Karlee sent this up.”

      I jump, rattled at seeing the Alante standing behind me with a wide, covered tray.

      “Seriously? I just finished.” I eye the tray. “To the Headmaster’s room, I’m assuming.”

      “No.” I see the fear in her eyes.

      “Victorine?”

      She nods.

      Not what I wanted to do today. I re-tuck my shirt and grab the tray. It’s heavy and there’s a rancid, rotten smell that emits from under the cover. My already tired arms ache as I get to the top of the long, winding staircase that goes to her rooms.

      I knock on the door and it swings open with a creak. The reek hits me first, a putrid smell that permeates the room. The room is a mess, a gooey substance clumps on the floor, the nest a conglomeration of trash and debris. Victorine’s not inside, but someone else stands by the open window, seeking fresh air: Marshal. A look of absolute displeasure mars his pretty face. His eyes go to the tray in my hands and his nostrils flare, turning his expression more sour.

      “Whatever’s under that lid—I don’t want any.”

      Something we agree on. “Yeah, me either.”

      I walk over to a small wooden desk pushed against the wall and set the tray down. I feel Marshal watching me—closely.

      “What are you doing up here?” I ask, not hiding my irritation at seeing him. I’m still a little bitter about him calling me a slut.

      He shrugs and toes the nest. A sticky residue clings to the tip of his boot. “Just looking.”

      “For what?”

      “A weakness.”

      I look around the dirty room, the matted, gooey nest. Clumps of feathers are in the bottom, either providing a soft cushion or maybe something worse. “Did she…did something molt there?”

      His eyebrow raises. “At night. Every night.”

      That explains some of the smell. “What is she?”

      “A Harpy, or some godsforsaken version.” He nods at the tray of food. “Those are dead animals. She eats them raw.”

      And….that explains the rest. My stomach churns. “Ew.”

      “Yeah,” he says, pushing back his golden hair, “it’s a compromise. She started the challenges as a way to feed—Roland put a stop to it. He needs the manpower.”

      I feel even more nauseous. “She eats people?”

      “She’s a carnivore, Hildi, she eats flesh, but she’ll take a soul or two, as well.”

      I exhale and ask the question that’s been nagging at me for weeks. “Why are you aligned with these people?”

      His green eyes flick to mine. “You know why.”

      “Power is pointless if you’re surrounded by disgusting, depraved people.” Not that I’m sure we’re talking about people anymore.

      “You forgot, I am disgusting and depraved.”

      He says it in a low, convincing drawl, but I’m not buying it. Not completely.

      “True,” I admit, “so what’s her weakness?”

      “After much consideration, I think there is only one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You.”

      I almost laugh. “Why? Because I have the key?”

      He slowly walks across the room, avoiding the slippery mess on the floor. He stops right in front of me, his body lean and compelling. “Because you’re strong, because you’re a leader, because,” he sniffs my mouth, “you’re getting more so every day.”

      He smells Rupert on me. It’s the weirdest superpower I’ve ever witnessed.

      “Do I look powerful to you?” I say, pointing to my dirty knees and the ridiculous outfit.

      He steps forward and catches my face in his warm, smooth hands. I hate to admit, my knees wobble under his touch. “More than you’ll ever be able to comprehend.”

      As always, being close to Marshal makes my body instantly burn. It’s an unquenchable flame between us. No water, no allegiance, no level of depravity seems to be able to stop it. Except…something between us feels off. Sure, it’s a compliment. Maybe. Since when does Marshal compliment me? The last time we spoke, he called me a slut. I called him a pig. It’s what we do.

      Stroking my ego, telling me I’m the one with the power… No. Something is wrong. The request for food. Marshal lying in wait. I look around the room. The matted nest that Victorine would never want me to see. The rotten meat. It’s too easy. Too convenient.

      “Why are you really here?” I ask, feeling the hair on my neck stand on end. I think of a better question. “Why am I really here?”

      He smiles sympathetically. “Because it’s the farthest place in the building away from your room.”

      I pull away and stumble toward the door. “You’re distracting me?”

      He doesn’t speak, but his eyes flash with warning.

      For me? For her? For all of us.

      I run down the stairs as fast as I can, racing down the halls, toward the dormitory. A huddle of students cluster around the open doorway.

      “Move!” I yell, pushing them aside. “Get out of the way.”

      The room is ransacked. Clothes strewn all over the floor. The desk drawers flipped over, the closet demolished. All of Elizabeth’s makeup and jewelry are smashed, like someone stomped on them with a boot. The bed linens are slashed, mattresses overturned. The only thing left unbothered is my trunk and the top has gouge marks in it. They tried.

      “Gods,” a voice says behind me. I turn and face Elizabeth. Luke is with her. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, skirting around her and slamming the door in the faces of our nosy neighbors—not one that will provide any useful information about who did this. “I just got here. I think they were looking for it.” I swallow. “The key.”

      Luke’s eyes bug. “It’s not here, is it?”

      I shake my head.

      My roommate wanders around the room, picking up a broken bottle of perfume and a shredded shirt.

      “We were in the training room when Felipe came in—said something was going on down here.” Luke looks at me. “Where were you?”

      “Being distracted.” I walk over to the trunk and touch the gouges. I flip the latch and it opens easily. I look inside and find my things jostled but untouched. The blade Damien forged rests on the bottom. It warms to my touch.

      “Why couldn’t they get that open?” Luke asks.

      “It’s enchanted, I guess.” I run my hand through my hair. “I’ve suspected. It seems to know when I need something. And right then, I needed it locked.”

      “Is—is the key in there?” Elizabeth asks. She’s never asked me where I stashed it before. No one wants to know. It’s a burden I carry alone.

      “No. Just personal stuff—nothing even that notable, except my sword.”

      Elizabeth sighs. “So they trashed the room for nothing.”

      “Looks like it.” I pick up a few pieces of clothing off the floor. “Except they did do one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Luke asks, tossing a shredded book in the trash.

      “They showed their desperation. Victorine wants the key. Now.”

      I don’t say it right then, but I realize other information had been passed to me as well. Marshal showed me the real Victorine—what lies beneath the façade—a terrifying monster. Once again, I’m left with the feeling the knight is playing a different sort of game, one where his lines are blurred. It makes me wonder, is there a chance for me to bring him to our side, and what will it take to get him back over?

      I’m bent on my knees and sorting through my trunk, arranging the messed-up belongings, when the door flies open. Elizabeth yelps, surprised, and I lunge for the blade in the bottom of the trunk, spinning, ready to defend our room.

      “Oh,” I say, seeing that it’s just the Immortals. I toss the sword back on top of my clothes. “It’s you.”

      Armin’s eyes roam over me, assessing to see if I’m physically okay. Miya’s peer into my soul—seeking psychic damage, while Agis’s pretty mouth is turned down in a frown. Rupert steps forward. “We heard Victorine had your room ransacked.”

      “She did,” I say, pointing to the mess still on the floor.

      “But no one was hurt?” Armin asks. He glances at Luke, who shakes his head. Elizabeth still looks a little stunned. “Why don’t you take Elizabeth down to the dining hall for some tea. We’ll help Hildi sort this out.”

      There’s something laced in his tone—a demand. Luke doesn’t miss it. He wraps his arm around Elizabeth’s shoulder and escorts her past the hulking men and through the door.

      Once they’re gone and the door is shut, I cross my arms and stare at the Immortals.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Obviously they’re looking for the key. Is this the first time this has happened?” Armin asks.

      I wrinkle my nose. Technically, yes. It is the first time they’ve broken into my room, but I know that’s not all they’re asking. “I did get jumped in the hall a few weeks ago.”

      “Jumped?” Rupert asks, his voice cracking. “You didn’t tell us?”

      “Darius had my back, actually. It was fine.”

      Agis’ frown has morphed into something different. His jaw is clenched tight and he watches me with narrowed eyes.

      “Where were you when this happened?” Miya asks.

      I take a deep breath. “Right, so,” I say, wrapping my hand around the railing at the foot of my bed. “I got a message to take something up to Victorine’s rooms. Turns out, she wasn’t there.”

      Armin opens his mouth to ask. I hold up a hand. “It was Marshal. It was a diversion to keep me from being down here.”

      “Bastard,” Rupert mutters.

      “So you just run when they snap their fingers?” Agis asks, speaking for the first time. “Why didn’t you check to make sure it was a legitimate request?”

      I roll my eyes and walk over to my desk, picking up a few knocked over items. “It’s happened before. I figured it was the same thing.”

      The silence in the room is deafening.

      I turn and see the four of them in various states of horror, annoyance, and irritation.

      “You’ve taken things to Victorine alone before?”

      “Oh, no, not her.” I stack a few books. “Roland. He had me bring him this tray of food, I mean, at least is wasn’t rotten, dead animals. But I did have to see him in his robe.”

      I shudder.

      Armin takes a deep breath. “When was this?”

      “The other day.” I glance at Rupert. “Before you and I, you know.”

      Rupert’s mind whirls a mile-a-minute. “That outfit you wore to my room. The vest? The shorts? The heels? That’s what you wore to serve Roland?”

      “It’s not like I had much choice.”

      The only sound is a crack—like metal snapping in two. I look up and see the door knob broken off from the door itself, clutched in Agis’ hand.

      “What the hell, Agis?” I step forward, but he’s gone, out of the room before I can get closer. Another sound follows, the whirring of metal through air and the clang of something being hurtled down the long hallway.

      Miya shifts on his feet, looking at the others. “I’ll go.”

      He exits the room and closes the door. Not before I hear a loud slam.

      Rupert, Armin, and I face one another. I run a hand down my braids. “Look, all of this is game play. It’s meant to throw me off by making me uncomfortable.”

      “And exploiting you,” Armin adds.

      “What they’re doing to me? I can handle. I’m not unaccustomed to sex and bodies being used as weapons.”

      Rupert stares at the floor. “Is that why you came to me? Because you’d been in Roland’s room?”

      “I came to you because I needed comfort, stability, and balance.” I close the distance between us. Armin watching closely. “I came to you because it was time. You needed me. I needed you. That’s what this is all about.”

      He looks up at me, that boyish-handsome face struggling with hurt. Relationships don’t come easy for him. Sex, love, power, domination…it’s all wound up in his head.

      “What we shared? It was amazing. You gave me strength while Roland tried to tear me down.” I take his hand then look over my shoulder at Armin. I stretch my hand toward him. He takes it, threading his fingers through mine. I tug him close. “I need you. Both of you.”

      All of them.

      “They can’t get to me as long as I have your support and your affection. We’re bonded—like Morgan and the Ravens. We make each other powerful.” I assess the messy room. “So powerful it scares them.”

      Armin wraps his arms around me, kissing me on my neck, while Rupert finally makes eye contact, his insecurities seeming to fade. I grab the front of his shirt and pull him to me, kissing him. His tongue pushes between my lips and his hips brush against mine—he’s hard. Always.

      I feel Armin’s lips trailing hot on my neck, igniting sparks that flicker across my skin. I don’t shy away from him—either of them—and glance over at my bed. The sheets are torn and the mattress has been slashed, but that doesn’t stop me.

      I break free and pick the quilt up off the floor and spread it over the bed, kicking off my shoes and climbing on top. Rupert eyes are wide, while Armin’s? They’re hungry.

      “They can destroy whatever they want. I have the key. I have you.” I beckon them toward me. “Let’s show them how powerful we really can be.”
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      It happens faster than I imagine, more seamlessly. Clothing shed, bodies exposed, arousal peaked. I shouldn’t be surprised. Hildi owns us, body and soul. A snap of her fingers and we’re doomed.

      I vaguely think about how this would work way better on the king-sized bed in my room, but there’s also something extremely intimate about lying side by side. After the violation, emotionally and with her possessions, Hildi needs comfort. Rupert and I can provide that. Even if he’s not ready for much more than a cuddle and kiss.

      This is the part of relationships the Prince needs to understand. Selflessness. Intimacy. Comfort. There isn’t a second of the day I don’t think of this woman. I buy into it all; that she’s our leader, that she’s the bond. Most of all, because I feel it like a deep ache in my bones, I know this woman is my mate.

      I also know I can’t have her alone, and I think it’s the magic of it all, the enchantment that strips away the jealousy of one another—but not the territorialism from outsiders. That’s something different, and if she asks me, I’ll tell her, the next time Roland calls her to his chambers she’ll smell like one thing.

      An Immortal.

      Or two.

      “Thank you for lying with me,” she says, running her hands down both of our arms. A charge of electricity runs between us, further proof of magic. “Today was long, and exhausting.”

      I prop myself up on my elbow to get a good look at her. Although we’re stripped bare, she’s still in the black work shirt made for the Alante servants, not a goddess of her height and stature. I kiss her temple, her cheek, then chin.

      Her hand lifts to touch my face, thumb running over my bottom lip. I capture her mouth with mine and reach for the buttons on her shirt. I unfasten them slowly while kissing her deeply, her tongue lazily stroking against mine. With Rupert’s help I peel it off her body, tossing it across the floor. Her skin is soft, perfection. Molded by the gods. Her hand reaches for Rupert’s, guiding him to touch her.  He cups her breast, rolling her nipple between his fingers.

      I give him a wink, proud that he’s joined in.

      His cheeks burn red, probably from both the act and from excitement. Hildi reaches out and runs her hand through his hair, then pulls his mouth to hers. The twinge of arousal I get from seeing them together is unexpected. And very, very consuming.

      I settle down, trailing kisses down her shoulder, across her hot skin to her breast. I lick the hard, pebbled nipple and latch on, pleased to elicit a low moan of approval.

      “Gods,” she mutters, writhing on the bed. Her hips rise, seeking.

      “Is that good?” I ask, breathing hot on her wet skin.

      She nods vigorously. “Yes.”

      “More?”

      Another nod.

      I can already smell her want, and as much as I’d like to bend her over and fuck her senseless, it’s important that what we share isn’t aggressive. I don’t think Rupert can handle it. He also needs to understand this is about Hildi. We’re here for her.

      Even if she does seem to have other plans.

      She reaches for both of us at the same time, pawing at our hardened cocks. Even though we’re legends, Immortals, all three carved by the hands of a god, we’re not perfect—not crammed in this tiny bed, our minds overwhelmed with arousal. There are hands everywhere, mouths, too.

      I shift her a little so that she’s facing Rupert and her backside is pressed against my groin. She kisses him as I push up the tiny black skirt, skimming my hands over the swell of her backside, tugging at the thin scraps of lace. She pushes against me, an invitation. Slipping my fingers under the lace at her hips, I pull, snapping the fabric in two.

      If there’s one thing I’ve learned as a warrior, it’s best to just remove obstacles to get what you want. And what I want is between Hildi’s legs.

      Thank the gods she wants it, too.
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      Everything.

      Everything.

      Everything.

      That’s how I feel as the scene unfolds around me. With me.

      Her tits, her mouth, her pussy…it’s all perfection. And Armin? I’ve never seen him like this; unburdened and focused. Hildi is his purpose.

      I get it.

      I understand, more in this moment than ever before.

      I watch in fascination as Hildi reaches behind her, guiding Armin, and spreading her legs.  With the other, she slides her fingers over the length of my shaft. I shiver, feeling it in my bones. I kiss her and pluck at her nipple and between her legs, rubbing the swollen, aroused nub.

      Her back arches when I touch her, her ass lifted for Armin to enter. I sense the moment he slides inside her. His jaw clenches with restraint, and then he thrusts in. She lurches forward, her teeth sinking down on my lip. I taste the copper of blood and she looks at me, eyes glazed, and licks the spot.

      It takes a minute to establish a rhythm, six hands, three mouths, and thirty hard-working fingers, but we get there. Armin thrusts, Hildi’s tits move in time, her hand tugging and pulling me into a frenzy. I taste and tease. Anything to bring her higher.

      It’s like the room around us fades, the Academy another place, and all that’s left is the heady sound of lovemaking.

      And that’s when it snaps in place.

      Like a click, so loud that it startles my eyes open, and I look at the two people in front of me, caught in mutual passion. There’s no doubt they heard it, too. An echo rattling around my brain.

      Hildi’s jaw drops, her orgasm triggered, while Armin buries his head in her shoulder, trying to hold on. My balls heat, seizing, cum unleashing, milky and hot, all over her chest and hands. Unable to hold out a second longer, Armin jolts upward, back rigid as he roars with relief.

      We pant together, sticky with sweat, but the feeling that’s come over me isn’t just post-orgasm glow. It’s more. Definable. Powerful.

      I reach my hand behind Armin’s neck and pull both of them to me, kissing Hildi on the mouth.

      We’ve mated.
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      “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I want to.”

      “It may not be safe,” Armin says. We’re walking toward the main entrance of the Academy. It’s the day after he, Rupert, and I shared the most epic experience. I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours feeling like I’ve been walking on a cloud.

      “Look, someone else should know where I’ve hidden the,” I lower my voice, “you-know-what. I know you’ll guard that information with your life.”

      He frowns, and we step outside. It’s early evening and the air outside is brisk. I haven’t liked coming out here since that night Armin and I fell over the wall and he was attacked by a monster. The same night the key was discovered using my blood to destroy the orb that had been keeping it hidden. As unsafe as the interior of the Academy feels at times, it’s nothing like the grounds. Which is exactly why I hid the key out here.

      “Someone could be watching us,” he warns, following me across the large, stone pavers.

      “I’m sure they are and all they will see is a student and instructor walking the grounds.”

      Not everyone is afraid of the grounds, which is evidenced by the number of students out here after dinner. In fact, I think many students come outside to get away from the claustrophobic tension in the building. Victorine’s challenges have become tiresome. People are on edge. The royals are not used to being terrorized like this. They’re used to control.

      “Rupert gave me the box to hide it in,” I explain. “He found it in the archives. It’s iron and enchanted. Location spells don’t work on it.”

      “Rupert’s very smart.”

      I look over at the warrior. “Are you surprised he joined us yesterday?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      A small smile twists at his lips. “Because you presented this to him the right way. You gave him a purpose. A strategy. It makes sense.”

      “You don’t think he’s just passionate about me?” I cross the grassy grounds toward the imposing wall that surrounds the Academy; a place neither of us really want to go.

      “He has to get past his brain to use his emotions. You managed it.”

      There’s a thick wooded area and we duck inside. Armin surveys our surroundings carefully, making sure no one is watching us. Maybe they are. Maybe they aren’t. All Victorine and Roland will see is the two of us together. That can’t come as a surprise.

      I slide my hand into his and walk down a worn pebbled path. We walk quietly until it ends at a small garden. There’s a circular fountain. A sculpture is in the center. A triangle. Water rushes down all three sides, into the pool.

      Armin pulls me close and hovers his mouth close to mine. “Is it here?”

      “No.” I tilt my head and flick my tongue out to lick his bottom lip. He doesn’t hesitate to wrap his arms around me and kisses me hard.

      When we part he says, “You just brought me out here to make out? No complaints, but I am a little confused.”

      “You know the gargoyle by the south wall?” I say it in a low voice, between kisses. He pulls my body close and I feel his arousal.

      “I do.”

      “In.”

      Kiss.

      “His.”

      Kiss.

      “Mouth.”

      I thrust my tongue between his lips, feeling the hum through my whole body. That’s where I’d hidden the box with the key. In the gargoyle's mouth, tucked beneath a thatch of moss.

      “And you brought me here as a diversion? Couldn’t you have just told me inside?”

      “I could have,” I say, running my hands down his strong arms, “but I knew us going here would drive them wild with speculation. And I also didn’t want to pass up a quiet moment with you.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Yeah?”

      “Yep.”

      He lifts me and spins me toward a tree with smooth, ash-colored bark. He presses me against it, presses himself against me. “I guess you’re right. If Roland wants to watch us…”

      “Then we may as well give him a show.”

      Armin gives it his best, like he always does, making me a shuddering mess. I don’t tell him why I’ve shown him the key, why I think someone else needs to know. I have no doubt that Victorine and Roland plan on escalating their plans, something that will undoubtedly include me. I’m not giving up. I’m being smart, and telling my strongest ally is the smartest thing I can do.
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      Miya

      

      The sea of students parts as Hildi strides through them. I’d heard the chatter about the violation of her personal space. I’d also felt the worlds colliding right after—an alignment in forces that only confirms that we are, indeed, linked.

      But right now she looks upset. Angry. I see the truth on her face.

      She wants payback.

      She needs peace.

      I cut her off when she passes my rooms.

      “Get out of my way, Miya.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She grimaces. “Elizabeth is struggling with the ransacking of our room. They destroyed some personal items. Honestly, they did more to her belongings than my own. I think it was intentional—to sow discord.”

      “You’re probably right, and I know that makes you angry—”

      “I’m past angry. I’m livid,” she says. “So move. I’m looking for someone to punch.”

      Her eyes are wild with emotion.

      “Then let’s go to the gym.”

      “I don’t want to go to the gym.”

      “You can use my sword—it’s a good way to burn off some steam.”

      “Your sword?” Her eyes flick down below my belt. “Is that what you’re calling it now? I didn’t see you as the type that likes an angry fuck, but okay.”

      She stares at me, daring, annoyed, about to explode.

      “I’m not talking about sex, I’m talking about discipline.”

      She opens her mouth to say something cruel, I see it on her tongue, but I’m ready to stop playing games.

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      “You’re making time.” I thread my fingers with hers and before she can resist, guide her inside my rooms, shutting the door with a click.

      “I know what you’re trying to do, and it won’t work,” she crosses her arms over her chest. I continue walking toward the painting on the far wall.

      “What am I trying to do?”

      “Use all your meditation, mumbo-jumbo, peace and tranquility bullshit on me.”

      Gods, she’s paranoid. Not that she doesn’t have the right to be, but it’s not a good mindset for battle. Victorine has one motive—and that’s to throw Hildi off balance, and the rest of us with her.

      I stop in front of the painting; it’s of a Japanese garden with a small hut in the middle. There are no flowers in this garden—just green. A small stone path leads from the edge of the painting toward the small house with many opaque windows. A stone basin sits outside the door.

      I turn to find Hildi standing next to me, also looking at the painting. The lines on her forehead have smoothed, her breathing slightly settled.

      “What is that?” she asks.

      “Home.”

      I hold out my hand.

      “Do you not trust me?”

      The flicker in her eye tells a mixed story. Yes, she does, but she’s also wary. She stares at my hand for a long moment, but then takes it.

      Emotion rushes though me, bright like a light.

      I grip her, holding tight, and step through the painting, taking her with me.
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      Hildi

      

      The first thing I notice is the air—warm and humid—different from the atmosphere of the Academy. The second is sunlight warming my face. The most startling is my change in wardrobe. I knew these were enchanted portals, but I didn’t know they could alter our appearances. Miya’s wearing a dark silk robe, hanging loose, over a gray top. A thick skirt hangs from his hips, with a formal-looking tie at the waist. I look down and see that my robe is a pale green, with a deep purple band at the waist. My hair has been swept up in a knot behind my head. Sandals are on our feet.

      He inhales deeply, like he’s taking the first breath in a long time.

      “Is this really your home?” I ask, looking ahead at the small hut.

      “No, not specifically. It’s a chashitsu, a teahouse. In my endless lifetime, it’s the one thing that doesn’t change. Not in centuries. They’re always the same, from the garden to the structure, to the nourishment provided inside.”

      There’s a softness to his voice I’ve never heard, and I can’t help but notice how tightly his fingers grip mine. Like he’s truly worried I’ll take off.

      “Show me,” I tell him.

      He smiles and directs me to the basin, instructing me to wash my hands. He dips a ladle in the deep, clear pool of water and then pours it over my hands. He does the same and then he takes the lead, and I follow him up the wooden steps and into the small, airy chashitsu. We remove our sandals and enter, passing through a small alcove. He slides the door shut, closing us in.

      The single room is sparsely decorated, but every object seems to have meaning. Miya speaks in a low, reverent tone, pointing out the scrolls decorated with flowers, small, smooth vases, and candles lighting the room. A small fire pit sits in the middle of the room. There are thick mats on the floor and he urges me to kneel, and he vanishes in another sliding door across the way. Already I feel calmer, like the air here is cleaner, doused with something purifying.

      It’s only a few moments before Miya walks back in the room carrying a tray in his hands. He walks toward me, settles on his knees, and lays the tray on the floor. First, he sets a bowl between us and gestures for me to take one of the round balls inside.

      I pop it in my mouth, tasting the sweetness on my tongue.

      He proceeds to make the tea, using scalding water to fill a bowl large enough to fit in two hands. The process is slow and in excruciating detail. I watch in fascination as he uses the whisk and shifts the bowl in various direction. It all happens in the warmth of the tiny space, our knees close, our breaths mingling. As he goes through the ritual, I feel the tension easing in my neck and shoulders. The anger and violation I’d felt before walking through the painting lifts, dissipating like the steam wafting from the tea.

      Miya’s expression is calm, peaceful. His lips purse as he concentrates. I study the sharp slant of his cheekbones, the flat tip of his chin. He’s not a warrior in these walls, the killer’s edge is gone, and the person I look at is a man of deep history.

      He finishes his preparation and holds out the bowl, shifting it in various directions, before offering it to me.

      I take the glazed ceramic bowl in my hands and it heats my fingers. He watches me closely, with deep emotion in his eyes, as I tip the bowl back and take a sip. The liquid warms my entire body, down to my toes.

      I have no idea how long we’re in the teahouse—how long we’ve left the world outside—but Miya stands and bows. I do the same. His fingers reach out and graze down my cheek, and his dark eyes peer into my soul.

      “Better?” he asks, always worried about my well-being.

      “Yes, thank you, for allowing me to experience this with you.”

      He smiles, it’s slightly bashful, a side of the man I’ve never seen. His eyes drop to my mouth, almost in question. I lift my chin in reply, relieved when he steps closer and slips a hand behind my neck. The brush of his lips is gentle, the feel of his mouth, tranquil. The lick of his tongue, transcendent. My body swells with emotion, connection, purpose. We pull apart and I see the heat in his eyes, but it’s tempered. He’s good. So good.

      There’s no mistaking what he’s trying to teach me. Slow down. Keep my emotions in check. Follow the process. Nourish my mind and body.

      It’s a gift—he’s a gift, one that I want to unwrap slowly, like a cherished gift, when he’s ready and I’m ready.

      Then we’ll tip the scales.
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      Hildi

      

      Something strange happens following the ransacking of our room. In the hallways it’s subtle, guarded, but after being on the other side of snide, hostile looks for weeks, I can sense it.

      “Did you see that?” I ask Luke after passing a group of students.

      “See what?”

      “That guy, in the middle, Radcliffe? Every time I pass him, he spits on the ground. Like right in front of my toes.”

      His nose wrinkles in distaste. “So?”

      “So today, he didn’t. He just walked by and did nothing.”

      We take the stairway that leads toward the training room. Luke is my unwanted chaperone, something the guys thought up. They claim they’re worried about the key, not me. I can take care of myself, but since I’m the only one that knows where it’s located I need to be protected as well.

      We get to the banner and place our hands on the wall, an instant later we’re in the training room. I’m struck by the scent of sweat and exertion, but that’s not all…that’s the other change since the ransacking.

      The room is packed.

      It turns out, people do not like the idea of the administration going through students' rooms and invading their personal space. Suddenly, I went from being a pariah, only worthy of cleaning toilets and serving food, to someone sympathetic. Elizabeth, the innocent bystander, is almost a hero.

      This led to students revealing themselves as unaligned with Victorine and Roland. People who had been too scared to step up. Students that have been angry and keeping their mouths shut.

      And we opened our arms and training room for them to find a safe place to land.

      If they pass the tests.

      Each person goes through a rigorous process with the Immortals. First, they have to get approval from Agis, who uses his innate ability to read lies to weed out anyone unsure. Then they go through a round of hand-to-hand combat with Armin, weapons use with Miya, and strategy with Rupert.

      Only then do the Immortals converge, discussing each person that wants to join. It isn’t easy, and they must show their allegiance. If accepted, Miya places a mark on their shoulders, one that will burn if they attempt to betray us.

      If they aren’t accepted? Rupert utters a spell from an ancient text he uncovered that muddles the mind—erasing everything they learned about us.

      It’s manipulative and immoral, both things required during a battle this important. Luke wanders over to the weapon wall—he’s obsessed, each day trying something new. I scan the room and see Elizabeth going through some books with Rupert, she’s better at the intelligence side of warfare, and Darius and Agis sparring in the ring. There’s a group surrounding them, both learning and watching. The mood is positive, and I exhale, feeling a strange sense of stability.

      “Hey,” Armin says, walking over. His chest looks fantastic in a gray, tight-fitting T-shirt. “Get here okay?”

      I’d be offended if it wasn’t so cute. “Are you really worried about me walking from my room?”

      “I’m worried about you all the time,” he confesses.

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I know you can, but every leader has a target on their backs and it’s our job to keep you safe. You wanted the role, Hildi, it comes with protection. Something we should have been doing a better job of all along.”

      He’s sexy like this, the little lines on his face deep-set and sincere. Guilt and worry are familiar to him. Now it hangs like a chain around his neck, and consequently, mine. I understand what he’s saying. I feel the weight of our alliance more, too.

      “Things have been calmer since they ransacked the room. No chores, no punishments, no demeaning tasks…maybe they think I don’t have it anymore.”

      His lips form a thin line. “They’re probably just regrouping.”

      “Well,” I say, nodding across the room at the students, “so are we.”

      At that moment, cheers erupt around the fighting ring and Agis stands over Darius. The God of Death is unlikely to be defeated, regardless of his opponent’s abilities. Darius could transform into a wisp of smoke, and Agis would still get him in a choke hold. I watch as he stretches out an arm, offering to help the shifter off the ground. A few minutes later, Agis walks over, sweat glistening off his chest. I have a strange sense of déjà vu looking at him bare-chested. I glance away, down at his hands, and my body heats inexplicably. If there’s one thing I know for certain, it’s that Agis’ hands have not been on me.

      From across the room, Rupert's eyes drag up from whatever he’s studying and pins me a hard look. Armin shifts on his feet. Shit. Can they feel that? The heat rolling down my skin? Do they just sense my arousal, or does it make them horny, too?

      This bond? It’s complicated.

      I take a deep breath and exhale. Agis doesn’t seem remotely affected.

      “Although there are a few good fighters in the group,” he says, “I’m worried about any of them going up against Victorine and her monsters. They’re just green. They do okay in the ring, but in a real-life situation, things will get tricky.”

      We all look over at Luke, who has entered the ring with Darius. They both look so young.

      “They’re smart, too,” Rupert says as he walks over. “The royals sent their best and brightest. Too bad so many are poised to die.”

      “Way to be a downer, Ru,” I say.

      “He speaks the truth,” Armin agrees. “Coming to the Academy is almost as bad as going to a death camp. Few will come out alive, regardless of what side they choose.”

      I hate this negativity. I hate the fact the guys feel like they’re on the losing side. It’s probably the passivity. They were created for battle—not sitting on the sidelines. There needs to be hope, like what I feel when I’m connected to Rupert and Armin on a physical level. Or like what Miya showed me in the tea garden. There’s a way past the negativity.

      I look across the room at Elizabeth, then at Darius and Luke. They deserve better.

      And I think I have an idea of how I can do it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Word passes around in a whisper, muttered from ally to ally. No one knows the true destination. The keys are how to find the entry point—not through a lock—but by warming when they reach the painting in the hall.

      I get Elizabeth to help me—it’s clear she needs something fun to focus on. Together we pick out our outfits—again I slide into leather, this time a skirt—my roommate in a shimmery dress. We’re perfect opposites.

      “This is perfect,” she says as we walk through the portal. “How did you find this place?”

      “The Academy holds a lot of secrets,” I say. “Including some of mine. I thought this would be a good place to build a little camaraderie.”

      The tavern looks the same as last time, smells the same too, a little musty and damp. I walk over to the bar, placing a bag on the counter. “This should cover it.”

      The bartender pulls the string and looks inside. A small smile tugs at his lips. “Seems sufficient.”

      He hands me a bottle and two glasses. I carry it over to my roommate and hand her one, filling it with warm, brown liquid. “Thank you for being such a good roommate and putting up with all my bullshit. There’s a lot.”

      “As much as you think this is about you, Hildi, it’s not. We’re in this together. I made my decision a long time ago.”

      I hold up the bottle and clink it with her glass. I take my drink straight from the bottle, feeling the warmth in my belly.

      The first people through the doorway are students, each with a look of wonder and excitement as they cross through to the tavern.

      “What is this?” Luke asks when he comes through the painting. His eyes widen as he takes in the whole room.

      “An opportunity to forge bonds and get to know one another better. I also thought maybe we could use a reprieve from fighting and challenges and the administration.”

      “Do you think they’ll notice we’re all missing.”

      “If they’re doing their job.” I look toward the door. More students are filing in—all familiar faces from the training room. “It was a risk coming here—but that’s true for joining any alliance.” I study Luke. “Do you have any regrets?”

      “Not one.”

      I hand him the second glass that I’m still carrying and fill it to the top.

      “Have a good time, Luke, and try to stay out of trouble.”

      He grins and tips the drink back, already looking more relaxed than I’ve seen him in days.

      The painting shimmers and four big men enter, instantly making the tavern look smaller. Luke jabs me with an elbow. “I think you’re the one that needs the warning to stay out of trouble.”

      The familiar warm flush heats my skin. It happens every time I’m near or really, just think of the Immortals. The bond with Rupert and Armin is strong, the one with Miya grows every day. And Agis? I want to say we’re making advancements, but it’s not true. He’s a hold out—disbelieving. Yet every time I see him my lower belly tightens, and I get the feeling there’s something more.

      “What’s going on here?” Armin says, resting his hand on my hip. “We got your message.”

      “Clearly so did a bunch of other people,” Agis says, warily looking around.

      “Because it’s a party,” I say. “And we’re more than just five or six people now. We have a whole group—people we need to get to know, learn to trust, and also how to do more than just fight with. Go get a drink. Talk to someone new. Let down your guard.”

      That last one would be the hardest.

      “I’m definitely in for a drink,” Agis says, definitely not convinced.

      Armin kisses my temple and nods at Rupert to join him at the bar.

      Miya steps forward. “This is very wise of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “It’ll take more than one night to build these bonds.”

      “I’m just hoping it will kick things off.”

      “It will.” We both look over at the bar where the guys have squeezed in. Rupert talks to Elizabeth and Armin to Darius. Luke, who has the most contentious relationship with Agis due to their fight in the ring, approaches the hulking Immortal. A few moments later, they seem deep in discussion. If hand gestures are any indication, it has to be about weapons.

      “The gods knew what they were doing when they put you in our path, Hildi Axel.”

      I feel his hand on the small of my back. A gentle, reserved touch. A thrill runs up my spine. He walks past me toward the others, ready for a drink. His word echo in my ears. He’s right, of course, but the gods didn’t just put me in their path, they were put in mine. Every day that passes, every touch, every moment that transpires between me and the Immortals proves that something bigger is at play.
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      “The night was harsh, filled with snow, sleet, and hail. That didn’t stop us from scaling the sheer cliff of the mountainside. We started that day with ten-thousand soldiers, by nightfall we were down to a thousand. We kept climbing, knowing facing the wrath of Camulus was worse than the battle ahead…”

      From a darkened back corner of the bar, partially hidden behind a thick curtain, I listen to Agis’ retelling of the battle we had on a lower realm so many years ago I can’t even recall. It sounds fantastical—exaggerated—but even today I can feel my frozen fingertips and that hard stone beneath my nails. These kids—and they are most certainly kids—listen to every word like it’s gospel. They should.

      “What happened when you got to the top?” Luke asks.

      “We claimed higher ground and waited, thinking for sure we had the upper hand.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “In theory, yes,” Rupert says, having been quiet until this point. “We forgot one thing.”

      Elizabeth leans forward. “What’s that?”

      “That the Allyrimen warriors had wings.”

      A small gasp sounds from the group hovering around my brothers. Armin shakes his head, no doubt recalling dawn breaking, and the white up above not being clouds but wings. It wasn’t until their swords were on us that reality sunk in.

      “So you lost.”

      Agis chuckles. “No. We never lost.”

      “Ever?”

      “Not when we were fighting as one.”

      That’s the difference. We aren’t fighting together this time. We’re missing Marshal and Roland. One of those can be replaced by the balance Hildi brings to us…but two?

      I finish my drink, not wanting to think about it.

      Agis launches into another tale, this time about us tracking demons in the tropics. I tune him out, studying Hildi as she leans against the bar. Her position is casual, yet always on high alert. I can’t help but notice the way the leather of her pants hug her curves, or the way the tank stretches across her chest. I know she thinks I keep tight control on my urges, that I’m filled with peace and tranquility, but it’s a constant battle with her around. Especially now that she’s so closely connected to Rupert and Armin. Their bond is strong. Electrifying.

      She turns to the bartender and he hands her another bottle, uncorking the top. I expect her to take a sip or go refill Armin’s glass, but she doesn’t. She turns and walks in my direction, easily locating me in the darkened corner.

      She approaches and fills my glass, bending and giving me pleasant view of her cleavage.

      “You’ve been over here for a while,” she says, tipping the bottle back to her lips, then licking them when she’s finished.

      “Just listening to Agis’ stories.”

      “He’s a good storyteller.”

      “He’s a good truthteller.” The word story implies it’s made up. He doesn’t leave much out.

      “Is it hard to listen to him?”

      “I don’t need to relive those days. They were challenging enough the first time.”

      She tilts her head and the flicker of the candle on the table casts her face in an angelic glow. “When we arrive in Valhalla, the warriors and Valkyrie love to sit around and tell exaggerated tales about the battles we’d just experienced.”

      “Did you?”

      “Carrying the dead, although an honor, is exhausting, dirty work. We choose their souls before they’re gone. A witness to their final moments—last words—deepest regrets. I always just wanted to wash the blood off my hands when the job was done and rejuvenate my spirit among the living.”

      “How did you do that?"

      “Sometimes I’d drink. Other times I’d dance.” She gives an example, gyrating her hips. I don’t need a reminder of how sensual she looks moving her body like that. “Then, there were the times I’d find a warrior that needed to take off the edge, and we’d work though it together, you know, in a totally virginal kind of way.”

      The idea of her with another warrior sets my blood to boil. It shouldn’t. Hildi has had a long, fulfilled life. Obligations and desires. Just like I have. Just like the others. I don’t judge her, but I don’t like it. It triggers a long-dormant possessive streak.

      She’s still standing before me, hips swaying to the beat of the music. She takes a sip of her drink, the motion making her shirt rise up, revealing her stomach. Never in my life have I wanted to touch something so badly. To know the softness of her skin. I lean back and spread my arms over the back of my chair, watching her watch me.

      “Can I ask you something?” She walks around the table until she’s wedged between my body and the table.

      “Of course.”

      “If we’d known one another back then, in that other lifetime, do you think we would have helped one another?”

      I look up at this woman, this temptation, feeling my resolve unravel like a thread. I’ve already done it once, under the guise of “helping” Hildi through the venom. It’d awakened something in me that I’ve since tried to manage and control. But the bond is real and fighting it seems futile.

      “I’d like to think so.”

      She moves quickly, confidently, straddling her legs on each side of my body and sitting in my lap. Heat pools between us.

      “I think it’s time we stopped resisting one another,” she says, running her fingers down my jaw. “Can we agree on that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then kiss me.”

      I clench my jaw. “Once I cross this line, Valkyrie, there’s no going back.”

      Her eyebrow raises and a small mischievous smile tugs at her lips. “Promise?”

      I run my hand behind her neck, pulling her mouth to mine. Her lips are warm. Her tongue tastes like the alcohol flowing from the bar, and all the noise and stories and tales being told in the main part of the bar vanish as we focus on one another.

      I sit up and reach around her, fingers meeting the tie holding back the curtain. I yank it and the fabric falls, closing out the tavern, our friends and allies. Right now, it’s me and Hildi and what we’re about to do to one another is between us.
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      There’s an instant thrill to doing something taboo. Fucking Miya a few feet from the rest of my allies is deliciously off-limits. It leads to a different sort of arousal—a quiet perfection that Miya’s years of meditation has prepared him for.

      Elizabeth, the smarter of the two of us, knew what she was doing when she told me to wear a skirt. Maybe she’s clairvoyant. Whatever it is, I don’t care. I’m just thankful that there’s no complicated barrier between the two of us—the mental and emotional one was hard enough to knock down. I shiver when Miya pushes my panties aside and guides himself to my core. He’s ready for me, probably has been for weeks, the tip of his cock slippery and warm. I’m soaked, spurred on by his mouth, his fingers, his hands.

      I don’t waste time lowering myself on Miya’s hard arousal.

      “Focus here,” he says, tilting my face opposite his. I want to close my eyes and fall down the well of this incredible man, but he’s entrancing—exposing me to something new—looking into the eyes of a lover.

      Like everything else with this man, the pace is slow, consuming. I feel him deep inside and across the surface of my skin. He’s not in a rush, but his thrusts are solid, smooth. I want to cry with every stroke. He catches my mouth with his and quells any sound. His eyes hold mine, deep and stoic. How I know when he’s about to come isn’t based on sounds, or erratic movements. It’s a feeling that starts inside, where our bodies meet. Where not just our skin connects but our souls.

      My eyes are open the whole time, even as the coil springs. Even as the wave drowns. Even as I struggle for breath.

      Even as he comes inside of me, and I’m overwhelmed by that same odd yet assuring feeling of a puzzle piece snapping into place.

      We stay like this, connected; physically and spiritually, while the sounds of the room reenter my consciousness. I hear Armin’s laughter, Agis’ deep voice, Rupert’s steady responses. I see the man in my arms, looking more peaceful than I’ve ever seen him.

      “Do you think they know?” I ask, still curious about how all this works.

      He kisses me, mouth hot. “They know.”

      And that sends another wave of arousal through me. One fueled on power and fate.

      One that takes us one step closer to winning this war.
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      “Calm down! I’m coming,” I shout at the door. Whoever is out there wants to wake up the whole damn Academy.

      I shrug on Rupert’s shirt over the tiny shorts. It’s the day after the party at the tavern, and somehow I ended up in Rupert’s room. Not that I’m complaining.

      “Do you want me to get it?” he asks, fumbling with his pants.

      “Nope.” I kiss him on the lips and cross the room, thinking of how I’m about to punch whoever is pounding on the door.

      I don’t know who I expect, but it’s not Marielle. Her dark hair is swept back over her shoulder and small rubies glint in her earlobes.

      “What do you want?”

      “I heard I could find you here,” she says, peering around the corner. Rupert stands by the couch, buttoning his pants. His lean, fit, upper body very visible. Marielle raises her eyebrows in approval.

      That’s when I notice that she’s carrying something in her hands. A bucket with a thick, wiry brush inside. She drops it at my feet with a loud, echoing clang.

      “You’ve been summoned.”

      “By who?”

      “Victorine, obviously.”

      I suppose that is obvious.

      “Why did she send you?”

      A small smile turns at her bright red lips. “Oh, I volunteered.”

      She turns to walk away.

      “Hey!” I call. She spins. “You didn’t tell me where to go.”

      “The stadium. The challenge is over for the night, but things got a bit messy. They need someone to clean up.” She waits for a reaction. All she gets is a door slammed in her face.

      I turn and find Rupert right behind me. He places his hands on my upper arms. “I’ll come with you.”

      “Thanks, but no.”

      He frowns, marring his boyishly handsome face. “Why not?”

      “This is between me and her.”

      He chuckles darkly. “Yeah, no, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is.” I push up on my toes and brush my lips across his. “I’ll see you in training tomorrow.”

      His hand catches mine. “You don’t have to face all of this alone, you know that, right?”

      “I’m not facing it alone.” I rest my hand on his hip. “What we just did? That energizes me. It gives me strength to get through another day. The bond is real, Rupert, I can feel it.”

      He nods. “I can, too.”

      “You do your work. I’ll do mine.” He kisses me again, deeper than the time before. A flicker of warmth runs through me. “Hey, speaking of work, did you ever get a chance to decipher that book Agis found in Christensen’s office?”

      “Book?” he asks, glancing at a massive stack on his desk. “You’ll need to be more specific.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “Be careful, okay?”

      He smooths out my hair and kisses my forehead. With that burst of energy coursing through me, I pick up the bucket and head out the door, feeling more prepared to face what’s coming at me than ever before.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The last time I saw the arena, the grass had been green.

      Tonight?

      It’s red.

      There wasn’t a challenge tonight—there was a massacre. And the only thing left is the blood of the victims.

      “They’re not dead,” I remind myself. The challenges are illusions. Tests.

      I bend and touch the wet grass, lifting my fingers to my nose.

      The challenges may be fake, but the blood real.

      I gag, holding back the bile. I’d just have to clean that up, too.

      There’s no one else on the field—just me and this small bucket and a single brush. A faucet with water sits at the edge of the grass. For a fleeting moment I almost go back and get Rupert. Armin. Miya. Agis.

      Even Marshal’s snarky asides would be of comfort, but like I told Rupert, this is about me and Victorine. She wants to break me, and if she wants to break me, that means she’s afraid of me.

      Why?

      I’m not sure.

      I drop to my knees and start scrubbing.

      And scrubbing.

      And scrubbing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I don’t know how long I’m there, but at some point, the bucket and brush are taken from me and I’m led back to the dorms. By who? I don’t know. All I see is blood.

      My fingers are raw. My knees bruised. My mind numb.

      I keep it together in the shower; gentle hands soaping up my body and shampooing my hair.

      My gaze is blurred as I’m dressed, and a comb runs through my hair.

      It’s not until I get into bed, and hear the unfurling of wings, that I dare look at who’s helping me. Even then, it doesn’t matter. I still can’t see his face. I do feel his body; the strength of his arms as he cradles me. The soothing feel of his hands as he strokes my hair.

      “That was—” I start, my voice disappearing in a bubble of sobs.

      “Shhh…” he soothes, and I bury my face against his warmth, his scent is heavenly, a rich, spicy musk; it consumes me, taking away the gods-awful smell of blood.

      My winged lover sits behind me and pulls my back against his chest, wrapping his arms and wings around me like a shield, protecting me from Victorine, from this harsh, terrible world, until the pain fades.
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      Armin

      

      Rumor travels quickly in the stone halls of the Academy, and by the time I reach the training room the other Immortals are aware that Hildi had been forced to clean up the blood-soaked fields the night before.

      “She’s strong,” Miya says, sharpening one of his blades. “I have no doubt she can push through such trauma. She was created to carry the dead to Valhalla. She’s spent more time on battlefields than anywhere else.”

      I frown, uneasy. “There’s something about what Victorine and Roland are doing to her that is more psychological than physical. She came here grieving and tired already.”

      “He knew that,” Miya notes. “He saw her after the fight with the Morrigan. After Andi died.”

      “Are we surprised Roland is exploiting a weakness?” Armin says, looking unusually tired.

      “No,” I reply. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      Agis reaches for his fighting gloves. “This is why this whole bonding thing is bullshit. It’s putting her at risk, making her vulnerable.”

      “That’s not true,” Rupert says, crossing the room from where he’d been adjusting his boots. “We’re giving her strength.”

      “You’re getting off,” Agis shoots back. “Something you’ve all needed to do for a long time.”

      Rupert’s face twists with darkness, and he lunges at Agis. It’s an uneven match physically, but Rupert’s smart and immediately goes for the back of the knee and his ribcage. Agis buckles, taken off guard, and Rupert knocks him to his knees, pulling out a short but sharp blade and pressing it against his throat.

      “Woah!” Miya cries. The two of us rush over and drag them apart.

      “What the fuck?” I ask, taking the blade from Rupert and giving Agis a dirty look. “This is ridiculous. We’ve agreed the bond is real, that it’s helping all of us. Well almost all of us—those of us willing to give it a shot.”

      Agis hauls himself off the floor. “You know what I heard this morning when I walked out of my rooms? Is that the vampire, Marielle, saw you two together—compromised.” He points at Rupert. Then he swings his gaze at Miya. “And don’t think everyone didn’t know what the two of you were doing behind that very thin curtain at the tavern. Both of you just became targets, and if you think she’ll leave you alone, you’re foolish.”

      “So far Victorine has left us alone,” Miya says.

      “Has she?” he asks. “Or has she focused all her energy on the one person we need to lead us. She’s fucking with us, boys, like she always does.”

      He walks toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” Miya asks.

      “Train without me. You’ll be fine.”

      He vanishes through the magical door.

      Miya asks, “What was that all about?”

      “If I had to guess, two things. One, he’s trying to protect her, and two,” I run my hand over my face, “he’s protesting a little too damned much.”

      Rupert’s eyebrows raise. “You think he believes in the bond?”

      I say something I’ve been holding onto for weeks, maybe even before the night Garland was killed. “Not only do I think he believes in it, I think he feels it.”

      Miya nods.

      “Yep,” I reply, thinking of the building tension between the two. “But there’s not much we can do, they have to figure it out on their own.”

      A group of students cross through the doorway. Luke, Darius, and the others. I point to them. “Until then, we have an army to build.”
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      Agis

      

      I storm through the building, pissed at my brothers.

      How could they be so dumb?

      Everything they do is just putting one target after the other on Hildi’s back. There’s no discretion, no consideration, no long-term plan.

      Roland was right. They’re distracted and thinking with their cocks. And frankly, I feel like if I can get a handle on my emotions and desires, so can they. Especially with everyone fucking like rabbits.

      I saw the look from Armin when I left the room. He knows I sense the bond—that I feel it wrapping around me like an invasive vine, choking out any and all other life. Why do I keep resisting it?

      I’d told them.

      They’re putting a gods-damned target on her back. They’re inciting the punishments. They’re keeping her in their sights. Every touch, every kiss, every fuck…it encourages them to harass her more.

      I won’t be a part of that.

      It’s probably the simple fact that I’m thinking about the traitor that I end up in front of his quarters. I don’t knock. Roland has no superiority on me. I just walk through the door of his office. He’s behind his desk with two females hovering nearby. One rubs his shoulders. Another stands with a tray of food in her hands. A wide book is open in front of him.

      “Agis, my old friend. What brings you here?”

      I walk toward the desk and rest my palms on the surface. “It’s time for you to stop.”

      “Stop what?” he asks innocently.

      “Harassing the Valkyrie.”

      Roland’s blazing eyes hold mine. “Finally caved to her seductions? I’ve heard your brothers have.”

      “Heard or felt?”

      A dark cloud crosses his expression. It’s a fair question. Does Roland feel the same connection that we do? Does Marshal?

      Are we really done with one another?

      Regardless, he doesn’t answer.

      “Hildi knows our conditions. If she hands over the key, we’ll stop everything.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Is it?” He stands, revealing his size. He’s almost as big as I am—and on the battlefield as terrifying. He towers over the girls, who have taken a tentative step back. “This ends one way, Agis, with the opening of the gate. We can play petty school games as long as you want, but eventually, we’ll find it and this battle will truly begin.”

      He sits back down and gestures the girl with the tray to move closer. He picks up a red, ripe berry and pops it in his mouth. “You and I both know Victorine has barely scratched the surface of what she’s capable of. These punishments, although amusing, are child’s play. Something to entertain the students before she unleashes her wrath.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I ask, barely restraining my anger.

      “Because we can.” He holds my eye. “And because it hurts you more than it hurts her.”

      I want to argue that. Deny it. Tell him to fuck off.

      But I don’t.

      Can’t.

      I turn and leave Roland at his desk, glancing at the painting of the monster on the wall.

      We’re all afraid of it. Of Victorine. And frankly, a little of Roland, but one day, they’ll push one of us too far and there will be no turning back.

      “Agis,” he calls, just as I reach the open door, “you may want to come to the challenge tonight.”

      “Why is that?”

      He smiles and plucks another piece of fruit off the tray. “Because things are about to get interesting.”
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      Marshal

      

      You’d never know it from the energy of the crowd, but the challenges have become tiresome. Night after night of the same thing; students plucked from the stands, hooded and revealed on the field. The weakest have already been taken care of, stashed in a dungeon under the arena. The strong are trotted out to fight again, or worse, taken somewhere by Victorine. Probably that repulsive nest she’s built up in the tower.

      I shudder, not wishing that on anyone.

      “Cold?” Roland asks, pushing a bottle of drink toward me. “That’ll warm you up.” He grabs one of the twins, Cora, I think, and pushes her toward me. She runs a skinny arm around my shoulder and perches in my lap. “She’ll do, too.”

      I fight a grimace and feign interest in the bony witch sitting on me. Her nails run down the side of my face and she tilts my chin. “I can keep you warm.”

      “I’m sure you can, witchling.” I rest a hand on her hollow back.

      We’re in Roland’s box—the best seats to watch the field. Marielle is snuggled under his arm, running her hand up and down his leg. The truth is I expected better of her, but she’s a follower. The Nephilim is too good for her.

      I uncork the bottle and consume all of it in one long gulp. The liquid burns and threatens to come back up, but I wince and hold it down. My head aches…a common occurrence lately. Partly from the incessant waft of Roland’s incense. It’s a gods-awful stench. The other from the continuous self-medication that has become my norm over the last few weeks. It’s easier to numb the mind than accept my chosen fate. I’m already sure I’ll need more than this one drink to get through the night ahead.

      Each night, the events begin with increasing flourish. Lights. Music. Once, fireworks. Tonight, a shimmering cloud appears in the middle of the field—sandwiched between the cage that holds whatever devious creation Victorine plans on unleashing and the gaping opening that the challengers arrive through.

      Roland has a particularly strange grin on his face as the activities begin. Marielle whispers in his ear and they both laugh.

      “Am I missing something?” I ask, leaning forward. The witch places her hand on my inner thigh. I carefully move it aside.

      “The Valkyrie is stubborn,” he gives me a pointed look, “as you know. Victorine has done her best to bring her down a peg or two. Convince her into handing over the key. She was certain last night would be enough.”

      “She a glutton for punishment,” Marielle says. “I think she likes getting on her hands and knees.”

      Again, all eyes focus on me. If they only knew. With Hildi, I was the one on my knees. All she had to do was snap her little fingers.

      “You’re right,” I say, leaning back in my seat and sliding my hand around Cora’s too-narrow waist. “She is stubborn, whatever you have in mind, I doubt she’ll fall for.”

      But I’ve seen Hildi. Been watching her. The degrading outfits. The menial chores. I’d come the night before and watched as she scrubbed out the blood, fighting every urge to lift her off her knees and carry her away.

      While I hesitated, pondered, processed…someone beat me to it. I watched in silence as he carried her off, jealous and defeated.

      In that moment she looked bad, covered in blood, worn and exhausted. Even the strongest of us have cracks.

      I reach for another bottle and unplug the cork, thinking it’s better to be drunk for this. That is, until I see Victorine walk through the cloud, in a stunning silver dress, cruel smile on her mouth. There’s a bounce in her step and her eyes scan the crowd; no doubt who she’s looking for. I catch myself looking, too.

      “Tonight, we’ll have our first solo contender for the challenge,” Victorine says, eyes flashing as the crowd rumbles with renewed interest, “along with another change.” She waves her hand in the direction of the box, the shiny metal sides dropping through the floor.

      Inside are six furry little beasts. The tone of the crowd instantly shifts, a few “Awws” can be heard over the chatter.

      “What the hell are those?” Marielle asks. “Teddy bears?”

      “No, those aren’t toys,” Cora purrs in my ear, her teeth tug at my earlobe, “they bite.”

      “One of Victorine’s personal creations,” Roland says, eyes glinting with delight.

      Unease crawls up my spine. Unlike every other challenge where the illusions are nothing but fear and mist, I sense something different on the field. Smell it, too.

      “Those aren’t—”

      “Illusions,” Cora says. “They’re real, and their teeth will shred the skin off a dragon.”

      Marielle’s eyes light up, and Roland kisses her neck. Sweat beads on my lower back, and I set down the bottle of booze. Now isn’t the time.

      “Tonight,” Victorine shouts, over the buzzing crowd, “our challenger will face off against six of the most terrorizing creatures ever imagined. If she survives, she’ll be the leader in my army. If she fails?” She shrugs. “There won’t be much to clean up.”

      Victorine holds up her hands, a signal that the challenge is about to begin. Everyone in the arena begins a drumbeat with their feet, stomping down on the stone floors, making an ear-splitting rhythm. Cora and Marielle stand, laughing like schoolgirls, joining in the game, while Roland slips his hand beneath the vampire’s skirt.

      The small creatures mill around the cage, looking uninterested as a figure, their prey, is pushed out of the hole. My first reaction is a rush of relief. It’s a female, but too short for Hildi.

      That’s until her hood is removed in a swift, unforgiving yank.

      “Fuck,” I say aloud, uncaring who hears me.

      It’s not Hildi.

      I stare down at the tiny fairy, possibly the one person that will force the Valkyrie’s hand.

      Elizabeth.
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      Hildi

      

      I woke that day, flat on my stomach, blinking at the sunlight, streaming in from the top of the window. A quick glance at Elizabeth’s bed told me she’d left, but there’s also a plate with a pastry, fruit, and steaming coffee on my desk. I wonder who left it there? My roommate or my winged lover?

      Who, I thought sitting up and looking at my healed hands and knees, simply slept with me. Nothing more. Held me. Comforted me. What kind of lover does that?

      More than ever, I believe he was real. But who is he? Why is he coming to me at night like a thief?

      I spent the day in my room, not interested in seeing anyone. I skipped out on training. I boycotted dinner. I read a book I found on the desk. It was Elizabeth’s, thick parchment about some kind of spell work. I kept looking back at my hands to see if there was any blood on them.

      There wasn’t.

      Hours pass and I’m still sitting alone. The dorm’s oddly quiet, I’m assuming at another challenge. The truth is, I’m waiting for the knock. The message. The hand-scrawled note. If anyone were here, I’d admit that Victorine got in my head. She found a crack and slithered in. It’s what she does, right? That’s what the Immortals told me. It’s why they’ve kept their distance.

      I look down at the ring and wonder what Morgan would say about this. How do you fight someone that plays dirty like this? She’d tell me I’m strong.

      I am strong.

      Why am I hiding in here?

      Knuckles rap on the door. I knew in my heart it would come. Nothing good is ever on the other side. Just more work, more humiliation, more demeaning.

      I consider ignoring it.

      “Hildi—it’s Miya.”

      I stand and walk across the room, opening the door. His eyes sweep over me; concerned.

      “Hi,” I say.

      His lips pull in a tight line. “I need you to come with me.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “To go where?”

      “The challenge.”

      I bark a laugh. “Oh, hell no. You know I’m not going.”

      “It’s important.” His jaw tenses and his eyes flick over my shoulder.

      “There’s nothing that could be that important for me to go to the challenge. I mean, odds are I’ll have to clean up the mess when it’s over anyway.” I walk back into the room, glancing at Elizabeth’s bed. Huh. She never came back. I turn slowly. “Where’s Elizabeth?”

      There’s zero doubt from the expression on his face that he knows.

      “Get your shoes,” is all he says.

      “What did she do?” I ask in a quiet voice. We both know who she is and it’s not my roommate.

      “Hildi…”

      There’s urgency in Miya’s normally calm tone, and I feel like if I just keep stalling, maybe I can pretend none of this is happening.

      “It’s happening. Elizabeth is in the challenge tonight. I think you need to come.”

      I finally spring into action, rushing to put on clothes; the leather pants Elizabeth gave me, durable and flexible enough for fighting, a tank and my boots. I stop before my trunk and rummage around inside. I feel the hard hilt of the sword Morgan gave me.

      Miya’s eyebrow raises. “You just keep that in there?”

      I slide it through a strap on my belt.

      “Sorry I don’t have a weapons closet like some people.” I push past him and enter the hall. “Where are the others?”

      “Doing what we do during challenges.” He follows me down the stairs. “Watching, waiting, staying out of sight.”

      “Why didn’t you help Elizabeth?”

      He stops and reaches for me, pulling me to a stop. His dark eyes hold mine.

      “I did. I came to find you.”

      I fight a retort—a low blow about how he could have done better—but it’s weak, and wrong. Victorine chose Elizabeth for one reason.

      To draw me out.
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      Armin

      

      Being in the arena makes me glad I’ve avoided the challenges so far. Everything is a spectacle—a platform for Victorine to toy with the students like rats caught in a cage. I wouldn’t have come tonight, except Agis pushed us to. He came back to the training room and hit a punching bag so hard it dismantled from the hook and crashed into the wall.

      He’d seen Roland, and whatever our former ally told him didn’t sit well.

      Rupert, Agis, and I entered separately, mingling in the crowds. Miya took to the dungeons, checking on the prisoners. I can’t help but look at the emerald green grass. Not a speck of blood from the prior event.

      My eyes are drawn to the box seat in the stands. Roland is there sitting beside Marshal. Marielle hangs onto Roland and I spot one of the twins in Marshal’s lap. A false grin is plastered on his handsome face. If there’s one thing the Knight knows what to do, it’s fake it. He’ll probably smile at the gods as they take his final breaths.

      Marshal’s gaze is focused on the field below, and cheers draw my attention to the center of the field. Victorine walks out in a cloud. She taunts the crowd, announces that it’s time for the first solo challenge. Points to her cage. I narrow my eyes at the small animals inside. There’s something different about them. Something concrete.

      What has her demented mind created?

      From where I stand I see one of the animals bare its teeth. They are sharp, many, and complied in rows.

      Maybe this is why Roland encouraged Agis to come. There’s been a shift in the game, and he wants us to witness it. Or at least that’s what I assume as the gaping hole opens across the field, allowing the challenger to walk onto the field, head covered in a dark hood. The person’s stature is small, and if they speak it’s drowned out by the sound of the ravenous crowd. The guard yanks off the hood at the same time Victorine opens the cage.

      My heart skids to a stop when I see Elizabeth at the other end of the field, her hair a mess from the hood. Her eyes wide with confusion and terror. I watch as her expression transforms, watching the small, fluffy animals come racing toward her. They look sweet. Gentle, but under the cheers is the low growl of their hunger.

      Panicked, Elizabeth looks around—probably for a weapon.

      “Armin,” Rupert says from behind me. Where he came from, I’m not sure. “Do something.”

      “I can’t move an illusion.”

      His face is paler than normal. “I don’t think those are an illusion.”

      The stakes just got higher.

      “What if someone sees? What if Roland knows I can do this?”

      “Hildi will never forgive any of us, or herself, if something happens to Elizabeth.”

      With concentration, I allow a ripple under the surface of the field—large enough that it knocks the animals off balance. They stumble, giving Elizabeth a chance to jump up on the abandoned platform. I look up and see Victorine is now sitting next to Roland, sipping a goblet of wine.

      “More,” he says.

      Again, I use my powers, the ones that are developing faster now that I’m at the Academy. I trip a creature leaping toward the platform. I topple another as it hangs by its sharp nails. Elizabeth manages to kick one of the creatures off the stage. It yelps as it flies across the field. The dichotomy is strange. The animals are fuzzy and innocent-looking. Their teeth and claws are deadly.

      On the ground they regroup, circling the stage.

      “Fuck,” Rupert says, tugging at my sleeve. In the cage, ten new creatures have appeared. They waste no time charging toward the stage.

      I take a deep breath and prepare to disrupt the challenge, but a figure emerges from the side of the field. My stomach sinks, along with my heart.

      Hildi strides across the field, her sword, glinting in her hands.

      “What is she doing here?” Rupert asks, voice rising. We both see Miya running after her. The bond pulls, ebbing between the four of us. I scan the crowd for Agis but see, and sense, nothing.

      I look up above and see Victorine smiling. Marshal, on the other hand, the look on his face sends a chill down my spine.

      “It’s time,” I say to Rupert, pushing through the crowd to the edge of the field.

      He catches up. “For what?”

      “To end this.”
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      Hildi

      

      The energy of the crowd changes when they see that I’ve entered the arena. I ignore them, zeroing in on the animals attacking my friend. Elizabeth shrieks, doing what she can, but there are bloody wounds on her arms and legs.

      The small animals are so consumed with attacking her that they don’t see me coming. Not until it’s too late. By then, I’ve gutted one of the little monsters with my sword, impaling it in the back. I take the head off the next, slicing through its little, furry neck. Blood spatters, and I mutter a curse. Damn all the work I did the day before, scrubbing the floor.

      The animals seem to multiply, regardless of how many I kill, there seem to be twice as many. I look up at my friend, tired and injured. Leaping on the stage, I crouch next to her, settling into a protective stance.

      “They won’t stop,” Elizabeth cries.

      “I need you to get out of here.”

      “And go where?” The walls surrounding the arena are high. I’d had to climb over it to get in. Getting out seems impossible. “The guards will catch me.”

      An animal lunges for us. I skewer him with the blade.

      “It’s not you they want.”

      A group of the small creatures attack at once, going for my boots, my legs. Sharp teeth bury in my leg. Another cuts through the leather of my shoe. I cry out, and stab downward, trying to get one off, but their strength is amplified, vicious.

      I glance out and see the field before us, filled with the rabid animals. There are so many, too many, and I reach for Elizabeth’s hand, pulling her to follow. We scramble off the platform, across the field to the cage. The fairy is fast, her feet quick. We dart and dodge the animals that, although they are vicious, are not exceptionally smart. If we can just get on top, it may buy us a few minutes.

      “Climb on my shoulders,” I tell her when we reach the cage.

      “There’s not enough time.”

      “Do it, fast.”

      She does as I say, scaling my body. A creature runs at me and I kick it off, while balancing Elizabeth on my back.

      “Get ahold of the top and haul yourself up.”

      She grips the metal bars and pulls. With my hands I shove her up. She makes it, but my distraction cost me time. The animals race toward me, growling.

      “Hildi,” she cries, reaching out her hand.

      “The key is safe. It’s hidden, they’ll never find it,” I say, gripping the sword. It warms in my hands. “My goal was to stop this war. I’ve done that. My friends and their baby will be safe. The knowledge of how to open the gate will die with me. I can accept that.”

      “What are you saying?”

      I look up in the crowd and set my eyes on Victorine. She stands, watching me carefully, like she’s afraid to blink. Her mouth opens but can’t hear the words over the raucous crowd. My gaze shifts two people away and I see Marshal, pale and confused, leaning over the railing. Our eyes meet, and I feel a ripple run down my spine, the screech of the creatures draws me back to the fight. I grip the hilt of my sword and start slashing.

      I don’t want to die. Not like this, but I’ll do what I need to protect Elizabeth. It was my stubbornness that got us into this—my desire for a truce. Like I’ve been told, you can’t fight the gods.

      “Ah!” I cry. Sharp teeth plunge into my arm. Another slashes at my leg. Both already have wounds. I stumble, tripping over the small beasts, my back hitting the cage. I grunt and grapple for the sword, but it’s lost in a sea of fuzzy monsters. I look up into the drooling grin of an abomination, his claws digging into my stomach. Over his low growl and putrid breath I can barely hear Elizabeth call my name, or sound of my flesh tearing, or the crowd’s excitement peaking.

      This will be the first death in the arena. They smell blood. They taste my fear.

      Squwick!

      A long, shiny blade runs through the creature on top of me. A moment later it’s jerked out, and the animal falls over, dead. Standing a few feet away is Miya, holding onto his sword.

      I move to stand but pain wracks through my midsection. I press a hand to my stomach and feel the squish of warm liquid. Oh gods.

      It’s through the haze of dying that I see my allies on the field. I feel more than see my Immortals, the link ebbing between us. They’re a whirl of action, punching, fighting, plunging, killing. Soon guards swarm and everyone is caught in the thrall of battle.

      I’m unsure how long I lie there before the figure stands before me, black shroud over his head, scythe in his hand. At long last, the God of Death has come for me.

      To the side a student takes a run at me, arrow knocked at my temple. He’s stopped mid-attack with a slice of the scythe. “She’s mine.”

      The words tremble over my flesh like an earthquake and don’t stop as I’m lifted from the ground and cradled in strong, familiar arms. Wincing through pain, I reach up and push aside the shroud, seeing Agis’ handsome, anguished face. Before I can speak, the cloak falls from his shoulders and a shadow falls over the two of us.

      It’s then that I know it’s too late, that I’m already gone, and that this is a hallucination or possibly a post-death delusion. Because the shadow hovering over the two of us are the worn, leathery wings of my dream lover. The last thing I hear is the snapping flap and the rush of wind in my ears as we’re lifted off the ground and into the cold, frigid air above the academy.
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      Hildi

      

      My first thoughts are of Valhalla. The gardens. The heroes. The place for champions. I’m terrified of what I’ll find when I open my eyes. Will Odin even grant me entrance into Valhalla? The Valkyrie didn’t come for me.

      It was the God of Death.

      Pain strikes, seizing at my side, followed by icy coolness. The sensation jerks my body, including my eyes, open. I’m in a small bedroom, fire roaring in the stone fireplace against the wall. There’s a bed, a dresser, and a chair.

      Agis, the man, the Immortal, kneels by the bed, cleaning the wound on my side. With every ounce of strength I can muster, I reach for him, gripping his thick wrist.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      Soulful eyes burn into mine.

      “Infection will spread if I don’t clean and bandage it.”

      “That whole time, it was you, wasn’t it? Walking into my dreams?”

      His jaw tenses. “Those weren’t dreams.”

      Before I can respond to that bit of information, he pours icy alcohol over my side, and I writhe in pain. I’m scared to look at the injury, so I focus elsewhere, seeing that my legs and feet are bare, and that he’s already wrapped both in white, pristine cloth.

      “Gods,” I grunt, as he pokes and prods the injury. “What are you using, pins and needles?”

      “Not exactly.” He grimaces.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “This was much easier when you were asleep.” One of his large hands clamps down on my shoulder, keeping me still. “The creatures' teeth extracted when they met flesh. They’re stuck inside.”

      Bile rises in my throat and hot tears prick at my eyes. I face away as he works, the process slow and painful. Occasionally I hear the small clank of a tooth falling into a ceramic bowl and just when I think I can’t take much more, he wipes the wound once more and lays a flat bandage over it.

      A million questions run through my mind; where are we? Why did he bring me here? What’s happening back at the Academy? Where are the Immortals and why, why did he hide himself from me all those nights we were together?

      But they catch in my throat, overwhelmed by exhaustion. I drift with the sensation of him nearby. I may not know what or why Agis did what he did, but I’m certain of one thing.

      I’m safe.
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* * *

      The knock at the door draws me from a groggy sleep. I shift toward the door, well, as much as I can with the aching pain throughout my body. Agis is in the doorway, his broad shoulders blocking my view of who is on the other side. He speaks in low tones and when he’s finished he shuts the door, holding a tray of food.

      “Who was that?” I ask, struggling to sit.

      He frowns at my movement. “Just someone bringing us food.”

      “This place has room service?” It’s supposed to come out sarcastic, it doesn’t. “Seriously, where the hell are we?”

      He walks over to the window and pushes aside a white curtain. There’s a garden outside, lush and green.

      “Miya’s tea house?”

      “On the property.” He drops the curtain. “The garden and kitchens will provide food and medical needs. It’s heavily warded. We should be safe while you heal.”

      We.

      I’m still struggling with this. An emotion flickers across his face—guilt, perhaps. Regret?

      He should have both.

      “There is no ‘we’, Agis. You made that clear.” Although that clarity is now anything but.

      He exhales and grabs a steaming bowl off the tray, then drags the simple wooden chair over to the side of the bed. He sits, spooning up broth. I’m surprisingly hungry, and don’t resist as he lifts the spoon to my mouth and feeds me.

      There’s a long moment of quiet as I eat, my body growing warm with every spoonful. Once the bowl is empty, he rests the spoon in the bottom and sets it back on the tray.

      “I’m sorry for not being truthful to you, but in my defense, I was trying to protect you.”

      His expression is sincere, his shoulders curved. He looks at me imploringly.

      “That sounds like a load of bullshit.” I lean back into the soft pillows. “I didn’t even think you were real. I thought you were just something I made up. Some kind of angelic sex machine.”

      “I know, and I know that complicates things. I started coming to you because you needed support.” His eyes hold mine. “You needed a release.”

      My body tingles as he speaks, thinking of our intimacy. He was so gentle. So loving. So very, very giving. I struggle to reconcile that person with the warrior before me. The one that has rejected me time after time.

      “I knew if Victorine found out about the bond between all of us, she’d do whatever she could to destroy it, but I also believed in the power we held together—”

      “Wait, you believed it the whole time?”

      “Yes.” He clenches his jaw, like he’s trying to decide if he should tell me something. “Hildi…”

      “What are you hiding from me?”

      His eyes drop to the floor. “The bond between us…it slid into place for me a long time ago.”

      “How long?”

      He swallows, his normally warm skin turning ashen. I’ve never seen him this nervous.

      “Back at The Nead, shortly after the battle with the Morrigan.”

      My head spins. “At The Nead? But that’s before…”

      “Before we got to the Academy. Before we agreed to take on this Crusade. I knew then that you were my mate.”

      The information stuns me. If he felt a bond between us back then, it had nothing to do with the gods or finding balance or this mission we’re on. What does that mean about the others? Is what we’ve shared part of this game or is it something else?

      “I don’t have the answers to you questions,” he says, reading my mind. “I’ve been confused for months. So much so that I went to Dylan for council; he’s the one that suggested I keep it to myself, let you determine if you felt the same way. But then Christensen told you that it was part of something bigger—not exactly real—just part of winning the war, and I felt foolish.” He flexes his fist. “Jealous. I went to his office after he was gone, looking for anything that could explain what was happening.”

      “The day I found you there.”

      He nods. “I’d found a book that talked about masking your appearance—something that came easily to me due to being able to cloak myself as the God of Death.”

      “And the wings? Where did they come from?”

      “Like other abilities, they appeared when I arrived at the Academy.”

      Everything he says rocks me deep in my bones. I feel like every moment we’ve known one another is a false memory. I think of the arguments, of the physical fights, the verbal sparring. The rejection. The fact I felt unsure that what I was experiencing was even real.

      I think of the intimacy and what we shared together, desperately wanting to see the face of my winged lover and believing my mind couldn’t conjure up someone so perfect.

      The next words I speak come out in a low whisper.

      “You need to leave.”

      “Hildi—”

      “Go.”

      I turn on my side, facing the wall, fighting through the pain tearing through my side. He stands over me longer than I’d like and if I had to fight him, there’s no fucking chance I’d win. Not today. Finally, though, he picks up the tray and heads to the door.

      “One thing,” I say, while I know he’s still in the room. “Did the others know?”

      I hear his exhale. “No. Armin may have suspected, but no.”

      I feel a slight sense of relief that I haven’t been fooled by everyone.

      Again, I turn away, shutting my eyes and him out. I hear the door click closed and once I’m sure he’s gone, truly gone, I allow the tears to fall.
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* * *

      I don’t see Agis again.

      Food arrives at the room while I sleep, and my bandages are changed the same way. I assume it’s the caretakers of the garden—Miya’s staff. Slowly, I heal, and after a few days I’m able to get around well enough that I walk outside for the first time. I tilt my face upward, basking in the warmth of the sun.

      Now that my mind is cleared, I can’t stop wondering what happened back at the Academy. Where are my Immortals? Elizabeth? Luke and Darius?

      That’s my regret in sending Agis away. He was a lifeline. A link. I don’t even know how to get out of this place.

      I wander over to a small pond. Water trickles down a rock fountain and fat, shiny, golden fish swim under the surface. One breaks the surface, wide mouth gaping, and quickly vanishes, darting away. When the water stills, I look at my reflection and see a second just behind me.

      Instinctively, I reach for my sword, but of course it’s not there—I’m weaponless and alone.

      “Hildi.”

      The voice rattles me, bringing up more emotion than just fear. Anger. Betrayal. Loss.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I say as I turn. Marshal stands before me. The anger flickers when I see that his clothes are torn, and his face is smeared with dirt. Or is that blood? Before he can answer he stumbles, falling to his knees. “What happened?”

      His green eyes blaze up at me—accentuated by the foliage in the garden. “Victorine got the key.”

      “What? How?"

      Fear blooms—also suspicion. I don’t trust Marshal, but there’s something else. Only one person knows where the key is hidden and there’s no way he betrayed me, which means...

      I reach for him, attempting to jerk him to his feet. “Take me back. We’ll stop her.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s too late.”

      “What do you mean it’s too late?”

      He coughs, and blood splatters across his palm. A trickle runs down his lip. “She’s opened the gate and gotten through to the temple.”

      Cold wind rustles through trees.

      “What are you saying?”

      I know the answer, but I want to hear him say it. Need to.

      “The apocalypse has begun.”
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      After you grab Valkyrie’s Sacrifice on pre-order, check out the COMPLETE! Pioneer’s Series, available on Kindle Unlimited.
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      To keep up with Angel for fun, entertainment and exclusive book updates please join, Angel’s Antics, on Facebook!

    

  

cover.jpeg
ACADEMY\‘OF IMMORTALS

M e





