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A Court of Ice and Wind 
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Cass Saélihn is light years away from her four mates. 

She knows they’ll come for her. She knows they’ll never abandon her. Yet she isn’t some defenseless damsel, sitting on her ass and waiting for her hot, alpha males to rescue her. 

She won’t accept the fate of being in another cage.

Even though she’s heavily guarded. Even though the torque on her neck binds her, rendering her powerless.  

She won’t allow Ares and Apollo to sever her mating bond to her beloved mates, no matter how they seduce, threaten, or torture her. She knows if the rogue gods can’t make her their queen and weapon in a war between the gods, they’ll destroy her. But she doesn’t bend, and she’ll never break.

They may have a terrible plan for her, but she’s reserved worse for them. 

Now she awaits the one chance to strike back and return to her mates, who she knows are coming for her.
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The God of Sun tore me away from my mates. 

Their agony at seeing me taken impaled my heart like a wooden stake, but now wasn’t the time to cry. I had work to do and a plan to make—to return to my mates, where I belonged. 

“We’ll come for you, Cass baby!” They roared their determination and devastation, too far away to do anything else. 

My males would rain down their wrath upon our enemy. They would find a way. They didn’t make empty promises. 

They would come for me and tear both hell and heaven apart to set me free. 

I had no doubt. 

But we needed to fight smarter, and dirtier, since the gods were more powerful. The last thing I wanted was for my mates to rush to Mount Olympus, charge into the battle blindly and full of rage, and get themselves killed. 

They were everything to me; any of them perishing would just shatter me. 

“Don’t come for me before you’ve got a solid plan!” I barked back, trying to sound masterful and upbeat, but I failed at both. I hoped the wind could send my last message before Apollo made me disappear with him. I could already feel his breath on my neck, making my hairs stand on end. 

He didn’t teleport; instead, he dragged me behind him as he sailed along the slipstream that the gods travelled. The sun god once rode the chariot of fire across the sky, and now he wanted to show me how I was under his mercy. 

I was a pathetic sight, caged within the tight net of his crimson light, unable to move an inch, hauled along like luggage. 

“Hey, where the fuck are you taking me to, batshit?” I shouted after him. 

I couldn’t move, but I could still hurl insults his way. And hurl them I did, many of them and often; I was so good at it, since being locked inside the cage for over a decade had honed my skill at annoying people. 

“You’ll learn to respect, desire, and submit to me, Cassandra Saélihn,” Apollo said in a flat tone, but he sped up, which meant I’d riled him. 

But his sour mood didn’t do me any good because the ride soon became bumpier in the high air, turbulent and angry. 

I wasn’t going to compromise though.  

“Sure, I’ll respect, desire, and submit to you,” I offered.  

He looked back at me over his shoulder, his handsome features softening a little. “You will? So easily, Cassandra?” 

“Yes, sun god, when the sun comes out of your asshole.” 

He frowned and the ride grew volatile again. “We’ll need to work on your sparkling personality once we get to my palace. You were raised as a wild animal, but it’s nothing I can’t fix. I saw your great potential the first time I laid my eyes upon you. I’ll make it my personal mission to transform you into a glorious goddess before I wed you.”

My heart skipped a beat. He intended to force himself on me. I sneered to cover up my dread. However, I needed more intel. 

“And just how are you going to achieve that submission, Apollo?” 

“At any cost,” he said. “And by any means.”

So, he was determined to tame me by using brutality. Icy fear cracked in my veins again, despite my apparent bravado.

Yet a small glimmer of comfort and hope flicked alive like a tiny flame in my stomach. He wouldn’t rape me before he’d made me live up to the standards he’d set for me. So long as I could stall him and hold on, I would make it until my mates came to save me, or I made my own escape. 

I tried twisting my torso inside the cage of light and failed again. It had me held tight.

And soon I’d be in another cage, an even worse one.

I’d once sworn I would rather die than return to any cage, but I’d since changed my mind. I would suffer through anything for my mates. For them, I’d hang in there.

“Are you bringing me to Mount Olympus?” I demanded. 

“What do you think?” he asked lazily. “I’d like to hear your thoughts, since they’re often entertaining when your mouth isn’t too foul.” 

“Since I’m one of the goddesses, I have equal rights as you.” I was testing him. “I’ll protest your treatment of me before King Zeus and the jury of gods. You have no fucking business abducting me. Return me to the Academy now, and I’ll forget all about it.” 

“There’s no jury, little Cass. We aren’t humans. You were raised among those ants, so you think small like them. The first lesson I offer you is never to apply the puny human standards to the gods. Zeus rules all as a tyrant since the beginning of time. If you think to gain some sympathy amongst the gods, you’d better drop the idiocy, or you won’t survive long. Zeus, the role model to us all, is a cheater and a rapist. He has violated countless women, including mortals, immortals, and goddesses. He even forced himself on Persephone, your stepmother, and then covered up his act by helping your father abduct her to the Underworld.”

“Just like how you’re abducting me?”  

“I’m not kidnapping you,” he said. “I’m giving you a true future. The method might seem harsh, but it’s necessary for a stubborn creature like you. Your former lovers brainwashed you. They plucked you away just when you were about to make your debut in Olympian society. They took advantage of your naivety, and I have every intention of correcting these wrongs and undoing all the damage they’ve done.” 

“So you say. If it’s not an abduction, you’ll remove the rope made of fucking light from me.”

“I can’t do that, Cass. It’s for your own good. We’re travelling through the slipstream. If I cut you loose, you’ll fall into another dimension and be lost among worlds of monsters. You don’t want that, do you?” 

The gods didn’t think of themselves as monsters. Delusional assholes.

I scanned the endless clouds on either side of the path that stretched ahead of us. Strangely, there wasn’t even any wind there, despite our speed as we glided through our highway in the sky. 

“Is this a ley line?” I asked. 

“It’s superior to the supernaturals’ ley lines. Don’t forget we’re gods. You’re a god, too, yet you’re also something more. I just need to figure out the other part.” 

I couldn’t help but sneer. “How can you be so sure I’m Hades’s daughter? You could be mistaken!”

“The major gods can sense each other’s bloodlines,” he said, ignoring my verbal challenges, and whistled. “We’re home.” 

A vast patch of land loomed ahead. I could see the outlines of silver streams and lush gardens encasing an amethyst palace. 

Fuck! 

The whole place was suspended in the sky! How was I going to escape, then? 

My heart sank further into an icy pit of despair as the slipstream disappeared behind us and we approached the courtyard, but that just made me meaner. 

“So, this is Mount Olympus,” I snorted, derisive. “Where is the mountain made of pure gold?” 

“If you like gold,” said Apollo, “your future throne, crown, and bed will all be made in its purest form.”

My future throne? Apollo wanted to put me on a throne in Mount Olympus? No, he meant his own throne with me beside him as his trophy bride. Huh, the dude still craved Zeus’s seat. Everyone knew that the sun god and the sea god had once conspired to overthrow Zeus.  

The Olympians didn’t like failure. It made sense that Apollo wanted to try again. That was some good news for us. It’d be easy for earthlings to strike the gods when they were weak from warring against each other. 

I bit my lip to hide a smile. I should encourage this war of the gods. But my mood dimmed the next second as another truth clicked into place within me—Apollo wanted me to be his weapon to kill Zeus. That was one of the reasons he’d kidnapped me. 

“You’re not ready for Mount Olympus,” Apollo said. “I won’t parade you in front of everyone before you’re ready.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ready for what?”

“I’ll speak more of my plans only when you’ve earned the right, and I suggest you start now. First, you can drop your catty attitude.”

I would earn nothing, but instead destroy everything this fucker had, and then he could comment more on my attitude. 

“Don’t be so eager to go to Mount Olympus to present your case, little Cass. Unlike me, the other gods will tear you limb from limb if they ever discover just how dangerous you are.” 

He dragged me ahead roughly until we stood before the towering palace. White flame licked at its façade, guarding the entrance. 

“Will you remove this fucking uncomfortable net?” I demanded. “Where can I possibly run when you set your lair in the middle of nowhere? If you’re so intimidated by a girl in a cage, however will you take on Zeus?” 

“Intimidated by you, little mouse?” he hissed. “I’m only taking precautions.” 

But he waved a hand, and the net of light dissolved from around me. Before I could lunge and kick him in the balls, his hand lashed out, faster than lightning. 

I’d reacted a split second too late. 

A gold torque, ornate with cursed, ancient runes, clicked around my neck to latch right by the nape; it held me tight, bound and collared. 

“You’re allowed to roam in my realm, as I’m a gracious and beneficent god, but you’ll have to wear this all the time.” 

I threw up my hands in rage and blasted my most lethal flames at the Sun God. My fires rose in sparks, all-consuming, a crescendo... then whimpered, and sank into the bottom of the abyss. 

Apprehension hit me like a fist to the gut. The torque served to bind my power. 

“You said you liked gold, didn’t you, little Cass?” Apollo said with a swaggering smile. 
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I clutched the torque, attempting to pull it apart, to break it open, but it didn’t budge. I shook it, bellowing with my goddess strength. I turned it this way and that, trying to pry it off my neck. It didn’t move. The torque was like the cage that had once contained me and the curse that had shackled my power. 

Apollo folded his arms before his chest, watching me struggle.

“Let me know when you’re finished with your tantrum,” he said in a bored voice. 

I wanted to spit in his face, but that wouldn’t achieve anything other than maybe getting a punch in my face, and with my power bound, I was at a great disadvantage. 

I summoned my fire again. It was now but a whimpering glimmer at the bottom of my magical lake. The runes on the torque were extremely potent and even sentient. Sensing me fighting the binding, they sank hundreds of invisible needles into my neck.

I screamed in pain. I couldn’t help it. 

“Stop fighting it, Cass.” Apollo frowned at me. “It’ll only get worse.” 

I let my power slide back, and the agony ceased, leaving a dull echo of pain. 

“Remove the fucking collar, Apollo!” I growled, my eyes flashing with dark fire that couldn’t come out. 

“It’s not a collar,” he said. “It’s a torque with on opening at the front. A collar is for a beast, which you aren’t. Unless you prefer a collar, then I’ll make a modification to suit your need. However, you are a goddess, so a torque in the guise of an exquisite necklace befits you. I commissioned it particularly for you as soon as I learned of your existence. I’ve been waiting to meet you for a long time. Finally, we’re going to spend a lot of alone time together.” 

“We can spend alone time with each other when you get this fucking collar off me.”

“Now you’re being difficult.” He flashed me a brilliant, white smile. “Let’s not quarrel. It’s important we build an amiable relationship.”

He was a worse psychopath than Phobos, and he obviously believed only his own opinion mattered.  

“Don’t pout, little Cass,” he said. “I’ll take it off when I can trust you.” 

I shook my head in disgust. I wasn’t pouting. I was sending him a death glare. Even that proved to be a waste of energy. 

I had a very bad feeling about how this was going to turn out for me. 

“What’s your definition of trust, if you even have one?”

“When you’re willing to be my ally, my lover, my bride, and my queen, then I’ll let you roam the universe, free and by my side.” His voice softened and grew more enticing. “Look at me, Cass. This is what you’ll get.”  

His entire being glowed in glorious beauty. His perfect godly body stood tall. His red-golden hair flowed in light, and his green eyes made the world pale in comparison. 

He was flawless. 

But his allure didn’t work on me. 

All I wanted was to punch his perfect face, but he would hit back, and I would lose. I flexed my itching fingers and glued them to my sides. 

Fight smarter and dirtier. I reminded myself. 

Months of living with my mates had taught the importance of strategic moves. But what was the right move here? 

I could only sneer at Apollo when I thought of my mates. 

“I see that you’re tired,” he said. “It was a long day for you.” He offered me his arm as if he were still a gentleman. “Come, Cass, you won’t be in need of anything in my palace.” 

I refused his arm. I wouldn’t be able to drink from him anyway, not with the collar tight around my neck. Touching him would only make my skin crawl, no matter how gorgeous the sun god was. 

But I strode beside him, my chin high and my spine straight, so his minions would understand from my signature attitude that I was his equal, and that they must take my orders, too. 

Apollo chuckled as he led me toward the front entrance of the Amethyst Palace.

I studied the double doors of gold and the white flame travelling along it in an endless circle. 

The doors glided open inwardly at Apollo’s approach, while the flame kept flowing through the empty space. The sun god passed through the flame as if it was wind, but I halted. 

“Are you going to drop the light show?” I asked. 

He arched an eyebrow. Reys did it way better than him. “What?” 

“The fucking fire.” 

I had my own flames, but I wasn’t sure of the aggressive fire guarding the entry, especially when my own were repressed by the torque. 

He quirked both eyebrows. “Are you being funny, Cass?” 

I wanted to punch him even more. 

“When I’m trying to be funny, you’ll know.” I put my hands on my hips. “Is this how you treat your honored guest?”  

I was changing my strategy. 

I wouldn’t call myself a prisoner, though I was one. Words were powerful. If I insisted on naming him my jailor, the sun god might act like one. I needed to appeal to his fake noble side while he had the upper hand. 

“The flame can’t harm you,” he simply said. 

“Right, and I was born yesterday.” 

“To me, you were born yesterday.” He sent me an amused, self-indulgent smile. “The flame can’t harm a powerful god or goddess, but it’ll stop a lesser being from entering my domain. Don’t you want to see which type you are? You doubted if you were Hades’s daughter. You denied you were one of us. It’s time for you to acknowledge and step into your true role. Come now. Do not stall.” 

“True role my butt!” I said. “I’m not one of you, and I have no urge to prove anything to you or your sorry lot. I won’t step through that fucking door unless you either drop the flame or—”

Apollo waved a hand and powerful, unseen hands dragged me toward the cascade of the white flame, and then I was inside the foyer, a ribbon of silver fire clinging to my tri-colored hair. 

“See how easy that was, foolish girl?” Apollo asked. 

I decided to change my strategy again. To hell with my former decision of not antagonizing the sun god too much. 

I leapt into the air to kick Apollo, my wet boot aiming at his jaw. The giant god sidestepped faster than a laser beam, and I flew past him. 

I landed in a crouch, turned, and snarled at him. 

“Congratulations, little Cass,” he said mockingly. “You’ve just proven what you refuse to accept. Shall we keep going? You’re quite wet, if you haven’t noticed.” 

I rose to my feet. It was damn uncomfortable to have damp fabric clinging to my body. If I had access to my fire, I could dry it in a second. 

“Whose fault was that?” I hissed. 

The sun god’s green eyes dipped lower, to settle on my nipples, which pricked against the wet clothes. I immediately folded my arms over my chest to block his view. 

He chuckled lightly. “You fell into the waterfall pools, and I pulled you out.” 

Why did I even bother to point out facts and argue with a psycho, especially while I couldn’t even send my fire to make him bald like what I’d done to the fae bitch who bullied Amber? 

“Let’s get you a bath and some dry clothes,” he said, as if he was the nicest guy in the world. 

I ignored him as I surveyed the hall. 

The walls were made of gold, and the windows were framed by blue diamonds. When I left this gilded cage, I planned to stash as many diamonds as I could into my pockets. 

They could be my dowry to my mates. 

“Where is everyone?” I asked, a sinking feeling in my stomach. I didn’t want to be alone with the psychopath in such an enormous place. “You’re the sun god, Apollo. A god like you should have a huge entourage, a horde of servants, and minions, right? Otherwise who is going to help you dry your feet and wipe your ass?”  

He shook his head, obviously deciding to ignore my snide comments. 

“I thought you’d appreciate some privacy, so I ordered everyone to make themselves scarce for your first day here. But don’t you worry, little Cass. You’ll have your lady-in-waiting.” 

He snapped his fingers, and a beautiful, fair-skinned female in a blue flowery dress materialized in front of us. 

The woman curtseyed. “Lord God.” 

She had blond hair, green eyes, and pointed ears. She could be Ambrosias’s twin. 

“What the fuck?” I exclaimed. “She’s a fae.”

“I have more exotic servants if you want to see them all,” Apollo said carelessly. “I collect all sorts of species, and they’re each bound to my will, serving me in utter obedience and devotion.”

The asshole god enslaved Reys’s people. 

“Did you abduct her as well?” I asked, fuming. 

“You tire me, Cass,” he sighed, “and I haven’t shown anyone the degree of patience I’ve exhibited for you. Don’t use up all of my grace on your first day.” He waved at the fae woman. “Show Goddess Cassandra Saélihn to her room. And perhaps, after a warm bath, she’ll be more cordial.” 

He strode away. 

And my mind immediately ran wild. Should I attempt my escape now? 

It’d be futile anyway. 

I needed to learn about this place and Apollo’s endgame, then map out my own countermoves. 

“Goddess Cassandra Saélihn, this way,” the fae female said as she glided ahead of me, heading in the opposite direction of the sun god. 

I narrowed my eyes at Apollo’s back, my nostrils flaring and my body trembling from the icy wetness. 

“Please, Goddess Cassandra Saélihn.” The fae half turned towards me after she noticed I wasn’t following. “I’ve prepared a warm bath for you. I’ll be punished if you catch a cold.” 

“I never catch a cold,” I said as I jogged toward her. “Call me Cass. And what’s your name, fae chick? You know, two of my mates are fae, too.” 
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I followed the fae servant, Aurora, through the winding halls of the Amethyst Palace, trying to store every turn and exit in my memory bank. But whenever I turned a corner, the corridor behind me just vanished. Then, suddenly, I was inside a room. I didn’t even remember walking through the door. 

What kind of fucked up place was this? 

“There’s no point in tracing the path, Goddess Cass,” Aurora said. “The palace shifts at the will of His Lord God. This room is specifically assigned to you. We’re in the west wing right now, but tomorrow this room could be moved to the east wing, depending on how pleased His Lord God is with you.” 

“Do I look like I give a fuck if he’s pleased?”

I tried to keep my emotions off my face, but my heart sank knowing that I was at his mercy. 

“Any necessity you need—dresses, shoes, toilette—are all in your room,” Aurora continued in a pleasant tone. 

I swept my gaze over an ivory bed, a vanity, puffy chairs, and then the unbarred window. On the other side of the glass panes, a storm brewed over a gray sea. Was that for real? When Apollo dragged me along the slipstream, I hadn’t seen an ocean, only endless clouds. 

“The palace is floating in the sky. Where did the ocean come from?” 

“Isn’t it lovely?” Aurora said admiringly, peeking outside. 

“There’s a storm.” I reminded her. 

“That means His Lord God is brooding. He can make everything happen. If you want a garden view, all you have to do is ask him very nicely. You can even have blossoms hanging over your window and the moon shining on your face. Although, I don’t recommend you ask for a moon since His Lord God is the God of Sun. But still, he might do it for you. I can see he’s very fond of you. In the past, His Lord God was fond of a few others as well, but they didn’t last. I do hope you last longer.” 

“Don’t hope for that,” I said, studying her. Everything about her was like pretty plastic, but she wasn’t a robot. She was a fae. “What did he do to you to make you this way, Aurora?”

She blinked. “I exist solely to please His Lord God.”

“Where were you from originally, Aurora?”

“I was born in the Amethyst Palace, the Wonder of Future Olympus, born to serve. His Lord God wants me to please you, and I’ll please you to please His Lord God.” 

I eyed her wearily. I wouldn’t gain any useful information from her. 

“Are there many others here like you?” I asked. 

“Yes.” She beamed. “I hope you’ll meet them one day if you last long enough.” 

“That asshole must have drugged you to make you this way.” 

She frowned for the first time, fear forming in her green eyes for a heartbeat. Under Apollo’s influence, the fae seemed incapable of feeling any intense emotion. 

“You shall not blaspheme, Goddess Cass. You’ll be sent to the most undesirable place if you don’t behave, even for a goddess.”

“Who’s going to send me?” I sneered. “This is already the most undesirable place; where else can he send me to?” 

Aurora sighed, then smiled the next second. “Are you ready for your bath?”

“I can handle my own bath. You’re excused.” 

Instead of leaving, Aurora waved her hand over an unseen sensor, and the wall pulled open from the middle, revealing a large bath chamber. 

Steam rose from a gold tub large enough to swim in. On a marble bench was a stack of white towels. On a high counter lay three sets of gowns. 

“His Lord God had us prepare everything for you in anticipation of your arrival, Goddess Cass,” Aurora said. “You’re so lucky.”

“He’s a fucking stalker.” 

Aurora threw her hand over her mouth to cover a gasp. 

“Go take a coffee break, Aurora.” 

“I don’t drink coffee. I must stay to serve you, or His Lord God will be displeased.” 

I started losing patience, more so since I was cold and wet. 

“Wait outside, or I’ll punch your face and send you back to Apollo and we can see who’s more displeased.” 

She stopped smiling, which rolled the world back towards sanity. But she still didn’t leave, instead loitering outside the bath chamber awkwardly. At least she gave me a little space.

I peeled off my wet blouse with a sigh and stepped into the steamy gold bathtub. 
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My mates’ desperate, enraged roars rang in my ear. I reached for them, only to wake up and find myself alone in an ivory bed. 

Their muscled arms weren’t around me. I didn’t have their hard, warm chests to lean on. I had no one to kiss my lips at first light, calling me “Cass baby” with a teasing smile and sexiness in their voices. 

What had happened wheeled back—the fucking sun god had kidnapped me. He’d torn me away from my mates. 

Angry tears clung to my lashes, but I would not allow myself to cry in the enemy’s lair. 

Sunlight beamed through the silky curtain, taunting my cheeks. 

I turned my head to peek out the window. 

Where an angry ocean rolled yesterday, now stood a bright, lush garden. The sun god could mold and shift everything in his domain with a thought. He was showing me that my thoughts of escaping were futile.

I’d challenge him. I’d escape when I found an opening. I’d figure out the mechanics of this place first and determine where the slipstream hid.  

I flung the velvet blanket off me and swung my feet off the bed. 

A shadowy figure rose from the ground and popped up in front of me. I yelped and instinctively threw my hands up, but my air magic didn’t even cause a breeze. The torque around my neck flashed a dark, violet light and sent a shockwave of pain through my nerve endings—punishing me for attempting to call my magic.  

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Goddess Cass,” Aurora said, bowing at me and beaming. “Rise and shine.” 

Damn that girl. I ignored her and focused on the torque. I wasn’t giving up. I wouldn’t be bound. I wouldn’t be caged. Not for long, anyway.

I clenched my teeth, ignoring the intense pain from the torque’s electric shock, and gathered my fires in my belly, commanding them to liquefy the torque. I pictured a stream of white-hot fire sheathing the alien object and burning it, growing hotter and hotter until it melts. 

Fucking melt it!

But my flames couldn’t rise above my magical well. They swirled around the walls, hissing in frustration before fizzling out. 

All that remained was a spark of ember, buried deep in the ash at the bottom of the well. 

I roared at the ember. You don’t fucking give up! Rise!   

The torque glowed, tightening on my neck, and cutting off my air supply. 

It allowed no defiance. 

Fucker! I didn’t need to breathe air to live. I’d learned that bittersweet secret after Phobos tried to poison me with the Devil’s Love. 

When the last ember failed to arise, I called Earth once more. 

It had aided me on many occasions. It might just give me a hand one more time to help dismantle the alien bind.  

I felt a response, like a glimmer, and my heart leapt. The twinkle winked out in the next instant. Earth was too far away. It had no root here. I couldn’t access its power. 

In my desperation, I clawed at the torque again. It only sank deep into my skin, cutting me, and the shock was like thousands of needles stabbing my neck. 

Breathing out a curse, I loosened my grip on the torque, and the pressure around my neck released. I dropped to the floor and doubled over, panting. At the same time, I darted my gaze around wildly in search of a weapon—anything hard. All I could come up with was to break the chair and wield one of its wooden legs.  

“Good morning, Goddess Cass,” Aurora repeated her greeting. “You look flushed.” 

“What are you doing here, Aurora?” I demanded. 

“I serve you, goddess. How was your sleep? Did you have sweet dreams?”

This was nuts! But I wouldn’t take out my frustration on her. Pity rose in me instead. The sun god had turned her, and probably many others, into a mindless slave.  

“Have you been here the whole night, watching me sleep?”

“Yes, I slept on the floor,” she said with a cheerful smile. “You snored at some point, but I won’t report it to His Lord God if you don’t want me to. I know how embarrassing it must be for you. A goddess isn’t supposed to snore.”

“I don’t give a fuck,” I said. “Report it to the psycho.” 

Her smile thinned and worry lines creased her forehead. “You should not curse, which you do quite a lot, Goddess Cass. As I said before, you don’t want to be sent to the horrible place.” 

I sighed. She was hopeless. It seemed there was nothing I could do for her. I sank onto the edge of the bed, grabbed a pillow, and wiped cold sweat from my forehead with its silky surface. 

Aurora lunged at me. Just before I shoved her away, I realized that she was only trying to help me dab the beads of sweat. She’d fight me to do what she considered her job. 

So, I sat stiffly and let her swab my skin with her silken handkerchief until she was satisfied and stepped back, peering down at me with a proud smile. 

“You did well, Aurora,” I said. “You can leave now. You don’t need to serve me. Find a bed to sleep. You shouldn’t sleep on the floor.” 

“I’m also here to escort you,” she said. “His Lord God expects you to join him for breakfast. It’s a great honor to be invited to dine with His Lord God, Goddess Cass.” 

I gave her a sour look. 

If I refused to go, Apollo might punish Aurora. I was hungry anyway, and I needed to find out what the no-good jerk Apollo was up to. I might need to change my strategies again and appear meek if I ever wanted to get the fuck out of here. 

When Aurora helped me put on a pale pink gown with more than enough skin exposed, I didn’t give her grief. The material was light and soft against my skin like none I’d ever worn. 

Apollo was trying to force me to step into a role as a goddess, or at least look like one. 

~
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As soon as I stalked out of my suite, Aurora scrambled after me. Five armored sentinels positioned outside the door moved into formation around me. They were here to escort me to see their master and to prevent me from escaping.  

The sentinels were minor gods. The torque confined my power, but I hadn’t lost my hyper senses. I could smell the power grade of each one of them. I was getting better at detecting different species as well. Somehow the ability just awoke naturally. 

If I’d had this prickly sense when I first met Apollo, disguised as the head of mages, I would have known he was a major god. 

Actually, I’d had my suspicions, but I had lacked experience. 

I wouldn’t beat myself up too hard for being green, considering I hadn’t been out of the cage for too long. 

“Hey dudes, isn’t it overkill to have five of you big guys guarding me?” I asked the sentinels. “You should complain about it to your boss, or I could on your behalf.” I spread my arms. “I’m just me, right? Totally harmless. I’m not going to kick your big, fat asses.”

None of them were fat. Gods were all fit and good looking, whether minor or major. 

The sentinels didn’t respond, but Aurora sent me a nervous glance. I shrugged. It was fine with me that they played mute. The day would just get more boring. 

We trod along the corridor of gold until we came to a grand dining hall. 

Aurora stepped aside at the entrance. 

“Goddess Cass, His Lord God is waiting,” she said, then merged into the background, becoming invisible. 

The sentinels didn’t follow either, as I strode into the hall with my chin held high, as if I owned the land.  

Badass attitude was important when dealing with a psychopathic god, but then my long, elegant gown got in the way. It was meant for me to glide toward the sun god like a high lady. The diamond-studded hem of the gown wasn’t exactly designed for me to march on. The high heels also added some degree of difficulty as I stomped across the golden floor.

Oh, how I hated the gown exposing my full bare back. But it was either that or wore nothing. 

I was ready to give Apollo hell, especially when I spotted him sitting alone at a table for two in the center of the splendid hall, waiting for me with a supercilious smile painted on his perfect, stupid face.

He thought he was so irresistibly sexy. I’d seen how his smile made everyone’s knees weak in the Academy. But I was Cass Saélihn. My knees didn’t go weak for anyone except my mates. 

Apollo believed if he took me away from my mates, I’d change my mind and fall for him. It made no difference, though. His high-voltage charm brushed off me and fell into deep, murky water without a ripple.  

This god dude was destined for disappointment. 

Over fifty servers, all young and beautiful, plucked from many races and species, lined up on the left side of the wall, eagerly waiting to serve Apollo. Some of them had exotic looks and otherworldly scents. They weren’t from my Earth. 

All the servers carried trays with a variety of drinks and food atop them. My gaze wandered to those dozens of different cakes, and I tried not to lick my lips. 

Upon my entry, a team of musicians on the low stage set at the right side of the hall laid their long fingers on the fingerboard, pulled their bows, and ran them across the strings. And just like that a lovely melody flowed out, waltzing in the air like light magic. 

How marvelous!

This was the kind of life I had dreamed of when I lived in the cage. I’d vowed that I’d give up part of my soul just to have a taste of a fine life like this. How had Apollo known my deepest desire? I hadn’t even told my mates this fantasy of mine. 

The sun god was more dangerous than I’d thought. He couldn’t seduce me with silk and gold, so he was attempting grandeur. But what he didn’t know, or at least what he refused to acknowledge, was that I didn’t want this luxurious lifestyle if I couldn’t enjoy it with my mates. 

I advanced toward him, my eyes burning with hate and fury. He took me away from a life I’d never imagined I could have, a fulfilled life I shared with my devoted mates, and now he tried to sell me an empty dream. 

Apollo regarded me, and his smile shifted. A dark challenge glinted in his green eyes that paled everything else in the hall. He’d seen the rage in me and was ready for it. 

I wanted to strike him, but it wouldn’t be wise while I had no power. I held back my urge to claw at the torque. I would only show my powerlessness in front of my enemy. 

“You look stunning, Cass,” Apollo said, eyeing my exposed cleavage. “The goddess gown suits you.” 

Just as I’d thought, he dressed me like a goddess, a role he certainly wanted me to play. He, however, wore a white polo shirt that stretched over his broad, muscled torso and white slacks that displayed his powerful legs. He knew I preferred attire designed by mortals. 

A male server, who looked more gorgeous than any supermodel in the human world, appeared at my side and pulled the chair out for me. I sensed his power grade. He was a minor god at the bottom of Olympian hierarchy. That’s why he served Apollo at the table. 

If the minor god dude was in the occupied human cities, he would be treated as a god and enjoy a lot of privileges, despite his lower status on Olympus. 

Apollo was showing off his powerful status. The servants one used always reflected the master. He also let me see his small army made of sentinel gods, yet another obstacle preventing my escape.  

I slouched down on the chair across from him and kicked off my shoes. 

When he arched an eyebrow at me in disapproval of my manners, I flung a shoe at his nose, faster than most could track. 

Unfortunately, he caught the slender heel without even looking in my direction. He was snapping his fingers, summoning the servers to bring over the meal. 

Gasps rippled like a wave through the hall, then all fell into a stunned silence. 

I frowned at Apollo. “No one has ever thrown a shoe at you?” 

“Don’t behave like a child, Cass,” Apollo chided. “It’s not funny anymore. And you’re too old for playing pranks. Most gods and goddesses mature at the age of two.” 

He clapped, and a beautiful female server, who smelled like an Earth witch, immediately scurried toward us. Apollo handed her my shoe, and she knelt in front of me. 

“Please, Goddess, allow me to put the shoe on your divine foot,” she murmured. 

“Really, Apollo?” I asked. “How can it be any fun if you’ve made all of them mindless?” 

“I didn’t do that to them,” he said. “There’s a cost for a mortal or weaker supernatural to be in the presence of a dominant god.” 

“Please, Goddess,” the server murmured, fear flickering in her almond-shaped eyes. “If I fail to serve, I’ll be sent to the horrible place.” 

If I turned her down, she’d be punished. But if I obliged, Apollo would think that I cared and would use it as leverage against me. 

You just couldn’t afford to care before your enemies. 

“Why the fuck do I care?” I hissed, but I stuck my bare foot out of the gown. 

“Now get the fuck out of here,” I ordered the moment she slipped the shoe on my foot. 

She darted a look at Apollo. At his nod, she scrambled away. 

I couldn’t afford to show kindness to any of them, but I wouldn’t be cruel to them, either, so I remained crude. This was also a new strategy against Apollo. If I put on a docile act right away, he would grow suspicious. So I acted predictably—throwing insults at him and being rebellious first. I would allow him to “tame” me after a while, and then fake being submissive as the result of his abuses. 

Then I’d strike him down the moment he let his guard drop.

“Shall I have the servants send away the cakes since you don’t want breakfast?” Apollo asked in faked politeness. 

“Who said I didn’t want breakfast?” I parried. “Why would I insult the host by refusing food?”

“You threw your shoe at me, which is considered a severe affront. I’ve killed many for not bowing to me appropriately.”

A few servants pressed themselves against the wall, shaking with abject terror.

The sun god was warning me. 

I smiled at him sweetly. “I threw only one shoe with no follow-up, so it doesn’t count as an offense.” 

“Then what is it if not an offense?”

“A warning.” 

He narrowed his green eyes. 

“I won’t be treated as a prisoner, Apollo.”

“You aren’t a prisoner. A prisoner has no privilege to share a meal with me. And do you know how many women have fought to be in your seat?” 

I rose. “Well, let them have it then, and I’ll just get the hell out of here.” 

He waved a current of sunbeam at me, which sat me back in the chair.  

“You’re my future bride, Cass. I prepared all this to get you used to the lifestyle of a goddess. You’ll learn everything you need to know under my coaching. In the end, you’ll claim your birthright, and fight and rule by my side as my queen.” 

He was baiting me. He only wanted to use me as a sharp knife to cut Zeus from the throne of Olympus. He must have seen some part of the prophecy that foretold I was the weapon to kill the gods, since he was also the God of Prophecy. 

There would be no ruling for me, only battle and inevitable death. 

“Sure, what a sweet dream for every woman,” I said. 

“It shall be your dream, little Cass. You’ll see it my way eventually.” 

How could one argue with a psychopath? 

The servants approached. One of them set down a mug of coffee with a lot of sugar and cream in it, just the way I liked. Then they laid cakes all over the table. 

Apollo watched me, waiting for my next move. 

I would just eat cakes. I’d take all he offered, and more, but give nothing back. That was a small revenge on my part.  

I took a swig of the steamy, creamy coffee, and nostalgia hit me straight in the face. My mates always provided me with a mug of coffee first thing each morning. We always chatted and joked during our coffee time. Among all of my mates, Lorcan was the worst at telling jokes because he’d been too serious for eons. It was a good thing that his male sexiness and magnetism made up for his bad jokes. I pushed the images of playing with my mates to the back of my mind. I couldn’t afford to show any weakness in front of the sun god. 

I lowered my head and stuffed my face with a lemon cake. Lemon reflected my mood now. 

Despite all of his faults, Apollo had excellent chefs. Even so, nothing tasted better it did than when I was with my mates. 

Apollo chucked. “Slow down, little Cass. No one will get between you and the cakes. How interesting you’re the only goddess who enjoys mortal food.” 

He didn’t know that I could eat anything, and I had no intention of informing him that I ranked at the top of the food chain. I could drink from a second-tier god. I might be able to drink from a major god like him if I was given a chance to practice. 

Apollo would never let me practice on him, of course. I’d have to find a way to sip him. One small step at a time, and he wouldn’t be alarmed. If I proved to be a threat he couldn’t contain, he’d eliminate me sooner than I’d realize. Even now when he needed me, I wasn’t safe. 

But I’d learned that the major gods could be killed. Right before Apollo kidnapped me, the elemental shifter had spoken. “Find the ancient scroll written in the god language. It shows the way to kill the gods.” 

Who the heck knew where the rabbit hole was? There were tens and thousands of rabbits and they all made holes. 

Maybe my fae mates would know of a specific rabbit hole? When they were in their panther form, they probably hunted rabbits. Earth, how I missed them all. 

“Do you like the view, Cass?” Apollo asked. 

Yeah, I had peeked out the window. It was all dark blue sky and stars outside. He was aiming for romantic. The sun god could change any setting with a mere thought, but I wasn’t going to play along. My expression was anything but impressed, and I was the champion of stubborn. 

“They’re fake. Aren’t you the God of Magic and Illusion, too?” 

“I might also be the God of Magic and Illusion, but I assure you, they’re real. I’m among the few who possesses the power to move Earth and Heavens.” 

“I thought only Zeus could do that.” 

I knew that would irk him. I needed more information from him regarding the current discord among the gods that might accelerate their civil war. If I could play a role in pushing them toward that direction, I would change the face of the war. After they beat each other to death, it’d be easier for us to pick off whatever was left of them and take them all down. 

Apollo sneered, an ugly crack through his perfect face. 

“Zeus isn’t all-powerful as mortals wrote in their inaccurate, pathetic mythology. Soon we’ll show them who the big Daddy is.” 

“Who is this we? It should be daddies instead of daddy, if there’s more than a singular individual.” 

Who were his conspirators? This was information I needed to know. 

Apollo leered at me. “You like to share males, don’t you, little Cass? Ares and I have talked about it, and we agreed to share you.”

I blinked. What the fuck? 

“We can sate your carnal needs,” he continued. “Your immortal mates can’t compete with gods, not even your demigod. Have you heard the myth about fae food? It is said that if a mortal eats fae food, all other food will taste of ash. Well, once you’ve lain with a god, no other shall satisfy you. Once you have our mighty cocks buried deep inside you, you’ll want only us. Ares and I will ravish you in every possible way. We’ll fuck you to oblivion and you’ll scream our names over and over.” 

I didn’t think it was possible, but he’d just succeeded in ruining my appetite. I wiped my mouth with a golden napkin that was folded like a swan and tossed it to the side of the table. 

My hostile gaze met the sun god’s, dark lust swirling like a beast in his green eyes. 

Fear I hadn’t known before clutched me in its cold, iron fist. Was he going to rape me? All gods were psychopaths. Many were mass murderers and rapists. They had no moral compass or conscience since they considered themselves superior to all other beings. 

If Apollo attempted to rape me, I’d be too weak to fend him off while the fucking torque bound my power. 

I let my rage rise to stomp out the fear. The gods were predators. Once Apollo smelled my fear, he’d use it against me, making me bend until I broke. 

“I can’t wait to relish you, to lick you and taste you all over, Cass,” he said, his heavy-lidded eyes lingering on my lips, which quivered in disgust. “I haven’t desired anyone this much for an eon. You’re one of a kind. Your power of fire and storm smells complexly delicious, as do you. Your magic has the imprint of our race, yet goes beyond.” 

I didn’t like his analysis and misguided flattery. I liked even less how he leered at me, like I was some sweet treat he couldn’t wait to bite into. I formed my hand into a fist and covered my lips, glaring at him to redirect his lustful gaze. 

He chuckled. “You don’t even know you’re the most sensual creature, little Cass. I can’t wait for your fiery passion to burn for me one day. Your sexy lips will wrap around the crown of my cock and suck so hard.” 

Fucker! Yeah, I would burn him with passion, alright, with all the white-hot fire in me. 

“You’re off the track again, Apollo,” I said in a bored voice. “You won’t get any passion from me if you keep all my power locked away with this fucking dog collar.” 

“As I’ve already explained to you, that isn’t a collar but a torque. And this is but a temporary arrangement. I’ll remove it when you fully submit to me, when I’m sure you’re mine.” 

Which meant he planned to rape me. It was a fate even worse than being caged.

A feeling of dread, colder and darker than anything I’d experienced before, slithered up my spine. But I wouldn’t let panic choke me. I couldn’t afford to lose my shit now. I balled my cold hands into fists under the table and pushed any fear down, and down, and down. 

Icy wind still roared in my ear, but my mind was mine again. 

“I bet Ares won’t be afraid of a little challenge,” I said. “As the masculine God of War, he’ll be man enough to face me and take off this wretched collar.”

Dark anger flashed in Apollo’s eyes, shading the beautiful green, but it was gone in the next instant. “Provocation won’t work on me, little Cass. You have a lot to learn and eons to catch up. For your sake, I hope you learn fast. First, you need to realize that you’ll have to let go of your former, ill-suited, lovers. They don’t care about you. They only wanted to fuck you, use you, and then discard you. I knew all of them personally, long before you were ever born. They wouldn’t have spared you a glance if they didn’t believe they could turn you into a weapon. 

“They plucked you when you were but a bud waiting to blossom and denied you the chance to grow into your true splendor. They took advantage of a naïve young girl, yet they couldn’t see your true essence, your true power. I, God of Sun, Knowledge, Prophecy, and Heavens and Earth, know how incredibly valuable you are, and I’ll shape you into the goddess you were born to be. I’ve chosen you as my queen.” 

Apollo had just usurped Zeus’s title, not that I cared. 

By now I was sure that there would be war among the gods, and Apollo needed me as his weapon, just as my mates had once wanted me to be their assassin before they had fallen for me.

I needed to get this crucial piece of information to my mates. 

A wave of sadness, longing, and worry slammed into me, catching me off guard. Where were they? My heart cried out for them. My soul wanted to crawl its way out of my shell to reach them.  

How I missed their touch, their heat, and their scent. Every one of them was smolderingly hot, intelligent, and deeply caring, yet they were all so different in many ways. 

When Pyrder lashed his wicked tongue over my nipple, when Reys kissed me hot and raw and made me burn for him, when Alaric thrust into me from behind, his massive, hard cock filling me, and when Lorcan sank his fangs into my throbbing, lust-filled veins....

A gasp escaped me. 

Apollo’s eyes grew even more hooded. The ignorant fucker thought I was hot for him. And he would try again and again to brainwash me and badmouth my mates. One thing he couldn’t understand was the mating bond between my mates and me—destined, anciently blessed, and unbreakable. But I held no illusions. The sun god would stop at nothing to break our bond. He would tear my soul apart to do just that, if he knew how. 

All of a sudden, a sense of cold clarity claimed me. 

Apollo was trying a soft approach right now—romancing and seducing me. But when all else failed, he’d resort to violence, or something worse, to break me, until I became his plaything. 

I almost sneered. He was an idiot if he thought he could tame, bend, or break me. Not even the cage, where I’d been locked for over a decade, had broken me. 

I looked him straight in the eye. “You’re an ancient, powerful being as well. Obviously you’ve seen the flaws of their ways, so you’d better prove yourself a better male and not do the same, such as taking advantage of me.” 

“All I want is for you to realize your full potential and be who you’re meant to be.”

It’s like I was talking to the wind. 

Apollo studied me, lust turning darker in his eyes. “You’re young, yet you’re a puzzle. And you’re immune to my power, which only makes me want you more, dear Cass. And I always get what I want.” 

I had to escape before he showed his complete psychopath face, before he could rape me and make me his fake “queen.” Despite being an immortal god, Apollo wasn’t exactly patient. He wouldn’t “court” me too long. 

It might be too late when my mates reached me, or too dangerous for them to get to me. I could no longer bide my time as I’d originally planned. Besides, I wasn’t some defenseless damsel, even without my magic at my disposal. 

I refused to be a victim. 

But I needed to hurry up, get my shit together, and figure out another new strategy. I needed to learn more about the gods’ weaknesses lodged in their politics and conflicts. 

“Scheming again, little Cass? Your tiny head never stops wheeling, does it?” Apollo asked.  Instead of sipping the fine wine in front of him, he sniffed at me. Even with the torque binding my power, he could still scent my magic. It was like a drug to him. 

“Scheme?” I snorted. “You’re one to talk. You’re the master of scheming and kidnapping.” 

He frowned. “I thought you got over that already. But if you haven’t, you will soon. You’d better pick yourself up fast since Ares is coming. He’ll be here any minute now. After he inspects you and is satisfied with what he sees, you’ll marry us both in secret. We don’t have the luxury of time to host a majestic wedding, but I think you understand our urgency.” 

My heart began to pound in terror. For many seconds, I couldn’t breathe. It was as if shards of glass had stuck in my throat. 

The notorious God of the War... He was even worse than Apollo, one of the worst beings in all the worlds. I’d once overcome his son, who could strike terror in the heart of any man, but I wouldn’t match up well against Ares, especially with the torque binding my power. 

His coming would be another nightmare and present a major obstacle, making it even more difficult for me to flee. 

I needed to try again to get rid of the torque if I expected to survive this. 

I finally found my voice and rose to my feet. “I should return to my room to get ready if Ares is coming.”

“You look perfect, little Cass, so no, you won’t be excused. Besides, you haven’t finished your breakfast. I heard nothing could stop you from eating cakes.”

But for the first time, I had no appetite for another slice of cake. 
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“Your former barbarian lovers lack elegance,” Apollo started again. “I heard that you grew up in the wild, so I understand it’ll take time to shape you into a fine goddess and finer queen.” 

“Oh, I like their barbaric ways,” I taunted.  

“Your opinion will change, and I’ll make sure of it.” 

If I punched him in the face, I’d only hurt my own fist without my power backing me up, so I flipped him the bird. 

“With proper guidance and grooming, you’ll eventually be rid of your crudeness and immaturity.” 

“Of course. After you shove all your maturity up your godly ass.” 

Everyone—the sentinels and the servants—stared straight ahead, tense and nervous. None dared to look at our table, but the violin music suddenly changed its tune. A softer, romantic melody floated through the hall. 

“Let’s dance,” Apollo said hoarsely as he stood suddenly, stretching a hand out to me. 

Hadn’t he heard the barb I’d just thrown at him? 

“Thanks, but I’ll pass,” I said, folding my arms before my chest. 

“All of the goddesses are great at dancing. As a future queen, you’ll learn to live up to the standard, and your training starts now.”

“I’ve decided to pass on the role, so there’ll be no training for me.” 

“Haven’t I told you to stop acting so immature?” he scolded. “You’re old enough to bear my offspring, behave as such.” 

“Fuck you! I’m not your fucking breeder.” 

“It wasn’t a request,” he said, his tone dangerous.

I snickered. 

Apollo lashed out, grabbing me. I hugged the edge of the gold table and used it as my anchor as he pulled me toward him. I resisted, kicking him. 

He waved a hand, and the table vanished, but I remained. 

Before I fell to my face at the sudden absence of furniture, Apollo hauled me to the open dance floor, his arm wrapping around my waist in an iron grip. 

Then we were on the move. 

It wasn’t a dance. He was dragging me back and forth while I countered his every move as I stumbled along. 

And this sun god called my mates barbaric. My males had never forced anything on me. They’d always respected my will, no matter how ridiculous and stubborn it had been at times. They spoiled me to no end. 

I raised a foot to stomp on him, my high-heel aiming for his toe, but he lifted me, leaving my feet to dangle in the air. I managed to bend a knee, ready to drive it hard into his nuts. 

“I’d caution you not to do that,” he said, pressing my body roughly against his. He was unbelievably strong, and his power was like that of a flaming star from deep space. It shouldn’t have surprised me, but it dismayed me. “You can’t hurt me. I’m a god. You’ll only arouse me if you continue fighting. And I don’t think you’ll want that with everyone watching. Or do you?” 

No one was watching. No one dared to watch. 

I straightened my knee. “Put me down!” 

“Will you behave?”

“If you let me off the fucking dance floor.”

“You’ll leave the dance floor only when you can dance properly. If you don’t know how, you can follow my lead, as you should always do. If you want the hard way, so be it. I’ve tamed the wildest horse in the universe and made it my personal ride. You’re no different than the wild beast.” 

I swung my arm to punch his ear, hoping to make it ring, but he grabbed both my wrists, lightning fast. Before I could kick him again, his legs clamped around mine, trapping them completely. 

“You really want to make a scene, little doll? I’m not like your pathetic lovers. Don’t think for a moment I’ll put up with your every whim and tantrum. And I have no issue tearing your gown off, right here, right now. You’ll never rein me in, but I’ll rule you. It’s time for you to learn your place.” 

His large hand hurled my wrists over my head, his height of over seven feet playing to his favor. His free hand seizing my chin, he dipped his head to crush his lips toward me.  

The vicious determination in his dark green eyes indicated that even his kiss would be a battle. It was a declaration of war, conquering and bruising. Before his lips could meet mine, I drove my forehead against his with all the strength I possessed. 

Wrath ignited in his eyes, and he grabbed my hair, yanking my head backwards. His mouth slammed onto mine. I hissed and my jaw opened. Just before my fangs emerged, he bit my bottom lip, the scent of his arousal hitting my nostrils. 

“Well, well.” A masculine voice boomed beside us. “What do we have here?”

Apollo jerked his head back, and my enraged eyes burned into a gorgeous god clad in black and white armor that hugged his powerful body like a second skin. 

A white vulture perched on his broad shoulder, its predatory eyes locked on me. Then the creature half-unfolded its wings and took off. 

“Ares,” Apollo hissed. “You should have announced yourself at the entrance. It’s a basic courtesy to me!” 

Ares laughed, his golden eyes that held heavenly fire fixed on me, wicked delight swirling in them.  

He was even taller and broader than Apollo. He didn’t carry a gold spear as the myth said. Despite his good-humored laughter, one could spot his nasty, hot temper lurking beneath it. Violence vibrated in his every fiber. Of course, the God of War was the incarnation of violence and carnage. 

The son of King Zeus and Queen Hera was one of the most powerful gods in existence. That was why Apollo aligned himself with Ares. Without the support of the war god, he could never rebel against Zeus. 

I wondered between these two punks who had recruited whom first. Alaric had once told me that Ares was an utter brute, vicious as hell, and Apollo was a sneaky, scheming pimp.  

“Then I’d have missed out all the fun,” Are said, his full attention on me. “I’ve never seen a partner dancing like that, dragging the other back and forth, scratching the floor. Is that the newest move in town while I was away?” 

While Apollo was distracted, I gathered my strength and wrenched my wrists in opposite directions, breaking his hold on me. At the same time, my fist struck out. 

Score! I punched the sun god in the face, hitting right on the corner of his lips. 

He threw his head backwards, a surprised look flitting across his face. He hadn’t expected my kind of strength. He should have. I was a goddess after all, but pain also exploded from my knuckles that had made contact with his teeth. 

Ares doubled over, roaring with laughter. 

Snarling, Apollo flung me across the floor before I could swing another punch toward his ear. At the same moment, Ares moved like a dark flash. Before I could lash out at him as well, his hands were at my throat.

“What the fuck are you doing, Ares?” Apollo shouted. “She can’t be unleashed. She’s too difficult to manage! That’s why she had to have four lovers. Even the four barbarians could barely handle her.” 

My mates had never handled or controlled me. While they were overprotective, they also let me do my own shit. 

I rolled across the hard, golden floor, and rose in a crouch, snarling. My power surged in me, buzzing on my skin. 

Ares had torn the torque from my neck. 

“Where’s the fun in leashing such a wild thing?” Ares scoffed. “I like fierce felines. The more savage, the better. The reward and joy are always greater when they finally succumb to me.”  

The God of War was called the conqueror in the battlefield and in bedroom. He even made the Goddess of Love his long-term lover, and she bore him three children. 

But tame me? The fuckers could try. I didn’t bend, and I would never break. 

“We’re lucky that she hasn’t come into her full power yet,” Apollo hissed, “but she’s still a hard nut to crack. Now the little bitch is your problem.” 

Ares spun the torque in his fingers. “A little challenge is healthy for the appetite. We must show the fiery little goddess we are her men, without binding her power. That’s the only way to make a bitch comply.”

“I wish you the best of luck.” Apollo crossed his bulky arms over his chest and stood by to watch. 

Ares’s eyes roved over me inch by inch. 

“Done gawking, asshole?” I asked with my chin pointing at him. 

Apollo hooted. 

My target was the torque in Ares’s hand, but I couldn’t let him know my desperate intention. I held his golden gaze, as if he was the focus point of the universe.  

Apollo hissed, obviously jealous, since I’d never looked at him with such intensity. 

Ares smirked in predatory delight. 

But I was no one’s prey. 

“Cass, right?” Ares asked. “You’re the one who still gives my son nightmares.” 

“He actually enjoyed his time with me,” I said, acting casual as I secretly worked my muscles. My power was back, eager to lash out. “Did he ask you to say hi to me? I’ve missed the sweet kid.”

“My son is an eon older than you.” Ares laughed. “I didn’t expect you to have such a sweetly cynical sense of humor at such a young age, but then, our kind usually reaches maturity at birth. But I heard you had a brief childhood.” 

My flames, a blend of black and blue that had burned through the poison of the Devil’s Love and ripped apart Hephaestus’s gold net, shot a stream toward the torque in Ares’s hand. 

The black fire was rumored to come from Hades’s realm. That was how Apollo and Phobos were sure that I descended from the God of Death. I’d discovered that I also possessed blue fire when I encountered Phobos the first time. Neither my mates nor I had unveiled its origin, but it came in useful, like now. 

A golden shield materialized in Ares’s hand, blocking my flames. My black and blue fires spun around the edge of the shield, sizzling in rage as they failed to find a way in. 

Ares chuckled. “I’ve invented more methods to distract, surprise, and kill than you could dream of, little girl. But I enjoy you throwing all that at me. My son debriefed me on your fires in great details. Any god who possesses godly fire has only one kind, but you possess two. So Aphrodite brought the case to her husband. Hephaestus is no fun, but he’s a diligent, brilliant researcher. He can’t stand an unsolved puzzle, and he can never fight the urge to create a device to counter any superpower. So he forged this shield to neutralize the combinations of fire from hell, Earth, and heavens.” 

“And I bet your lovely lover Aphrodite stole the shield for you to get another unlawful bang from you,” I said. 

This time, Apollo threw his head back and guffawed. “That was colorful.”

I mentioned the God of Love and Beauty to diffuse any idea Ares had on sharing me with Apollo. It would be easier to beat one rapist than two. 

“Aphrodite and I are no longer together,” Ares said. “We’d been with each other for too long. Plus, gods don’t think like a mortal or a supernatural. We don’t have moral boundaries as the weaklings do. You’ll change your way of thinking as time passes. We’ll have a positive influence on you. Apollo and I have decided to co-invest in you, but you still need to pass a test.” 

“What if I don’t pass the test?” I asked in a hiss. 

“Then you’ll be no use to us,” Ares said. “My son insisted that you are the most powerful, meanest bitch he’s ever met. Apollo insisted that you could be our queen and our honed weapon against all sides, and finally against our father. He’s ruled for too long. We need a new regime.”

“Right, that’s you and your buddy Apollo.” 

A rush of adrenaline shot through me.  

Indeed, the gods were going to war with each other, and these two hooligans thought to use me as a pawn and a weapon in their revolt. They’d both revealed their ambitions and grand plan, because they were so sure I would never escape them. 

They believed I was a permanent fly in their web. 

“But if you’re useless to us, we’ll dispose of you,” Ares said. “Beautiful women are a dime a dozen, but one who can match both Apollo and me in power is rare. I’ve torn the torque off your neck to give you a fighting chance, to see what you really have.” 

He twirled his shield like a pro and studied the fires. “The black fire comes from Hades. Only he and his descendants can wield dark fire from the Underworld. Like Apollo, I also sensed death essence in you. But you’re something more. I need the blue fire as a sample to test it, so we can find your other origin. Hephaestus is an expert in the identification of unknown powers.”

Before he could dismiss his shield and store my fires, which still danced along it, I summoned them back. I wouldn’t allow them to collect a sample of my power, to learn more about me and then figure out more ways to counter my magic. 

Now, how was I going to overcome the two shielded, powerful major gods in front of me? 

Fleeing was the best strategy.

Teleport. I centered my mind. 

I imagined a swirl of colors and light around me, like what happened with Pyrder’s teleport, delivering me out of here. I pictured the feeling from Reys’s shift—stars and space and vertigo. I had once teleported Amber and myself to the middle of the pool that was reserved for elite students in the Academy, and I didn’t mind getting wet and cold again. 

As long as I could get the fuck out of here. 

I thought very hard of my destination—of my home, where my mates were. 

Return to them! I commanded. 

Vertigo came and joy filled me. 

Shit! I was teleporting again. It was happening! I swirled up in the air, higher and higher, a blinding light flashing by my eyes as Apollo’s hall blurred around me. 

“Bye-bye, assholes!” I shouted. “Too bad I can’t shove my fires up your asses sideways. Another day to look forward to, then!”  

I stretched my hands high above my head, picturing myself falling into my mates’ arms. Whose arms did I want to fall into first? All of their arms. 

They would be overjoyed at seeing me return. At that thought, tears welled in my eyes. I couldn’t wait to stand before them, to proudly proclaim, “Hey dudes, look, I rescued myself!”

They would be so impressed I returned to them all by myself, and in no time at all! I remembered the looks in their eyes when I made my first grand public speech to call all the supernaturals and humans in the Academy to unite and fight against the gods—our common enemy.  

It was intoxicating to be bathed in my mates’ pride of me. 

They’d compete to dote on me. Their hot kisses would fall all over my face and my body. And then there would be more... My face flushed, and my heart pounded at the prospect of tangling with my mates under the sheets.  

The wild wind ceased. Colors and light and dizziness faded. 

“Welcome back, little Cass,” Apollo’s voice sounded wickedly giddy beside my ear as I landed in a stagger. 

Ares joined his laughter. “How was the trip, doll?” 

I snapped open my eyes. Cold dread drenched the joy and relief I’d felt mere seconds ago. I didn’t return home. I didn’t return to my mates. 

I’d teleported from one side of the hall to the other, near the window. 

I’d never left Apollo’s palace. 

“What the actual fuck?” I cried in outrage. 

“You can’t phase out of any god’s realm,” Apollo said. “This dimension lies atop Earth. To come or go one has to travel through the slipstream to my dominion. As you can see, I don’t even need spells to ward my palace. My realm is connected to my will. Everything here is bound to me and me alone.”

Except for me. I hadn’t surrendered to him. 

How could my mates find me then? How could I escape if the slipstream was the only way out of here? I might never see them again. 

“You’ll be mine, too,” Apollo added in utter arrogance. 

Fury burned within me, deep and bright. 

“Then come and get me, assholes.” 

I pulled all I had—my flames, the residual magic I’d once gathered from all the mages, the stirring Earth elements, and my mates’ power that had partly become mine after our mating bond ritual, and my rage—and tossed them toward the sun god and war god. 

Ares raised his sentient gold shield. It could detect any threat as soon as it appeared and shelter its owner. If I had a chance, I’d take down this God of Blacksmiths first, so there’d be no one to create shielding weapons to protect the rest of the gods. 

Apollo raised his legendary lyre to defend himself. For double safety, he also moved, ducking behind Ares’s shield, just as my flames melted his lyre. 

He was incredibly fast, but he wasn’t left completely unscathed. 

The mix of my complex powers scorched a patch of his red-golden hair, and his left toe seemed to be gone along with the shiny leather shoe.  

He roared in pain and fury.  

To my dismay, I noticed his missing body part and hair were already growing back. The chairs where Apollo and I had been sitting, and a wall that my flames had burned down, also returned to their former shape from ashes. 

“What kind of fuckup is that?!” I demanded in desperation. 

“You need to learn a lesson, you insolent little bitch,” Apollo hissed. “It’s not that easy to take down a major god.” 

He dashed out from behind Ares’s shield and pulsed in blinding white light. The intense heat of a sunbeam blasted toward me. He was the God of Sun, and he wasn’t holding back now. 

“You don’t want to kill her yet, Apollo!” Ares warned. “I’m not done with her!”

My eyes widened in fear. Now I was done. Now the heat would melt my bones. I hoped it would be a quick death. But then the image of my mates’ agonized, devastated look as I was taken flashed in my mind. 

I wouldn’t leave them behind. I wouldn’t allow the gods to break their hearts and destroy them. 

The onslaught of the mages’ collective ice, hail, and storm had once awoken the dark monster in me. It now arose again, wanting to devour, to destroy, and to tear apart everything in my path.  

A mass of darkness poured out of me, swirling around me like a liquid black mirror to shield me. Even with its shade, I could still feel the intense heat from Apollo’s sunbeam, but it couldn’t burn me to ashes as I’d feared. 

My darkness roared and dove to meet Apollo’s white light. It wrestled with my opponent’s star power, growling like a beast locked away in the abyss for too long. 

It pushed back the wall of light that tried to trap me, eating into it, and clawing it apart. But the light replenished again, faster than my dark mass could devour it.  

The God of Sun had endless solar energy, but my reservoir was running out. I was the youngest goddess. I was like a fetus compared to these ancient gods. It’d be a while before I reached my prime, and I had yet to learn how to harness my dark beast. 

My enemy and I had come to an impasse. 

With Apollo’s light encaging me, I could be trapped here forever. I now regretted I hadn’t pushed myself harder on learning my deeper powers when I’d had the chance. 

“She can hold your light from the sun with her darkness,” Ares said, nearly awed. 

An annoyed expression bled over Apollo’s face. “The little brat has a lot of powers. We have yet to discover what other nastiness she’s stored. You shouldn’t have taken the torque off her. Now how are we going to contain her?” 

“Where does her dark power come from?” Ares wondered. “It’s not from the Underworld. She’s developed something else we aren’t familiar with. Can she mutate powers? Fuck me!” His golden eyes went wide, flaring with fiery color. “Have you seen the trickle of red fire within the web of her dark mass?” 

“She can’t have the dragon fire,” Apollo said dismissively. “I fought a dragon and slew it. I’d recognize true dragon fire.”  

I’d heard the story he was referring to. Queen Hera sent a giant dragon to hunt Leto, whom Zeus had fucked and impregnated with Apollo and his twin sister. In revenge, the sun god slew the dragon assassin with super silver arrows made by Hephaestus. 

“You killed Python, a minor dragon,” Ares countered. “But Cass’s red fire has the heat signature of the Dragon God.” 

“I was once nursing the concept that she was from the bloodline of the Dragon God,” Apollo said. “But you know and I know it’s impossible. He left an eon ago, after the great dragon war on Earth. We must investigate and get to the bottom of this. When it comes to the little goddess, a lot of things don’t add up.” 

While they discussed my bloodline and powers, I was feeling more and more toasted by the sunbeam’s heat. My darkness was getting weaker under the constant bombardment of intense light. Beads of sweat streamed from my temples. I couldn’t hold my power forever, and I didn’t seem to have anything else in my arsenal that could teach the ancients gods a hard lesson at the moment. 

Anxiety roiled in me like acidic waves. Sweat dripped into my eyes. I fought the need to blink away the sting for fear that the two assholes might pull another stinky stunt if I even blinked. 

A trace of my red fire, the one they thought might be dragon fire, returned to me, bringing a string of Apollo’s sunbeam to my lips. 

I blinked. My power was communicating with me. It wanted me to have a taste of the enemy’s sunbeam. 

The beam of light didn’t burn my lips but tasted like an exotic energy drink. Apollo’s light didn’t come from our sun but from an alien star, since he wasn’t a native. 

Behind my shield of darkness, my face broke into a wicked grin as I came to a realization. I drank from Phobos and siphoned his alien god energy. I could drink from Apollo as well. And while he sent his alien sunlight to chasten me, he had no shield anymore. 

Cautiously, I let my darkness open a crack to allow a stream of Apollo’s sunbeam to flow into me. I sucked it in and gasped at its pureness. 

Fuck! It was like the most potent drug, delicious and addictive.  

I commanded my darkness to retreat. Apollo’s sunbeam, now unhindered, floored me. 

“No!” Ares shouted. “Stop, Apollo! Kill her and the game is over!” 

But the God of War was too late to reach me and shield me. 

Apollo cursed. “I didn’t know she was stupid enough to commit suicide—”

He drew back his sun power in a panic, but I’d leeched onto it. The sunbeam poured over me, bathing me in energy, flowing within me, and merging with the trickle of red fire.  

My whole body radiated glorious light. I became a little sun. 

The two gods stared at me in a stupor. 

“It’s payback time, bitches,” I said with a predatory smirk. 

I didn’t even throw up my hands. With mere a thought, I flung all the fires I had at the gods, including the sunbeam power I’d just collected. 

I’d learned to channel powers that weren’t mine when Apollo, disguised as Noah, ordered the mages to toss their collective magic at me in the training field of the Academy. 

And now I assaulted the two gods with Apollo’s power mixed with mine, pushing my way beyond my own limits. 

Boiling over with radiant energy, I had no mercy. I had no moral compass. I only sought to destroy. 

A wave of fire and light surged toward my enemies at lightning speed. Ares’s shield erected instantly, and Apollo dove behind the war god. The tool of the God of Blacksmiths could detect my intention the very moment it formed, but the smith’s shield wasn’t strong enough to fend off my new mutant power, which began to melt it away, eroding its protective power.

One more blast from me, and I’d end these two clowns and go home. 

I bounced on my heels, grinning and cheering. Just as I was about to hurl another fire and light wave at them to finish the job, a flash of shadow reached me. 

I was fast, but it was faster. Before I could shove it away with all the power and violence in me, the torque click closed around my neck. 

Casting away his half-melted shield, Ares alighted before me, wicked delight glinting in his golden eyes. “Now, little kitty, you’ve passed the test. You’ll be mine, and I haven’t wanted anyone like this for a long time.” 

Now I knew that Ares’s best talent was his speed. No one could compete with him when it came to velocity. He’d lost only part of his left hand, burned away by my power when he reached me. It was already growing back—the bones snapped into place, the flesh extended, and two of his fingers emerged and finished with nails. 

He also regenerated faster than I thought possible. 

I clutched the torque and pulled with the rest of my strength but, like before, no power of mine could break it apart. 

I fought back my tears and pulled the torque again. 

“Now you know what she is, Ares. She can even drink a major god’s energy. She can take my sun power and turn it against us. No god among us can do that. It’s the first time in our history that a new brand of species, which was born of us, can turn us to food. She makes us into her prey. If we can’t harness and control her, we’ll have to kill her, and kill her thoroughly, before it’s too late.”

My mother had taught the vampires how to thoroughly kill me—cutting me to pieces and separating every piece of me to the farthest corners of the Earth. 

Fear pumped into my veins, turning my hot blood to chunks of ice.  

“Have you ever watched Jurassic World, a century-old movie made by mortals, Apollo?” Ares asked. 

“Seriously?” Apollo responded back with disgust. “You watched mortal trash? It’s poisonous to good minds!”

Ares ignored his comments. “A character in the movie said, and I quote, ‘You made a genetic hybrid. Raised it in captivity. She is seeing all of this for the first time. She does not even know what she is. She will kill everything that moves. She is learning where she fits on the food chain and I'm not sure you want her to figure that out.’ End of the quote. Cass Saélihn is one of a kind, a unique hybrid, and in a league of her own. No matter how much of a threat she poses to our race, she’s ours. She’ll be ours.” 

I snapped back from the stupefied surprise of being caged again. 

“Fuck you, assholes! Fuck you all! I’ll never be yours,” I screamed and jumped up to deliver a devil’s kick to the war god’s fucking face. 

Ares snatched my feet and twirled me in the air as if I was but a ragdoll. He didn’t fling me away like what Apollo had done, but put me down and pulled my back against his hard chest. 

His strength and power overcame me, binding me, no matter how I kicked and screamed.

“Will you calm down, little doll?” he asked. “The fiercer you struggle, the more aroused I grow. I’m losing my grip on my control, and you don’t want that.” 

As he mentioned it, I became aware of his enormous erection pressing against my back. A chill of revulsion ran through me. I froze and stood deathly still. 

“Ares.” Apollo reached up to cup my face. “We agreed to share. She’s mine, too.” 

“Indeed,” Ares said. “She’ll bear us the strongest offspring.” He pulled me harder against him with backbreaking strength, wanting every inch of me clinging to his. “Congratulate yourself, Goddess Saélihn. You’ll be the queen to two of the most powerful gods and mother of our endless line of children.” 

“Only in your nightmares!” I shouted, ready to fight again.  

“Hello. Hello?” A female’s high-pitched, musical voice sounded darkly amused. “Am I too late for the party? And what have I missed, dear brother?” 
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The God of Sun and Plague took our mate right from under our noses, and we had been hunting for her ever since. 

We didn’t eat. We didn’t sleep. We’d been in a state of half-madness from the moment our mating bond to her had gone mute. Yet our brotherhood fortified, driven by one common need—to find our mate and bring her home at all costs. 

We’d destroy the world to get to her, but our Cass baby was no longer on Earth.  

We still sent teams to search across the dark seas, unknown forests, and forgotten mountains—any place Apollo had once left an imprint.  

The four of us focused on Mount Olympus until it became clear that our mate hadn’t been taken there. 

We called in every favor and demanded every debt to be paid to gain information on our mate’s whereabouts and the sun god’s many lairs. 

We had nothing to show for it. 

We hadn’t found any trace of Cass. 

When Alaric had gone to see his father, Zeus, which he hated to do more than anything, we received the confirmation that our mate was not in Mount Olympus. He demanded Zeus hand over Apollo, but the fucking sun god was hiding. 

The King of Gods had sent his own hunting team, so it became a race to find Apollo and Cass before they could. 

Both the mortal and immortal realms were a total mess as well.   

Apollo had dealt a great blow to us and our world. When Noah was exposed as a god, the Academy nearly collapsed. All the other races had withdrawn from the school and returned to their own kind, leaving behind only the mages and humans. 

Our brothers had the majority of the Council seats, but not absolute control. One of the Councils members, who might have been under Apollo’s influence, had disappeared. Alaric’s half-demon captain was tracking her.  

Anyone who had close ties to ‘Noah’ had been locked in the dungeon cells, but it was impossible to get all the traitors. Our teams were still investigating how deep Apollo’s infiltration had gone and they endeavored to purge the corrupted mages.

We expected the gods to strike at any time. It didn’t matter where we moved the armies. The gods had all the pieces. They had the locations of most of our rebellion armies as their spies were everywhere. But for some reason they hadn’t struck. 

The forthcoming war didn’t concern me much. All I could think of was getting my mate back. Reys managed to pull all our shit together, because Lorcan, the steely one among us, urged us to ready an army for Cass’s return. Lorcan hadn’t lost sight of the goal, even though he should be more affected than the rest of us. He needed her blood more than anything, and he wouldn’t take from any other. 

Alaric was crazed by Cass’s abduction. Sometimes we wouldn’t see him for days, but we knew he had gone to search for her, to find any news about her. And each time he returned without our mate, he was completely disheveled and disheartened. He was a ruthless and careless bastard, but he had warmed up the moment he’d met Cass. It was like someone had eviscerated his soul when the god took her.  

We all felt the same as Alaric, but the three of us put on a stronger front. As Lorcan had stated, we couldn’t lose our shit for Cass’s sake. 

We turned to the seer. Amber had once seen our mate’s abduction and warned her to stay away from water, which turned out to be the waterfall where Cass had been taken. The seer’s predictions often came as riddles. Under our pressure, Amber tried to dream or have a new vision about Cass, but her sight couldn’t be forced. 

We had Ambrosia, Luke, and Rainer safeguard the seer twenty-four seven while we hunted for our mate. 

We couldn’t lose Cass baby. She was our center, our everything, our universe. 

Days passed, then weeks. 

And despite Lorcan’s warning, we were gradually losing it. 

And then, the seer spoke. 
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A girl who looked about thirteen in a short knee-length chiton strode toward us, an intricate bow in her hand and a red quiver of arrows swinging from her slender shoulder. 

Her power rolled along with her like a pet at her feet. 

My genetic memory flashed, and I recognized Artemis, the virgin Goddess of the Hunt and Moon, twin sister of Apollo. 

She was stunningly beautiful. I’d thought Apollo’s eyes were the greenest in the universe until I saw Artemis. Her porcelain skin made the green almost a living color, and her vivid beauty paled the entire hall. 

It was good that she was a little girl, or I wouldn’t allow my mates to be near her, even though I knew my mates could resist any temptation. They were mine and always would be.

Artemis approached, circling the three of us. Mostly her curious eyes stayed on me. 

I didn’t like how she looked at me, as if I were a wild animal she’d hunted and wanted to keep, but at least her appearance stopped Apollo from pressing himself against my front to show that he had the other half of the claim on me. 

If he tried, he would get a knee to his nuts from me for sure. 

“Artemis, you can’t just pop up in my palace like this!” Apollo scolded. 

“Why not?” Artemis asked with a smirk. “And palace? When did it get an upgrade? You know you can’t block me since we carry the same DNA as twins. Did Ares plant the idea of fighting our father into your thick skull this time, little brother?” 

“Hey, Artemis, I love you, too,” Ares said. “But you’re too young for me.” 

“I think you should let the girl go, Ares,” Artemis said, her teenage face turning stern, her power boiling inside her, and her hand moving to pick an arrow from the quiver. “She doesn’t look willing to me.” 

A hope, no matter how dim, sparked in me like an ember from ash. 

“I’m so not willing!” I called out. “It’s awesome you’re here, Artemis, the great defender of virgins!” 

Artemis looked at me with amusement. 

“But you’re no longer a virgin, little Cass,” Apollo said, glancing at his sister in warning. “Your former lovers deflowered you, and they’ll pay for that.” 

“Will you let her go, Ares?” Artemis asked again. “She looks uncomfortable, which makes me uncomfortable.” 

Ares sighed and released me with reluctance. It was either that or get into a fight with the Goddess of the Hunt. 

I jumped away from the two would-be-rapists and moved closer to the virgin goddess. 

Ares’s hard erection still distorted his tight armor around his groin. 

Artemis rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you going to cover that, Ares? I don’t want my virgin eyes to be polluted!”

“Will you ever get over this, Artemis?” Ares grunted. “Sex is natural.” But he waved a hand, and a golden cape appeared on his shoulders, which he wrapped around himself to cover his unholy bulge. 

Artemis turned away from the God of War, intentionally ignoring him.  

“How rude, little brother,” she chided with a slanted look at Apollo. “You haven’t introduced little Cass to me.” 

She was shorter than me, and she called me little? I glared at her, but then dropped my headlights as I remembered I needed her support. She might be the only chance for me to get out of here. Well, she was actually ancient. It was just odd to hear her call me little and call Apollo little brother while she took the form of a thirteen-year-old girl. 

“Uh, sis, I think you should leave and come back later.” Apollo rubbed his chin. “We’re in the middle of something, and we need to solve a problem. It’s not a good time—”

I couldn’t allow him to drive away the only straw I had.  

“I can introduce myself to you, great Goddess, defender of maidens and their honor,” I shouted. “It’s awesome to meet you. I’m Cass Saélihn, mate to the two Princes of Sihde, the High Lord of Night, and the King of the Hybrids.”

Artemis frowned. “You have four mates?” 

I blinked. Well, I didn’t know she would object to that. If I had known she was really a stickler for traditional value and virtual, I would have just mentioned Alaric’s name. She should have known him, and they might even be friends. 

The demigod was known to be menacing and formidable, but I bet he might have been sweet to her if they’d ever met. Alaric had a soft heart toward children. 

Then again, my demigod mate hated the entire god race. And Artemis wasn’t truly a little girl. 

If she asked more about any of my mates, I would just name Reysalor. He was always the safest bet. 

“How unusual!” Artemis was still shocked. “You’re so young.” 

“Well, it’s complicated,” I said. “And I’m not that young. You became an adult right after you were born. Though I was a late bloomer, I matured at the age of nine. I’m nearly seventeen now in my timeline and twenty six in human years.” 

Artemis nodded, pride glinting in her eyes. “I actually helped my mother deliver my twin as soon as I was born. He was a little brat.”  

Apollo looked at his sister sourly. “I’d rather you not tell everyone that old-dirt story.” 

“Nonsense,” Artemis said. I could tell from her attitude that she was used to bossing her brother around. “Any story is good, especially since I’ve got a new goddess here to listen to all the things I’ll say. But I’d rather hear Cass’s complicated story. I have all the time in the world.” 

When she had walked in, she’d known my name. She hadn’t asked me or her brother about my origin, as if she knew exactly what I was. 

Apollo and Ares traded a dismayed look, and that look quickly darkened with a hint of impending violence. Before I could warn Artemis, she sent both gods a casual, warning glance. 

“Stop it, Ares, Apollo,” she purred. “You know you can’t kick me out easily. Haven’t you studied your history lessons? Besides, I was sent here as a messenger this time. If I don’t return, or if I return with a missing piece, you won’t like the consequences. And before you can try anything funny, I’ll just snap my fingers, and my good pals Demeter and Athena will be here right away. You’re hard to track, little brother, but you don’t want an army on your cute ass. You, too, God of War. If father finds out what you two are plotting, he’ll kill you this time.” 

I laughed. 

Wow, I should learn how to threaten like this little girl.  

Ares and Apollo shot me a baleful look, as if I was a rattle snake. 

“We are not trying anything,” Apollo snapped. “You’re my twin after all, so you should stay on my side. And there’s no need to get Athena involved. Ever.” 

“So we’re all good.” Artemis turned to me, smiling at my admiration toward her and rage toward the two male gods. “Let’s sit at the table, shall we? Cakes and tea are my favorites!”

She liked cakes just like me. And now that she was here, seemingly on my side, I might try the cakes again and bond with her. I stepped closer to her. As she moved, I moved. Artemis looped her arm around mine, and I beamed at her like her adopted, doting sister. 

She was my only ticket out of here. I wouldn’t let her go. 

Artemis waved a hand, and an ivory table with two fluffy chairs appeared by the window. She took a seat, and I lounged next to her. 

Apollo sighed and waved his hand. Two more chairs appeared for him and Ares to sit across from Artemis and me. 

The servants immediately brought steamy tea, wine, and cakes to the table. Apollo held a glass of white wine, and Ares chose red wine. They twirled their glasses, eyeing Artemis and me warily.  

As the immediate threat was temporarily thwarted, I remembered my mission. Before I fought for my freedom again, I should gather more intel from the gods. Artemis had just provided the best opportunity. 

She snatched a red velvet cake with ermine icing before I could stake my claim on it. I could smell the rich buttermilk and cocoa, but I restrained myself from giving her the stink eye since offending her would surely end my last chance of escaping. 

She stuffed it in her mouth. I looked at her with certain envy and dragged the plate that had a spice cake on it toward me. 

“I thought gods didn’t eat mortal food,” I said. 

“Most gods don’t, but I do,” Artemis said. “That’s why I always feel more connected to the mortals.”

She eyed my spice cake with certain interest, so I quickly took a huge bite out of it. There, she couldn’t have it. 

Apollo and Ares, despite being the most despicable beings I had ever met, had no interest in our cakes, which I approved of. 

“I want to hear how you ended up with four hot lovers, Cass,” Artemis said. 

“Mates,” I corrected her.  

She waved a hand. “Fine. But first, tell me how you ended up here.” She scooped up a portion of my cake and put it in her mouth before I could stop her. My spoon lashed out and got a chunk of her red cake. I didn’t hesitate to stuff it into my mouth and let the cake melt on my tongue. 

Artemis laughed. “We’re kindred spirits, Cass.” 

“Yes, you’re both the most immature goddesses and love to play pranks,” Apollo murmured. “That’s what is.” 

Artemis and I glared at him, and he raised both hands in an offering of peace. 

Hope warmed my insides. I believed this Artemis chick could get me out of here.  

“Apollo pretended to be someone he wasn’t and disguised himself as Noah, the head of the mages,” I said. “He then kidnapped me from the Academy and dragged me along the slipstream while I was wet and cold. He claimed the slipstream is a path only gods can travel. Is it true?” 

Artemis sighed. “I’m afraid so. But I’m the stealthiest and most skillful huntress, so I often remain invisible. I’ll teach you to hunt if we can hang out.”

“I’d love to hang out,” I said, eager to capitalize on the opening. “We can also go shopping. Do you want to go to the malls right now? I can take you to the best mortal mall, and then we can sneak into a theater—”

“Slow down, little Cass,” Apollo said. “You’re not leaving here.” 

I trained my eyes that burned with dark fire on him. “You had no business kidnapping me. You need to let me go or one day I’ll burn your house down and worse.” 

Artemis rubbed her temples with small, elegant hands. “Unfortunately, abduction is the tradition of males in our race.” At my look, she added, “It’s distasteful, I know.”  

Ares narrowed his eyes at the virgin goddess, and Apollo cleared his throat in warning. 

“Aren’t we going to do something to stop it?” I put down my spoon as I made my demand. 

“If you know our race’s history, you’ll know the king started it,” Artemis said. “My father Zeus literally raped Persephone. To cover up his act, he helped Hades abduct the daughter of the Goddess of Plants and Fertility, smuggling her to Hades’s Underworld. Persephone hasn’t been the same ever since.” 

“Having fun flaunting our family’s dirty laundry in front of Cass?” Apollo asked in an acid tone. “Talk about distasteful!” 

Artemis fixed on me, her bright green eyes sharpening, becoming an ancient abyss that nearly swallowed me. “You aren’t Persephone’s daughter, but you’re Hades’. How did that happen?” 

“The fuck I know,” I said. “I don’t want to be his daughter, or any god’s daughter. You must be mistaken. I have nothing to do with Hades, Zeus, or any of the fucking gods. And no one can really pinpoint my heritage.”

“The truth of your birth was hidden from you,” Artemis said, sympathy softening the edge in her eyes. 

I blinked. I’d thought the god race was nothing but a collective pantheon of psychopaths. I hadn’t expected any of them to have the capacity for empathy. I shouldn’t hold prejudice against any kind. Just like Amber said, there were always good guys and bad guys in every race and species. 

Artemis glared at me, as if suddenly realizing something. 

I jerked my chin at her. “What?”

“You shall not curse, Cass!” she said sternly. 

Right, she was the virgin goddess. She couldn’t allow a word like fuck to pollute her ears, and, while I needed her more than anything, the last thing I wanted was to alienate her. 

“Uh, sorry?” Though I didn’t sound too sorry. I pointed two fingers at the two hostile gods sitting opposite me. “They did me wrong and made me uncivilized. If you’d come earlier, you’d have seen the horrific scene of how the two of them manhandled me. Apollo tried to force himself on me, and, when Ares showed up, the God of War taunted me endlessly to humiliate me. Apollo then nearly melted me with his sun power when I said no to them.”

The gods stared daggers at me. 

Ares growled. “No other women have ever accused me as such. They love me!” 

“Then go get them. No one’s stopping you,” I said, gesturing at the door. “Please, you’re free to go.” 

As I’d said, it’d be easier to beat one rapist than two. 

Ares kept his godly ass glued to his chair. 

“The males in our race have been disappointments since the beginning of time,” Artemis said. “They haven’t evolved one little bit. We call the other species uncivilized, but in fact we are the most barbaric race. That’s one of the reasons I’ve kept any male away from me.”

“Maybe you should consider finding a mate, or mates, in other races,” I said. “I know some handsome, loyal, and caring fae males. You can pick any of them, except for my mates. My captain Hector and his awesome cadre, all four of them, would be thrilled to be in your harem.” 

They would, right? 

“I’ll think about it,” Artemis mused. 

“I’d be more than happy to introduce you to them,” I said, pleased with myself that I was good at pimping. I then gave her an onceover. “You might want to grow taller and have bigger boobs. You gotta look at least twenty-one. A little younger, and you won’t even get in a bar. They check a driver’s license. But I can help you out if you go with me. I can get the bouncers to overlook your physical age. They’re very tough, but I personally know two of them.” 

“You’re giving my sister, the purest and only virgin goddess, the most ridiculous, corrupt advice I’ve ever heard,” Apollo said, his green eyes burning with rage, but his green wasn’t that impressive anymore now that Artemis had come on the scene. “Do you know the great lengths I’ve gone to protect my sister’s virtue?”

“Wow, I didn’t realize you were the one keeping her from having a real life,” I said. “I won’t allow you to exploit Artemis anymore. It ends today.”

“I used to like your cuteness and snarky personality. After spending a couple of hours with you, all you’ve done is grate on my nerves. You might not be worth it.” 

I was giddy that I wore him out. I wore most people out, and gods weren’t exceptional. I whistled. “I’m so not worth it. Why are you still keeping me here, again?” 

Before I could say another snide word, Apollo raised his hand to send me his intense light. I ducked behind Artemis. With the damn torque on my neck, I didn’t have my darkness to shield me. 

“Apollo!” Artemis warned, putting up both hands. “You don’t want to hurt Cass. You don’t want to go to war with me.” 

“You’d defend her over your twin?” Apollo asked incredulously. “Think of all the things I’ve done to protect you, but you won’t even let me shut the brat up!” 

“Hold your horses, Apollo,” Ares said, staring at me with a new fascination. “Cass has a unique mind. In fact, I think she’ll fit right in with us, if we know how to point her in the right direction. I begin to see the appeal of her wild charm.”  

He meant he’d figure out how to manipulate me. 

Good luck with that. 

I might say dumb, outrageous things—mostly intentionally—but my mind was sharper than my words. 

Even my mates couldn’t manipulate me, and I had a soft spot for all of them. 

Since Artemis didn’t even mind telling her dad’s dirty deeds, she might be willing to spill more. I needed to get control of the flow of the conversation. And I bet the trio wouldn’t put up a strong fence to keep out such an immature brat like me who annoyed the shit out of easy prey. 

“Why did the gods return?” I asked. “There are a gazillion planets with intelligent life out there. I bet other ETs are more interesting and entertaining and accommodating than the earthlings. What is it about the insignificant Earth that you guys had to return?” 

“Little Cass now wants to learn all of our trade secrets,” Apollo said, twirling the brim of his tall wine glass. “Planning to spy for your former lovers? You know you’ll never leave us, right?” 

Ares winked at me, and all I wanted was to give the two clowns a black eye. 

“Our race has been in stasis for too long,” Artemis said. “We know something is wrong with us. Time also affects gods. We’re neither in it nor outside it, but in the timeless eternity, our powers start fading, which threatens the very core of our godly essence. We can’t see our own future. Then we remembered Earth, the hunting ground of our youth. We remembered our first footsteps here after Zeus led us to kill the Titans—our all-devouring, monstrous grandparents. The second and third generation of gods also left their feuds on Earth an eon ago. So maybe we need to settle an old score. Maybe we have other unfinished business here. Or maybe we believe when we travel down memory lane, we might be able to pick ourselves up and remember who we truly are as a godly race.”  

“We aren’t as lost as you thought, Artemis,” Ares said. “You never understand war and politics, so you remain thirteen. All we need is a new power structure to break the stasis. Our father knows it, too. The dick just doesn’t believe he’ll ever lose. And he’s more than willing to sacrifice a slew of gods and all mortals to boost his kingly power and strengthen his rotten regime. We came to Earth to play a new game of The War of the Gods. The earthlings have never been our interest. It’s no different than an eon ago—we use them as a prelude to fight each other, but this time we’ll rise.”

“The throne can be passed only between Zeus, Hades, and Poseidon—the originals,” Artemis said, “or all the gods’ powers will be stripped, and our race will fade further away.” 

“An eon of thoroughly crafted lies!” Ares growled.  

My mind drifted away for a second while the gods and goddess argued. 

The humans and supernaturals had believed that the Olympian gods were hell-bent on enslaving them, and that if they couldn’t rule Earth, they’d destroy it. Only I had a chance to catch a glimpse of their endgame. 

Earth was never their focus. It was the next battlefield they chose to fight their own war. Earth, and all that lived on it, was just collateral damage. 

“You gods are worse than the monsters,” I said. 

“Can’t blame us for being at the top of the food chain.” Ares shrugged. “The livestock—lambs, cows, chickens, and pigs in the slaughter house—would call mankind a worse monster than us if they were given a voice.” 

“It’s a matter of time that humans are going to bomb each other into oblivion,” Apollo said. “Supernaturals, including all your barbaric lovers, will eventually be the collateral damage of humanity’s ultimate nuclear war. If you allow yourself to see us in a different light, you’ll realize that we’re actually the good guys who are stopping their apocalypse.” 

“You’re young, little Cass,” Ares said. “In time, you’ll see humans’ true nature. The mortals and supernaturals are all self-serving, self-righteous, greedy, and violent. Yes, we burned part of Earth’s cities, but they burned the rest. And now what’s left on Earth is mostly scum. So who are you fighting for?” 

“The few good,” I said. “I’m fighting for the few good that are left, and I’m fighting for those who can’t defend themselves. I’m Earth’s last defense.” 

Artemis sent me a strange look, but didn’t make a comment. 

Apollo sighed in exasperation. “Her former lovers poisoned her mind. It’ll take some strenuous work to undo the damage to our future bride.” 

“The debate about humanity is intriguing,” Artemis said with a yawn. “But it can’t continue. In fact, I haven’t stated the true purpose of my visit. Now that I’ve had enough cakes and chatted with Cass, I have to inform you two that you’re being summoned by father.”

Apollo eyed his twin suspiciously. “But summoning has always been carried out by the Goddess of Rainbows.” 

The messenger of the gods was rumored to have a human face with a phoenix’s body. I wanted to see how she looked one day. 

“Well, Iris is busy. I’m helping out,” Artemis said. “Father said it was an emergency and every major god’s presence is mandatory.” She rose with another yawn. “The timing is now. You two don’t want Zeus’s elite guards on your asses, do you? They might find out what you’re up to.” 

“You should have said so when you first walked in, sis,” Apollo said. “Now what are we going to do with Cass? We can’t just let her roam free. Who knows what mess she’ll leave behind this time!” 

“She’s got a torque on her neck,” Artemis said. “And you have an impressive legion of sentinels milling around. I’m sure they won’t idly watch her burn the house down. ” 

I stared at her, bitterness flooding me. I’d thought she would at least bargain for my freedom, even if she wouldn’t fight for me. In the end, I was just an amusement and a topic for tea. 

It was stupid to think that some goddesses might be good and awesome.  

“Sorry, Cass,” Artemis said, swinging her bow back to her shoulder. “We have family business to attend to. See you around.”

“Behave, Cassandra Saélihn,” Apollo said sternly. “Don’t cause any trouble. We’ll be back before you know it.” 

I prayed they all dropped dead and never returned. 

“And we’ll continue our unfinished business,” Ares added.  

They would force me to marry them in secret, which was their unfinished business. I’d rather die than allow them to violate me, but they might force some date-rape drug down my throat and make me comply. 

I’d better come up with a plan and get the fuck out of here before the psychos returned. 

“We have to go to Mount Olympus now!” Artemis urged. “Father won’t be pleased with our tardiness. You all know how cruel he can be when he’s livid.” 

The trio vanished from the hall.
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I counted to one hundred before storming out of the hall. 

The same five sentinels who previously escorted me strode into formation around me, with Aurora scrambling to my side. 

I wouldn’t be able to take down any of the minor gods without my power. If I ran, sentinels all over the Amethyst Palace would give chase. 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m just going for a walk! I’m not a prisoner here. Haven’t you heard? I’m Apollo’s precious future bride. If you offend me, I can have your head when I officially become queen!” 

As if that would happen. 

The sentinels didn’t answer but kept a blank look as they continued trailing me. Reys’s elite guards were much more fun than this unresponsive bunch. 

“Do you need some fresh air, Goddess Cass?” Aurora said. 

“Yes, yes,” I said. “Take me to the entrance of the palace where Apollo and I came in.” 

The palace was vast, and shifting halls kept me lost and confused.

If I could get to the slipstream, I could escape through it before the two obsessive gods returned. 

Urgency kicked me in the gut. They could be back at any time. I had to get back to my mates. I couldn’t stand one more minute away from them. I’d been gone for... I couldn’t even tell how long I’d been gone. 

“Of course, Goddess Cass,” Aurora said, and, thank goodness, she glided ahead. 

“No one’s looking at your graceful gait right now, Aurora,” I told her. “If you hurry up, there’ll be rewards.” 

“Yes, Goddess Cass.” 

She didn’t ask what kind of rewards, though, unlike I would have done. She was easy. I’d always ask. There were crooks in this world, and I didn’t like to be cheated. 

My spirit lifted when I spotted the entrance ahead, only to sink again as I saw the stream of white flame encircling the gold double-door.

“This is my limit, Goddess Cass,” Aurora said, pausing a few feet from the door. “I’m an in-house servant, so I don’t have access outdoors. I hope you inhale a lungful of fresh air.” 

She didn’t question if I could pass through the door, because I was a goddess in her eyes. She didn’t seem to grasp the concept that I was Apollo’s captive. 

I halted before the fire, studying it. The white flame seemed alive, and so different from my own fire. 

Fuck it! 

No flame would stop me from getting back to my mates. I’d stepped through it unscathed before. I would do it again. 

Just step through the door, Cass, and leave this place for good.  

My pulse racing, I kicked open the door. Sparks of fire fell on my hair, yet none burned me. I charged out before the door swung back, not caring if they hit the sentinels’ faces. 

I had hoped they were limited to the house as well, but all five sentinels followed me through the doorway in stony silence. 

Fine, I might not be able to take them down, but I could certainly outrun them. The torque bound my power, but it couldn’t suppress my natural strength and speed. 

Jolting to an abrupt halt at the scene before me, I realized this wasn’t the same as what I’d remembered. When Apollo first hauled me here, the slipstream had been a clear path with infinite clouds on either side of it. 

Where was the slipstream? 

“This isn’t right,” I said, glaring at the sentinels over my shoulder. “The garden wasn’t here last time!”

“It doesn’t matter, Goddess Cass,” a silver-haired sentinel informed me. “The view changes according to His Lord God’s mood and intention. The landscape shifts all the time.” 

The ringleader was gorgeous and built large, like all the minor gods, but his power grade was below Phobos. He must be a third-tier god. 

“Then where is the edge of this place?” I demanded. 

“There is no edge,” he said, “in a sense.”

I couldn’t believe this. Refused to accept it. I had seen the Amethyst Palace floating in the air, so there must be an edge. If I could find it, then I could get to the slipstream. All I needed was to pick one direction and stick to it. 

I closed my eyes and centered my mind to listen to the wind, to determine its direction. Then I heard the burbling of a river. If Apollo’s lair was a fucking maze, I’d follow the stream out of the maze. 

I picked up my pace and jogged toward the stream, passing by a lush garden of living rainbows that were kaleidoscopic blossoms. 

The Amethyst Palace was beautiful, yet I couldn’t wait to get the hell out of here. I hadn’t thought beauty could also be a nightmare, but there it was. 

I followed along the pale blue stream and started running. 

The sentinels didn’t try to stop me, instead they raced after me. I zoomed toward the far distance, as did they, but I was faster. I didn’t know how long I sprinted as if hellfire was catching my tail, but the river lasted for miles and miles, and the plain bank in front of me extended forever. 

Finally, I halted, panting a little now. I might have run hundreds of miles. 

“Just as I said,” the silver-haired sentinel said as he caught up with me, “there’s no edge. Should we return, Goddess Cass?” 

Rage beat an angry drum in my chest. I wouldn’t admit defeat. But running forever wasn’t the solution. I had to figure out the mechanics of Apollo’s realm, but it currently evaded me.  

“Hello, little Cass. Long time no see,” a familiar, vicious voice boomed. 

Phobos, in a brand-new armor that encased him from neck to toe, appeared in the sky, and another god descended alongside him. 

The new god had the same violet eyes as Phobos, but he looked younger, and if possible, meaner. He didn’t cover all his skin like Phobos but wore a fashionable dark-golden armor that showed off his bulky biceps and thighs, which weren’t that enticing since he vibrated with imposing fear and nothing else. 

I instantly knew that he was Phobos’s younger brother, Deimos, the God of Fear. 

Just as I realized it, a cascade of fear slammed into my chest with brutal force, knocking the breath out of my lungs in a gasp of pain. I had once neutralized Phobos’s terror strike—though that was before I had a torque on my neck. 

I straightened my spine, hissing, pushing back, and shoving out every last ounce of fear and terror writhing in my insides.  

Apollo’s sentinels, except for their silver-haired leader, doubled over, their features distorting, reflecting fear and terror. 

“Greetings, Phobos and Deimos,” the sentinel captain said. “Please withhold your power in God Apollo’s home. And Goddess Cass shall not be harmed.” 

Phobos clasped Deimos’s shoulder, and they both reined in their powers. 

“Who said I’d harm Cass, Thy?” Phobos said. “We’re old friends. I just want to have a nice chat with her, catching up, you know. Shall we, little Cass?”

I narrowed my eyes. What was his game? 

“How did you even get here?” I asked. “I don’t see the slipstream!”

“Still so demanding, aren’t you, little Cass?” Phobos said. “Of course you can’t see the slipstream. You aren’t officially initiated into the godhood, so the path isn’t open to you.” 

What the fuck? How was I going to escape then? 

“I can see how your little mind whirls and twirls. How amazing. It’s always busy.” He chuckled, but his left eye twitched. He was still nervous around me, though he tried hard to cover it. He turned to nod at Deimos, and his brother snapped his thick fingers.  

A dome-like, bronze structure materialized a dozen yards ahead of us. 

“You should not alter God Apollo’s domain,” Thy said. “My Lord won’t be pleased.” 

“Take it easy, Thy,” Deimos said. “My brother just wants to get reacquainted with Cass, and then I’ll erase the dome in no time. I’ll lend you a power grade after we’re done. You can join us if you want, and you can report back to Apollo about the inside trade, but the rest of your guards must stay outside and guard the door.” 

Thy looked hesitant for a second, and then he nodded curtly. A power upgrading was irresistible for a minor god. “The meeting can’t be long,” he said. 

“Shall we, little Cass?” Phobos gestured to the entrance of the dome. 

“Ladies first,” Deimos added. 

“I’m not getting in that tomb with you,” I said. I didn’t trust the brothers.

“Then you’ll rot in this jail,” Deimos said. 

I snorted. “Why do you care?” 

“I don’t give a fuck if you rot, but Phobos wants to talk to you first,” Deimos said. “My brother is the sentimental type. I bet you’ll gain more than we stand to from this meeting, considering how helpless and powerless you are now. How do you like the torque? It looks exquisite and fits you perfectly.” 

I flipped him the bird. 

But he was right. The brothers’ coming here did provide me with a chance to flee. I’d thought Artemis was my last straw, but I had been wrong. The virgin defender had abandoned me, even after I’d befriended her. 

I needed to know more about the slipstream, and the brothers were the ones to give me answers. I could probably just initiate myself into the godhood and ride the slipstream home. 

“If you want to talk, talk,” I said.  

“Do you really want us to share secrets out in the open, little Cass?” Phobos said. “I thought you were clever. I might have to take back my high opinion of you.” 

“I don’t give a fuck of your opinion,” I said. “I don’t give a damn what anyone thinks about me. You don’t pay my bills. No one pays my bills except for my mates.” 

Deimos glared at me, and a shockwave of fear slammed into me, but I shoved it back with determination.  

Thy looked uncertain. “Maybe you should return to your chamber and wait for God Apollo, Goddess Cass?” 

Like hell I would do that. My hope of ever leaving this gilded prison would be smashed once Apollo and Ares returned. They’d force me to wed them, probably tonight. I doubted Artemis could be of any help. 

“You two enter the room first, then Thy,” I said. “I’ll go last because I don’t like this lady first tradition.” If I didn’t like what I saw inside, I could always jump back and use Thy as a shield. He was assigned to guard me anyway, even though I was a prisoner. 

Then it occurred to me that it might not be convenient to have Thy as a witness. If this didn’t work out, I didn’t want him to report to Apollo. 

“Maybe Thy doesn’t need to join us,” I said. 

Phobos and Deimos shrugged and headed into the dome.

“I must supervise all dealings in my lord’s realm,” Thy said, then turned to bark at the rest of the sentinels. “Guard the door.”  

As soon as Thy and I stepped into room, the bronze door shut behind us. Thy tried to shout but Deimos grabbed him, and Phobos thrust his silver spear into his chest. 

The sentinel fell in a pool of blood, his eyes still widened in shock. 

“What the fuck?” I yelped and jumped back. 

Without anyone blocking my view, I saw what lay in front of me: chains, iron whips, and other sharp torture tools. 

I threw myself toward the door and pried at it, but it was completely sealed. 

Deimos’s chilly voice rose and echoed in the cold, dark room. “Hello, little Cass. Now we’re going to have some fun.” 
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I should have known Phobos was a vindictive dick, but I couldn’t have guessed they’d go after Apollo’s guards to get to me. The brothers had planned well for this revenge, taking advantage of Apollo and Ares being summoned to Mount Olympus.  

I screamed out as loud as I could, “Fire!” 

I’d heard that if you shouted help, no one would show up. This was how the world operated now.  

“No one can hear you, little Cass,” Deimos said. “The dome seals everything. And my dad and Apollo won’t return until tomorrow. Zeus loves long meetings. So we’re going to have you for the whole night.” 

“You killed Apollo’s captain,” I said. “He’ll know it’s you. And I’m the future bride of Ares and Apollo. If you damage me and ruin their plan, you’ll be in a world of hurt.” 

Deimos chortled, as if I amused him to no end. “You’re right, brother. She does think like a mortal. Unlike the human and supernatural insects, gods hold different standards. And I, the God of Fear, am the expert on all things criminal in nature. Do you know what that means?”

“Like a professional criminal?” I offered. 

“You’re mouthy, even caught in a dire situation,” he said. “But yes, I’ll recreate the crime scene, and after we’re done with you everyone will think you attacked us and killed the sentinel in order to escape. You have the motivation.”

“One logical problem there, sugar dolls,” I said. 

Phobos flinched at his old nickname. 

“With this torque binding me,” I continued, “I’m incapable of killing Thy. Although, if you unshackle the torque I won’t even complain that you pin all the misdeeds on me.” 

As I stalled for time, my eyes scanned the chamber, searching for an exit, but there was none. 

Phobos narrowed his eyes to violet slits. “You can no longer manipulate me, Cass. I don’t do fair fights. It’s beneath me. I’m a terror god for a reason!” 

“We’ve planned this visit for a while,” Deimos said. “We got the key from our dear mother, the Goddess of Love. Yes, she’s full of love for us, so she handed over the spare key. After we beat you within an inch of your pathetic life, we’ll take the torque off you. You won’t be able to leave this realm. You’re trapped here until my father comes back and beats you again before he fucks you. How does that sound, little Cass? Believe me, you won’t be this cute in a few hours. And we’ll do it slowly, taking our time. As I said, we have the entire night.” 

Phobos eyed his brother. “We might not want to do this slowly. Cass is the sneakiest, nastiest bitch I’ve ever met. She always has something up her sleeve. Let’s punish her, seek justice for me, finish my last therapy session, and get the hell out of here.” 

“Don’t worry about it, brother,” Deimos assured him. “I’ll take care of it. I’ll take care of you.”

There wasn’t a chance I’d get out of here then. I jumped up and kicked Deimos in the face without giving him any warning. He took the hit and grabbed my leg, spinning me in the air. 

And just like that, he had me. 

Without my potent power, my kick didn’t even dent his enraged, handsome face. 

He dragged me toward the center of the room, where chains awaited.  

With one last attempt, I clawed at the torque, desperate to pry it open. 

It didn’t budge.  

In no time, despite my frantic kicks and punches and curses, the brothers strung me up, my feet dangling in the air, the heavy chains around my ankles clanging sharply. 

When Deimos struck the first nail into the center of my left palm, I screamed in agony. 

Phobos flinched. 

“No, brother, you don’t cringe,” Deimos said. “You want her to scream. Let her scream for you, and you won’t ever scream again after waking up from a nightmare the little bitch caused you. This is a full therapy session for you. You’re the God of Terror. You strike terror into every living being’s heart, not the other way around. She stole your birth gift away from you. Now you take it back, along with your manhood!” He handed a long nail to Phobos. “Now you do it. Face your nightmare, brother.”  

Phobos held the nail and studied it. 

“Are you going to beg, Cass?” asked the god of terror. 

“Good question,” Deimos nodded in approval. “That’s the start.” 

I clenched my jaw and promised myself that I wouldn’t scream again for these assholes. 

A muscle under his left eye twitched as Phobos placed the nail in the center of my other palm and hammered into it while Deimos pinned me. 

I didn’t scream, but tears that I had no control over streamed down my face at the debilitating pain. Blood poured from my palms, and I couldn’t regenerate while the torque bound my power. 

“Tell her how you feel, brother,” Deimos urged. 

“You’ll never hurt me again, Cass,” Phobos said. A crystal tear dropped out of the corner of his eye, and he wiped it off with the back of the same hand that struck the nail into my defenseless body. “I was once a courageous god, but you pumped terror into me and paralyzed me. I’m telling you now: no more! After I’m done with you, you psychopathic little whore, I’ll transfer the nightmare to you, and you’ll be the one to wake screaming.” 

“Really, sugar doll?” I asked. “This is your last therapy session? It’s sweet, but it won’t work. You’ll always have nightmares, and I’ll be featured in them every fucking time. Do you know why?”

“Don’t take her bait,” Deimos said. “She’s trying to psych you out.” 

“Why the heck is that?” Phobos asked. He couldn’t help it. 

“Because you two are wrongly made,” I said with a vicious smile. “You dolls came out the wrong hole.” 

Both brothers looked confused and frowned at me. 

“You want the answer, don’t you, sugar dolls?” I said, wrinkling my nose. “You stink so badly because you filth came out of your momma’s asshole.”

Both enraged gods struck me with fear and terror, yet I took it all with a maniacal laugh. 

What else could they do to me? 

“Wait, you dolls didn’t know? It was your mommy’s fault.” 

Then a large fist slammed into my face, breaking bone. 
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I didn’t know how long they’d been beating me. I lost count of the number of times they’d struck me early on in their little therapy session. 

Sharp pain knifed through every inch of my flesh, every one of my bones, over and over. It seemed this torment would never end. 

I no longer cried. I hadn’t screamed after the first nail had pierced my palm, but I had to bite my bottom lip to stop a whimper from escaping my throat. 

I couldn’t see my face, but I knew it was swollen and bloody. The gods had deformed me. My left eye could barely open, yet I laughed at them, mocking them. 

I only hoped my mates would never have to see me like this. I hoped that they wouldn’t find my corpse. I wanted them to go on with their lives, but there was no way I could send my last wishes to them. 

When Apollo tore me away from them, I hadn’t said farewell.  

A new wave of unbearable pain dragged me away from thoughts of my mates and forced me to stay with the brutes. That was all part of their design. At their skilled beating, flesh peeled away from my bones. The gown on me was but pitiful shreds hanging on my bloody flesh, and soon my flesh would hang in tatters from my broken bones.  

The pain became too great, and I blacked out. I floated to a place of pure silence and whiteness where there were no assholes tormenting me.  

Hadn’t I died? Had I left my broken shell behind? A second later, I realized I was only cut off from the reality. I must hang on. I would have my revenge. I’d fight all the gods to my last breath, to my true death. I would return to my mates, no matter what it took. 

They could tear me apart, but they could never truly break me. 

I was death incarnate. I would bide my time and come back with vengeance, and my enemies would know I was death itself. I’d let the vultures feast upon their bloated, not so beautiful corpses. 

In this temporary white space of peace and silence, I was alone. I decided to stay here until the dark storm of torture was over. 

You aren’t uprooted from Earth, beloved. A beautiful, kind voice brushed over me like the summer breeze as a regal female appeared from the misty light and planted herself in front of me. 

Only my mates call me beloved, I told her. Who are you? 

Your kin. You’ll know me if you search your genetic memory, she said. 

I didn’t need to search. 

Earth? That’s great. I said. Can you take this fucking torque off me? 

You have all Earth’s elements in your well of power, she said. But you never truly claimed them. 

I think I did. I bubbled in my misery. I tried to call the elements over and over, like they were my best friends, to get the torque off my neck. Now that you’re here, you can help me remove this fucking alien thing. The assholes are going to rape me after beating me within an inch of my life. I am now within an inch of life, considering I thought I was dead. I can’t allow them to violate me like that. And I bet you don’t want to see your kin suffer that fate! So, please help me break this cursed torque. It’s super urgent!

Shush. Will you ever learn to listen? Her voice chided me. If I can reach you up here, then you can reach me all the way down to the deep Earth, to all the Earth’s power beneath. Quiet the noise in your head. Your mind has been forever busy with thousands of useless thoughts and ideas. It’s hard to talk to you and get you to listen. If you weren’t in such great pain, escaping to this space we can share, I doubt you’d have ever heard me.  

Scold me later, dude, I said. I’m running out of time here. 

Even when you’re in such agony that no mortal or immortal could bear, you still hold onto such a bad attitude, she sighed. 

Get me out of here, I said. And I promise I’ll learn all the manners. I won’t even curse anymore. I’ll just be an old, boring Cass.   

I can’t do it for you, for my essence prohibits it. You’ll have to free yourself. Now reach down to Earth. Expand your mind. The sky doesn’t belong to the Olympians. It’s above Earth, and it’s our domain. The alien gods have no claim to it.

I willed everything in me to reach down, down, and farther down, piercing the sky, air, current, and clouds, until finally I found the blue Earth. I felt its pulse. My pain was reflected on it. 

It felt me. It bled for me. It called to me. 

The land is your birthright. Earth is your birthright, the female in the mist of light whispered. 

I’d felt the intimate connection to the land when I first bolted out of the cage and had my feet dug into the soil. The wind had sung for me, snow had fallen on ShadesStar and graced my lips, and blossoms had filled the night sky like stars.  

Tears traced twin tracks down my face, and I acknowledged the truth. 

I was Earth’s true bloodline. I was the bloodline of Goddess Gaea, the defender of Earth, the mighty opponent to the Olympian gods. 

Earthlings thought that she had faded long ago, after technology had risen and swept to every corner of the planet. 

Now that the gods had destroyed two-thirds of the civilization and invaded her Earth, she’d awoken from an eon of slumber. 

I can sense every living being on Earth—their pulsing color, life force, and energy, I said. I sense its core magic, wounded but deep, wondrous, terrifying, and plentiful. 

Amid the billions of pulses, I tried to locate my mates. I searched and searched, but I didn’t find them on Earth’s ground. 

Panic cut through me, but the primal Earth Goddess pulled my attention back to her. 

It belongs to you, Cassandra Saélihn, the heir. Make good use of it. When Earth magic fills your essence, your latent power from a hidden heritage will awaken. Then, burn the torque. 

I need to find my four mates first, I said. I don’t know where they are. I’m worried. If anything happens to them, I—I...”

Now, return to your reality, she said. They’re coming. 

My pain-filled heart jerked in alarm. Fuck! Apollo and Ares are returning? 

But then I felt my mates instead. They were near. They were coming for me!

I snapped back to the present as icy water poured on my head, washing my blood to the ground. The two psychos wouldn’t let me pass out. They wanted me to experience every moment of pain. 

“Don’t worry, brother,” Deimos said. “We’ll break her. After we beat her just to the edge of death, we’ll take turns to plunder her. She’ll beg then, even if she won’t scream for us. Tell her, Phobos, tell her how you’re going to violate her in every way. Pump terror into her black heart.” 

“My brother and I have done some digging into you since my escape,” Phobos said. “We found your dear mother. She locked you in a supposedly unbreakable cage like a rabid animal.” 

Jezebel. Rage pounded within me at the mention of that evil hag. She was probably working with the psycho gods in order to destroy me. 

“Now you’re going to get even worse, little Cass,” Phobos said, malicious lust darkening his violet eyes. “You were once my nightmare, but I’ll be yours from now to eternity. I’ll fuck your little broken body over and over and ....”

I threw back my head and howled, claiming my birthright. 

Formidable, vengeful magic arose from the deep Earth, broke through air and sky, until it reached me, connecting to me, faster than the speed of light. 

It rolled like an avalanche within my body and boiled like a volcano in my veins. 

“Now you want to scream, bitch?” Deimos said. “We haven’t even started.”

The gods tore off what was left of the bloody shreds of my gown. 

A raging flame—redder than anything in the universe and hotter than hellfire—leapt from my very depth. My last, latent fire had awoken and arisen.  

I possessed the blood of the Dragon God, from who even the Olympian gods stayed far away. 

I had no time to ponder the wonder and possibility of being his descendant. The dragon fire surged from my arms to my neck, seizing the torque around my throat. 

The brothers jumped back from my roaring inferno, two pairs of violet eyes widening in disbelief and fear. How satisfying to see that I struck fear and terror into the God of Terror and God of Fear. 

“It’s impossible!” Phobos cried in dismay. “Hellfire can’t melt Hephaestus’s torque! Not even the original gods can break it off without the key!” 

“It’s not hellfire. It’s the legendary divine fire of our ancient enemy—the Dragon God,” Deimos said, half in awe, half in hatred. “She’s his spawn.” 

“But it can’t be!” Phobos cried out. “Isn’t she Hades’s daughter? She can’t have two fathers, and besides, the Dragon God departed this world with the whole dragon race an eon ago, after the great dragon war. This doesn’t add up!” 

“That bitch Jezebel hasn’t told us everything.” Deimos fumed. 

“Let’s get out of here before Cass does her nastiness, brother,” Phobos urged. 

“Not yet. She can’t drain us with her hands bound,” Deimos said. “Let’s end her first.” 

Twin spears appeared in both brothers’ hands as they advanced toward me. 

The sealed door toppled down. My mates—all four of them—charged in, icy rage frozen in their eyes. They each clutched a flaming sword that still sizzled with their blood and the blood of the sentinels that once guarded this dome.  

They’d fought through Apollo’s army to get to me.  

Something clicked in my mind. 

They could kill a minor god now with their flaming swords that were etched with blood runes, because of our mating bond, because of their brotherhood bond, and because I’d exchanged blood with them in a ritual that I hadn’t been aware of. 

My blood flowed in their veins as theirs did in mine. 

Our mixed blood was formidable. 

And they’d found me. 

They’d come for me! 

A dam burst open in my soul, and joy beat in my heart like the wings of heaven despite the pain, which still threatened to shred what was left of me into pieces. 

Tears flowed down my face, carving jagged lines through the dried blood caked to my cheeks.  

Dulcis.” One look at me, and the High Lord of Night was choked by his roiling emotions. I’d never seen him like that—a living incarnation of pure fury, agony, and grief. 

My power, finally free, roared and struck out. The shackles and chains fell from my raw, abused wrists and ankles. 

Damn, any strength I may have still possessed left with that burst of power. I was going to drop like an ungraceful rock in front of my gorgeous mates. 

But Reys was right there. He caught me before my knees buckled and my broken body could hit the hard ground. “I got you, baby. I got you, my Cass.” He pulled me into his arms as if clinging to a lifeline, murmuring soothing, nonsensical words in my ear. He was better than anyone at comforting me, but I didn’t like the glint of anguished tears filling his turquoise eyes. 

I tried not to cringe in Reys’s tender embrace as I peered at my other mates with the one eye that could still open a slit. 

They stood around me, shaking with rage, their knuckles bone-white from their grip on the hilts of their flaming swords. My men looked ready to murder anyone, or everyone, in their path. Anyone but me.

“Hi boys,” I said, twisting my split, swollen lips and grinning at them in an effort to lighten the tense atmosphere. “Just so you know, I also rescued myself.” 

None of my mates smiled. While Reysalor held me and shielded me, my three other mates lunged at the two gods, murderous wrath evident in every line of their taut bodies. 

“Shit!” Phobos cried. “Let’s go.” 

Bellowing in fury, Alaric leapt into the air and wheeled around with lightning speed, his flaming sword finding its target and piercing Phobos’s armored chest before the Terror God escaped.  

Deimos pushed tidal waves of fear toward my mates, their faces twisting in agony under his power, but my mates waded through the unseen sea of fear toward the god, refusing to falter or fall back, their flaming swords hissing as they closed in.  

Lorcan and Pyrder reached Deimos and struck, one from each side. Deimos cast away his spear, which disappeared into thin air. Then he had a longsword in each hand, and steel met steel. Up, down. Left, right. Again and again, both sides lunged, swung their swords with brutal force, ducked, charged, and crashed together again. The clang of crossing blades ricocheted off the bronze walls, hurting my eardrums and increasing the pounding in my already throbbing head. 

It alarmed me that the God of Fear was an extremely skilled swordsman.

While the others fought, Reysalor inspected me. He was careful with me while containing his rage and grief to the best of his ability. I tried not to wince at his every touch, even though he only brushed over me with gentle fingers. I just didn’t have a piece of intact skin on me.  

My power had only now broken free. It’d take time for my body to reboot and regenerate. 

Reysalor’s hands shook. 

“Uh, Reys, I’m sorry you’re forced to see me like this,” I said in a low, hoarse voice due to the damage caused by Deimos’s punches. “I know I look bad, really bad, but I’ll become pretty again, you’ll see.” 

Tears rolled from Reys’s turquoise eyes. “Cass baby, no matter however you look, you’re always the most beautiful woman to me, to all of us.” 

I smiled. “Isn’t that supposed to be a secret?” 

Reys turned his head and shouted. “Alaric, your cloak!”  

“No need,” said a quiet, melodious voice, and a mature knockout strode toward us, her pale gray eyes inspecting me, roving up and down my substantial injuries. 

She flicked a finger, and a silky robe covered my nakedness. 

My genetic memory flashed. 

“Goddess of Plants and Fertility,” I whispered. 

She was the tallest female I’d ever met. She stood over seven-feet tall and looked like a homemaker superstar in a green garden gown. Despite her status as a goddess, she must do a lot of gardening or something, as her hands and fingernails showed remnants of soil

I liked her. 

A smaller female passed by Goddess Demeter and rushed towards me. 

“Cass!” my best friend cried. “Oh Cass. The bastards tortured you! They’re so horrible!” 

My good eye darted around wildly. “Amber, what are you doing here? It’s too dangerous. We need to get you away from here!” 

“She’ll be fine,” Demeter said. “Your seer is under my protection. I brought her here. I brought all of them here for you.” 

“I had a vision,” Amber chimed in. “And then Goddess Demeter came and opened the path for us.” 

“Uh, that’s very kind of you, Goddess Demeter. And I thank you for your assistance,” I said. “But you’re a goddess. You—you protect earthlings?”  

“Not all of us are the bad guys,” Demeter said. “Not all of us want to go through the ninth war of the gods. And not all of us treat other races as playthings.” 

I blinked my one relatively good eye. “Ninth?” 

“Well, on Earth, this will be the second,” the goddess clarified. “Artemis sent me. I’m sorry we were late, and that it caused you to suffer a great deal, Cass. I hadn’t expected the fear and terror gods to take advantage of Apollo and Ares’s absence. But then, it leaves a perfect opportunity to pin your escape on them. I have an eon-old score to settle with the misogynists.” 

“Pigs!” My shivering lips blurted out the word, yet I didn’t curse. 

Demeter nodded. Ice and steel made a sudden appearance in her piercing grey eyes. “Hades and Zeus abducted my beloved daughter. I wouldn’t let the same fate befall you, child.” She sniffed the air. “And I sensed your Earth essence. I’m an old friend to your family.” 

“I have no direct family,” I said. “I denounced crazy-ass Jezebel.” I jerked a thumb at Reys and the other three magnificent males, who were still battling the two gods. “My four mates are my only family now.” 

Phobos had pulled himself from Alaric’s blade and now crossed swords with the demigod. It was evident that Alaric allowed that in order to keep punishing the God of Terror. Phobos was pushed to the corner, and Alaric hacked at him, brutal swipes slashing him here and there. 

He was repaying Phobos for what he’d done to me. 

“Well, my extended family also includes my mates’ warriors, my best friend Amber here, and—”

A small smile ghosted the goddess’s lips. “I meant your grandmother,” she said. “We were once like sisters.” 

I knew I was Gaea’s bloodline, but I hadn’t expected her to be that close a relation. 

“If Persephone had had your fire and spirit,” the goddess said bitterly, “she’d never have accepted her fate in the Underworld.” 

“Wrap it up, brothers,” Reys shouted as he carefully folded me into his arms. “We need to go.” 

Almost as one, my mates pinned down the two gods.  

Alaric raised his flaming sword high, ready to behead the God of Fear. 

It wouldn’t work. Deimos’s head would just grow back. 
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“Stop, Alaric!” I barked.  

My demigod mate narrowed his dark brown eyes, a storm raging inside him. I was afraid it would never stop. 

“You want to show this motherfucker mercy?” he snarled. “No one who ever lays a finger on you with harmful intent should take another breath.” 

I rolled my one eye—the golden one. “You know you can’t kill a second-tier god that way, so we try my way. And I need to feed first. I’m hurting all over!” 

Huh, we were having a lover’s quarrel on the battlefield. 

Reys kissed my head, attempting to ease my pain, before he turned to snap at Alaric. “Why did you raise your voice at our mate?! Don’t you see how hurt she is?!” 

Alaric swallowed, his throat bobbling. He’d never cared for anyone before he met me, and when he’d charged in, seeing me chained and tortured, he’d lost his shit. 

He dipped his head, icy rage still distorting his every feature. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” He tried to soften his coarse voice, which sounded like a broken phonograph, and failed. “It’s my fault.” 

He pressed the tip of the flaming sword to the center of Deimos’s throat. 

My demigod mate had me worried. I’d need to do something to bring him back to his normal self. 

Pyrder and Lorcan, who had the God of Terror held down, weren’t any more forgiving. After they snarled at Alaric, they stomped on Phobos’s face in turn and delivered brutal kicks to his ribs, again and again. 

The two gods spat blood and cursed. With a burst of fear and terror energy, they pushed my mates back a step. Before they could bolt for the door, and before my mates cut in to stop them, my black light shot out like vines and caught them. 

“Going somewhere, boys?” I asked. “Little Cass is hungry.” 

Phobos screamed for mercy. Alaric punched his face with his bare knuckles to shut him up. 

I turned my focus to Deimos and drank of his godly life force greedily. I gasped at the pure, blissful shot of energy as his essence flowed into me, replenishing my power and speeding up the healing of the damage to my severely beaten form. The two gods had shattered every single bone in my body and tore open my inner organs. It was a wonder I could still lean against Reys. 

As I absorbed the god’s essence, I could feel my tissues and bones knitting back together. I could finally breathe freely. 

Deimos’s violet eyes widened in raw, undiluted fear. It was a delicious irony to see him, the god who pumped fear into every mortal’s and immortal’s heart, cower and quake in fear. 

“Don’t drain me, please!” he begged, while Phobos sobbed beside him. 

“Oh, don’t cry, you big babies,” I said pitilessly. “Your father didn’t want me to figure out where I fit on the food chain, but I just did.” 

My hair where they’d torn it from my head grew back, shiner than ever. 

My bad eye that hadn’t been able to open now gazed at my mates, radiating violet light. 

Deimos sprawled on the ground where our blood mixed and flowed. There was no light or fight left in his eyes. His skin dulled to the color of sour milk. 

“No, Deimos,” Phobos cried. “Please, no.” 

“I’ve drained him down to the last drop of his life force.” I turned to Alaric. “Will you do me the honor now, my mate?”  

“No, please!” Phobos screamed. “Stop!”  

I could be crueler than the gods if necessary, and I was showing Phobos just that. We were at war, and the gods had taught me what that meant. 

A menacing smile lit Alaric’s face. The demigod raised his flaming blade high. One sweep, and he decapitated Deimos. 

I felt the essence of the God of Fear dissipate into nothingness. 

Phobos tore his gaze from Deimos’s head to me, his wild, red-rimmed eyes full of pure hate. “You killed him, you bitch,” he said. “You killed my only brother!” 

“The world doesn’t need to embrace any more fear, in my humble opinion,” I said. 

“That’s revolutionary.” Lorcan blinked, as if waking from an unbelievable dream. “We’ve just discovered a way to kill the second-tier gods. We let Cass drain them first, and then we take their heads.” 

“We can try it on Apollo, as well,” Pyrder said positively. 

“It might not work on a major god,” Alaric said. 

There was one major god in this torture chamber. I swept my gaze to Demeter and caught fear flicking in her gray eyes. 

“I won’t touch you or Artemis,” I said. “I never forget a debt. Gods are going to war against Earth and each other, and you’ve chosen our side. On second thought, I think we should wait for Ares and Apollo to return and test it on them. While you four occupy them, I can try to drain them.”

“They’re more powerful than you think,” Demeter said. “And when they summon the other major gods, they’ll all be here in an instant. And you don’t want to face the three original gods yet, not before you’re ready.” 

“Fine,” I said, wheeling to Phobos. “Now it’s your turn, sugar doll.” 

Phobos wept. 

I didn’t feel sorry or pity for him, unlike before. I remembered how he’d beaten me over and over while mocking me, peeled my flesh from my bones, and tore my gown off with the intent to rape me. 

My dark fire grabbed him, and his energy flowed into me, filling my well of power and nourishing me. 

I was high instantly. 

If Phobos could be so delicious, his dad must be a real delicacy. I craved a major god’s pure power. My gaze swept to Demeter again, but I wouldn’t harm her. 

My tri-fires—black, blue, and red—twirled around me, licking at my skin. The black fire came from the death god, the blue from Earth, and the red from the Dragon God. 

Feeling glorious from feeding off a god, I threw my head back and roared. 

The terror and fear essence from the gods had once again triggered something dark and ruthless inside me. Darkness swirled around me like black wind, swallowing all other colors. All beings were my prey, except my mates.   

Phobos crumpled on the ground like an empty waterskin, and my eyes glowed with power. I’d drained him within an inch of his life. 

“Cass baby, you should stop now,” Reys suggested gently. 

“Dulcis!” Lorcan was more forceful with his warning. 

All my mates looked alarmed. They remembered my withdrawal when I couldn’t get the energy drink from a god for a couple of weeks.  

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I’ve learned how to channel the gods’ essence. There!” 

I spread my arms, my palms facing down, and violet light shot out of me, all the way down to Earth. “The energy I drank from them has repaired me. The rest of their energy can go to Earth and repair the damage to the land their kind caused. Earth and I have an understanding now. It’s my new reservoir.” I grinned at them. “If I need a real pure shot, I’ll take from you four.” 

And my face flushed. 

Lorcan swept me into his arms before the others could and kissed me. 

“What are you exactly, Cassandra Saélihn?” Demeter whispered. “You’re more than a goddess.” 

I winked at her. No gods could mutate powers like I did. 

“We need to go, and take Phobos with us,” Alaric said roughly. 

“Leave Phobos,” Demeter said. “Cass did a number on him. He won’t have a coherent thought for a long time, so he’s our perfect fall guy. You should all go now. Apollo and Ares are on their way back. I’ll stall them.” 

Her gray eyes met mine. “I’ll see you again, Cass.” 
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Dazzling sunlight warmed my healed skin. 

With my mates around me, the day was beautiful again, the nightmare seemingly left behind and forgotten. But if the gods found us and took me again, the nightmare would just be starting. 

I pushed away that dreadful thought. I was with my smoldering-hot mates now. I wouldn’t let such dark things taint our every moment together. 

My eyes roved over each of them in hungry appreciation. I’d soon relish them one by one, or perhaps all of them together. 

“We need to find the slipstream, mates,” I said.   

“Don’t you worry about a thing, Cass baby,” Pyrder said, holding my hand as Lorcan carried me. 

The vibrant sun could no longer harm the High Lord of Night since my blood flowed in his veins. He looked young and gorgeous with sunlight painting his dark hair nearly golden and dancing on his lush eyelashes. He still managed his usual air of mystery. That was how he would always roll.

I pressed my palm on his strong chin, and his piercing gray eyes devoured me, tracing every line on my face.

“My dulcis, my fire and light and sun,” he said, his expression softening a notch, yet fury beat within him, akin to the frozen rage that I felt still trapped inside my other mates.

Reys and Pyrder, on either side of me, exuded equal masculine beauty. Their turquoise eyes didn’t leave me, as if they were afraid that if they blinked I’d disappear again. Reys’s turquoise eyes were a shade lighter like the purest ocean glowing in the sunlight. Pyrder’s, however, were the color of a storm-tossed sea in turmoil. 

I could look at both of them forever. I could stare at all of my mates forever.  

Alaric put two fingers into his mouth and whistled. 

A horse’s neigh responded. 

A golden stallion with massive wings materialized on the grass ahead of us, an open carriage the size of a house behind him.  

My jaw dropped. 

“I know,” Amber said behind me. “It’s the chariot of the gods. I’d read about the magical being only in history books, until now. We came with him as well, and the ride was the smoothest ever! I feel like I’m still dreaming. Do you want to punch me to feel better?” 

“No, I don’t want to punch you,” I said. “I’d never punch a friend.” I turned to study the stallion in awe again. “He’s magnificent! Why did he even agree to carry you guys here and then carry us back?”

The stallion gave me a nonplused look. “I owed the demigod a debt from a long time ago, and he still remembered and called on it!”

What? The horse talked? 

Amber’s eyes went as round as mine. “Blood sky!” she exclaimed.  

“I’m Arion, and you’re the newest goddess,” the stallion said, looking me over. “After this, Alaric and I are even. It took a great deal of work to burden myself with this big carriage! Anyway, I’m among the few who can travel the slipstream.” 

This Arion liked to brag and complain. 

“You’re awesome, Arion,” Amber praised. She seemed to want to go pat him but was afraid of offending the magical beast. 

Alaric leapt onto Arion’s shiny back, lithe and graceful beyond words, and my heart fluttered at sight of his harsh, masculine beauty and strength. 

Pyrder got on the carriage and seated himself at the edge. Before Lorcan passed me onto Pyrder, I called, “Wait.” 

I wheeled toward the direction of the Amethyst Palace and let my fires out. 

I wanted to burn it down, but I didn’t have it in my heart to hurt the servants, including Aurora, even though the god had turned them mindless. Plus, he could easily duplicate whatever I destroyed, and I would just waste my breath and fires. 

But still, I wanted to scorch his landscaped lawn, just to further piss him off.  

When I was done, Lorcan swept me up effortlessly onto the carriage and placed me on his lap, refusing to let Pyrder take me over. Somehow, he’d gotten Alaric’s cloak and wrapped it around me, even though I told him that I wasn’t cold.

Reys helped Amber onto the carriage and sat across from me with her, but his attention remained on me the entire time. I beamed at him. I believed it a nice, bright smile because my lips were no longer split. My eyelids fluttered healthily, no longer swollen shut. 

Reys smiled back, but there was also a well of sadness and rage simmering beneath the relief in his blue eyes. I would wipe away the lingering sorrow and guilt from all of my mates when we got home. 

Alaric signaled Arion with pressure from his thighs, and the beast gave a loud sigh and took off. He ran straight in the center of the slipstream, which formed before us amid the clouds. 

Amber stretched out her small hand to touch the cloud, and I leaned toward Pyrder, wanting to do the same. Lorcan pulled me back to his chest gently, and Pyrder helped him to settle me on the High Lord’s lap, looking alarmed. Reys also looked concerned as he scanned the clouds around us.

They were afraid that something might be lurking in the cloud. They were terrified of something snatching me away from them again. 

Lorcan’s arms around my waist tightened, taking a shuddering breath and holding me as if I might be ripped away from him at any moment. 

I wanted to protest that I wasn’t suddenly made of glass, but I understood where they came from, so I didn’t pout. 

I gave Alaric and his broad shoulders an envious stare. I wanted to ride with him on Arion’s back, to feel the wild wind and crisp, icy current, but I knew my mates wouldn’t let me. I’d seen the looks in their eyes when they found me strung up by those chains, naked and bloodied. 

Lorcan pressed my palm over his chest, and his powerful heart thumped against my skin. “It started beating again, dulcis,” he said. “When you were taken, it stopped, and I was more dead inside than ever. You make it beat; it’ll always beat for you.”

My free hand played with his hair. “You guys all need haircuts and a shave as well,” I said. It was probably my job to keep reminding them of that from now on. “It looks like none of you have slept or eaten. That’s unacceptable. Hygiene is a necessity.”

“We’re sorry,” Reys said. “Do we all smell?” 

They still smelled good. Their immortal power probably had something to do with that. 

“But you still need to shower,” I said, shaking my head.

“We will bath together when we get home,” Lorcan promised. “We’ll take care of you.”  

Amber’s face turned as red as a tomato, and I gave her a puzzled look. My mates didn’t ask her to join our bath. 

I smirked at my friend. “I’m mated to all of them, pip. So you need to get used to our adult talk, but don’t use too much imagination.” 

Amber rolled her eyes, and then she started sobbing. “I told you to stay away from water with sound.”

“I thought you meant the shower,” I said. 

“They tortured you. The brutal gods hurt you,” she cried. “It’s my fault. I should have figured out that it was a waterfall and told your mates not to let you near it.” 

She’d seen me beaten to nothing more than a meat pulp, and the horrific, violent sight had rocked her world. But war was brutal, and she’d be with me in the center of the coming conflict. I hoped I could spare my mortal friend, but war had come for all of us. 

I’d still try my best to shield her. 

“Look, pip, I’m fine,” I said. “I’m here with my mates and you now, and I’m healing. I’m no fucking victim. I broke free and my mates came for me, and we’ll strike back harder than the gods’ collective asses can take. I’m not a victim, but a defender. For what I suffered, for the nightmares I lived through, I’ll make sure others don’t experience the same. My vows stand. I’ll defend those who can’t defend themselves, with my mates at my side. And in order to do that, I need all of you to help me dig out the deeper, latent goddess’s power within me.”

It was the first time I’d acknowledged myself as a goddess. 

Amber nodded, blinking back tears, and her hand squeezing mine carefully. “That’s why I was sent to serve you. My life is yours to command.” 

I squeezed her hand back while giving my mates a pointed look. “No one should blame themselves for my being taken and beaten. It was meant to happen. If not, I wouldn’t have gotten this.” 

I extracted the white eagle feather from under my curly hair.   

Reys took the feather from my hand and read the glowing inscription on it: Down the rabbit hole. 

He raised an eyebrow, and Amber peeked at the writing. 

“Where we can find the tool to kill the major gods,” I whispered. “Let’s talk more when we get home.” 

A slice of hope rose in Reys’s eyes. Lorcan clutched me tighter. 

We finally had a breakthrough. 

My mates would do anything to protect me, and they knew only when we either drove away the gods or destroyed them, would I be safe, would any of us be safe, and would the mortals and immortals have a chance at a free life again. 

Pyrder leaned in toward me, nuzzling his nose against my neck, inhaling deep. 

His scent of rich spices and forest sun and rain wrapped around me, pumping longing into my soul. Then Lorcan’s scent of ancient wine and pine invaded my senses as well. I drew all of my mates’ scents into my lungs, wanting more. 

Reys watched us, his eyes bright with longing and dark with desire. I knew he wanted to join us. His hungry look told me that he wanted more than anything to tear me away from Lorcan and press me against him, but he restrained himself. He was more concerned with my safety just now, as we were still in the sun god’s realm. 

“Cass,” Pyrder whispered my name against the hollow of my neck. 

I half shut my eyes at the sensation while Pyrder and Lorcan touched me tenderly. They were still convincing themselves that they’d gotten me back. 

Then our mating bond swirled to life, as if intense sunlight suddenly flooded in, shining on every corner. It was a beautiful and intoxicating feeling, but I rushed to raise a shield against the light, to filter it so it couldn’t expose the deep shadow and darkness in me. 

My mates had gone through enough pain when they had seen me taken away. Their agony was still palpable, despite how they tried to conceal it. 

I wouldn’t let them see my internal wound. My pain might just tear theirs open again and break them. The truth was, though I was free from the imprisonment, chains, and torture, though I seemed to have healed while I drank from the two gods, the unspoken pain buried deep in my tissue hadn’t left me. 

The pain and horror had become an embedded memory in my bones. I had no idea if all the invisible scars would ever leave me, but what I could do was to hide this burden from my mates so it wouldn’t hurt them, too. 

I wouldn’t drag them down. 

“Give, Lorcan,” Pyrder said. “It’s my turn to hold our mate.”

“I haven’t warmed her yet,” Lorcan said. 

“She isn’t only yours,” Pyrder said, his voice gaining edge. “I need to hold Cass!” 

“You can hold her hand,” Lorcan said. 

Pyrder growled. “I thought we had an understanding.” 

“Hey,” I called. I didn’t want them to fight over me when they’d just gotten me back. 

“Fine, we take turns.” Lorcan conceded with reluctance and passed me to Pyrder. “And then she shall return to my side.” 

Pyrder pressed me against himself as if he could never bear to lose me again. I planted a kiss on his eyelid, and his smile grew warmer than the summer sun. I couldn’t kiss him on the lips right now because once I did, I wouldn’t stop. He wouldn’t stop, either, and we were still in the open and vulnerable. 

“The first thing you all need to do when we get back is to eat and then take a nap while I bathe,” I said. 

“Not a chance,” Pyrder said. “We have forever to eat and sleep. I’ll help bathe you. It’s my favorite thing in the world.” 

This time my face flushed, and I didn’t even need to peek at Amber. 

“My turn,” Reys said, quiet but demanding, across from us. 

Only Alaric remained aloof. He rode the winged horse, the wild wind dancing in his hair, his back stiff. Usually when I was on an outing, he was always the one to pick me up and carry me home. 

He hadn’t said much to me since they found me, except when, in misunderstanding, he had accused me of showing sympathy toward the two gods who had tortured me. He hadn’t comforted me like the others. My demigod was shut down, the agony, guilt, and shame close to breaking him, and he carried so much rage in him. 

I wouldn’t allow him to break. I wouldn’t let him shut me out. I would get through to him and knock down his walls when we were under a safe roof. 

He was mine, as I his. 

I was theirs. 

Just then, Arion snapped his head and sent me a mischievous glance as if he could read my mind. I bet it isn’t that peachy to have four overbearing mates. I’m sorry for what you have to endure, he said in my head. 

Oh, you have no idea, I returned. I wouldn’t trade them for the world. 

The winged, golden stallion sighed in disappointment.  

I ignored him and napped in Reys’s warm arms. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




13
 

[image: image]


We didn’t return to the Academy, Lorcan’s court, or the Spring Isles over the shiny sea. 

Arion dropped us off in the old ruins of Misery Twist, then he returned to the sky without glancing back. 

“Why are we here?” I cried. 

Had they forgotten this was where we’d fought three gods and Lorcan had almost died? 

“The ward is still strong here,” Lorcan said. He had gathered me up in his arms again. I pressed against his length. “The gods won’t be able to trace us from here after we step through the portal.”

Just then, Alaric produced a thumb ring and tossed it into the air. The ring expanded, transforming to a liquid shimmer the size of a double-door. 

“What is that cool stuff?” I asked, walking around the shimmering substance. “I must have missed out on a lot. How much do I have to catch up on this time?” 

“Alaric stole the ring from Zeus when he went to see him,” Pyrder said beside me. 

I blinked. “He went to see his dad? But I thought—” Then I clammed my mouth shut. If it weren’t for me, he would never have gone to see the King of Gods. 

Alaric trained his gaze on me. “I’ll see you on the other side, sweetheart. I’ll make sure you’re safe in my realm. No one will dare try to hurt you in Australia.” 

He hadn’t spoken to me after my rescue until now. My heart fluttered at his endearment for me. He’d be mine again. Soon. 

The demigod stepped through the shimmer, followed by Lorcan, who carried me with my legs wrapped around his waist, then my best friend Amber, with my twin fae mates bringing up the rear. 

As soon as all of us walked through, the shimmer vanished. A ring appeared in its place, floating in the air. At Alaric’s summoning, it flew back to him and became his thumb ring again. 

Well, that was handy. I would borrow it from Alaric when he was in a better mood. 

The sound of waves lapping at the rocks and shore hit my sensitive eardrums first. We stood on a cliff facing a dark expanse of ocean. Moonlight reflected off the cresting waves and white-foam tide. 

“I’ve always wanted to see the ocean,” I said.  

“We’re in Alaric’s safe house, dulcis,” Lorcan grunted.  

Fine, it wasn’t what I expected. I’d thought we would go to a military compound in Sidney with at an army to welcome us, since Alaric was the King of the Hybrids. Or at least we would settle in a grand mansion fit for the demigod son of Zeus. 

However, I was staring at a cluster of cabins atop the cliff, thin clouds floating by, and the ocean wind whipping at my cloak. 

“This is the most secure place for you now, sweetheart,” Alaric said, leading us toward the largest cabin in the middle of the woods. 

“Obviously, we’re cut off from civilization.” I let out a bereaved sigh. “Who will cook for us?”

There would be no supply of cakes in this remote place. 

“I will,” a familiar voice said, and then Hector, followed by the other fae warriors, and Xihin moved out of the shadows toward us. “I’m glad you’ve returned to us, Cass. Without you, our chef wasn’t in the mood to cook for rest of us.” 

“Hector!” I cried in joy and grinned at all the warriors. “But no, thanks, but no! I don’t want to eat anything you make. We need professionals to bake edible cakes!” 

“How about I do the baking?” Boone asked, also walking toward us. “You’ll never lack for cakes, Cass. That I can promise.” 

Shan and Frances stood behind him and waved at me, smiling. 

My eyes moistened. 

“Boone! I’m so glad they shipped you here, too, and Shan and Frances!” 

My mates got all of my old team in here for me. Deep gratitude swelled in my chest. I realized that I still clung to Lorcan, my legs clamped like a vice around his waist. 

My face flaming, I wiggled out of his arms. He didn’t want to let me go, but I had a public image to maintain. 

I didn’t get to hang out with everyone since my mates whisked me away, into the main cabin before everyone had a chance to greet me, wanting me all to themselves. I didn’t protest since they’d promised to bathe me. 

As soon as we entered the well-furnished cabin, I saw a variety cakes on the dining table. 

My eyes brightened in excitement and a grin overtook my face. “Cakes! Lots of cakes!” 

Reys chuckled. “You want cakes first or bath?” 

I gave the dessert a longing look then turned back to my mates. 

I bit my lip. “Bath?” 

“Our mate has chosen us over cakes,” Lorcan declared with pride and approval. 

Reys and Pyrder smirked. The heat in their twin turquoise eyes could easily cause me to combust.

My heart beat wildly at the thought of all the wicked things they were going to do to me. I bet they could all hear it pounding within my chest. 

Our separation had taken a toll on me. I needed them. I needed to press myself skin to skin against them. I wanted nothing between us. And I wanted the world to be just us for now.  

In no time, the males undressed me and put me in a vast tub. Large, powerful hands were on me everywhere. I was hyper aware of their every word, touch, desire, and emotion, yet it still wasn’t enough. 

Not until I melted into them. 

Without realizing it, I was leaning into Pyrder, weeping, since he was right in front of me. Pyrder was most skilled at snatching the spot beside me in any setting. It was no different in the bathtub. Lorcan considered it beneath him to fight for the spot, but he’d changed a lot. He was catching up, yet he was still nowhere near as aggressive as Pyrder. 

“I got you, Cass baby,” Pyrder said, pulling me closer to him. 

“Dulcis, it’s all right,” Lorcan cooed in my ear while massaging my bare back. 

Reys wiped my tears from my cheeks. “We got you, Cass baby. We’ll never lose you again. We’ll never let you be taken again.” 

Then I caught a glimpse of Alaric leaning against the door of the bath chamber. He watched us, his eyes dark and brooding. Before I could twist my torso and beckon him to join us, he was gone. 

He remained distant, but I knew that was only because a weight bore down on him. Before I could jump out of the bathtub to chase him, Pyrder pressed his warm, sensual lips to mine and made my toes curl. When he kissed me deeply and thrust his tongue into my mouth, claiming me again with his male demand, I was lost to him. 

Then Lorcan’s hands cupped my breasts from behind, as half of my ass was on his legs and the other half on Pyrder’s, and then Reys’s fingers slid down my valley between my thighs, and I became all fire and steam. 

I wanted to fuck them. I wanted to fuck them all at the same time. 

I untangled my tongue from Pyrder’s and gasped over his lips. “I need—”

“We know what you need, baby,” Reys said. “We’ll take care of you. We’ll fuck you good and hard, re-stake our claim on you.” 

Heat rushed through my veins, singing in my blood with desire for my mates.  

Then I was out of the water. My mates dried me and placed me on the center of a vast bed that could fit us all. But only Reys and Pyrder got in bed with me. Lorcan let his hungry gaze linger upon me for a moment, and then exited the room. 

The three of them must have reached a silent agreement. They’d let Reys and Pyrder fuck me first, then I would be Lorcan’s, for he would need to feed from me, which would be too intimate for others to watch. 

I’d learned that, while I had stayed in Apollo’s realm for only a few days, Earth had rotated through weeks. The High Lord of Night had no blood in all that time. He wouldn’t drink from anyone else since we mated. 

Reys stared at my bare pussy, his beautiful blue eyes darkening in thick lust. 

“The loveliest sight ever,” he murmured, shaking, as if fighting a battle not to leap upon me and devour me. 

But I wanted him to. I wanted him to do all sorts of dirty things to me. I wanted all of my mates to do all sorts of naughty things to me. 

I didn’t want any inhibition. 

Fire coursed in me, all the way to the tender flesh between my thighs, under the weight of my mates’ desire. 

I writhed a little just to sunder their control. 

Reys cursed and palmed my pussy roughly. I thrust my crotch toward his hand, rubbing my silken sex against his palm. 

Pyrder also cursed as he watched, lust burning so intensely in his darker turquoise eyes that I felt like melting wax exposed to an open flame. 

They were identical twins with the same red-golden hair. While Reys’s flowed down to his broader shoulders, Pyrder’s was tied in a man bun.  

My lustful gaze traced from their enticing, cut chests down to their six-pack stomachs, then their powerful legs. Both of their bodies were perfectly proportioned. The only difference was Pyrder had the tattoo of a magnificent panther inked on his forearm and half of his chest. Reys was all smooth skin rippling with well-defined, steely muscles. 

My eyes dipped to their massive cocks. They also had the same straight, beautiful cocks. I licked my lips, picturing how they would make me feel when they filled my pussy. They were both steel rods wrapped in velvet-fine skin, but I remembered the differences when they fucked me.

They were twins, yet they were different in many ways. They were also very similar in some ways. Their lust and love for me had the same intensity. They balanced each other well. Pyrder was more impulsive, and Reys grounded him. Reys often looked at the bigger picture, but Pyrder surprised us all by remembering all the details and spotting every flaw. Reys was older by a couple of minutes, so he called the shots most of the time. But when Pyrder insisted on having his way, no one could deny his will.  

Reys noticed the way my gaze darted between his and his brother’s cocks and grinned. 

“Which cock you want first, Cass baby,” he purred. 

“I want both of you,” I said. 

“Greedy girl,” Reys chided me playfully. 

Pyrder watched our banter and let his twin take the lead. 

I wiggled my ass, my hands cupping the weight of my own breasts. “What are you going to do about it?” 

Reysalor pulled his palm away from me, and my pussy met the cold air. Before I protested, Reys spread my legs wider, and his face was between my thighs. 

His tongue licked my narrow slit before its wicked tip thrust shallowly between my folds. Then it withdrew and lapped round my sex. 

He was teasing me, letting the desire burn slowly through me. His thumb circled my clit, barely brushing it. My legs jerked, liquid fire burning between them. I needed Reys’s or Pyrder’s cock now. It didn’t matter which fae’s rod filled me first, as long as I got one. 

I whimpered. “No more teasing, please.” 

I had held out for so long. I needed some action. I needed big guns. I needed my mate’s cock inside me, now. 

“You want to be fucked badly, don’t you, Cass baby?” Reys asked in a husky voice, which excited me even more. 

“Yes, please,” I begged. I didn’t care how pathetic I sounded. I was on fire. If I didn’t get a cock inside me to soothe this ache, I would combust! 

And then the twins would regret the consequences!  

Pyrder sensed my urgent carnal need and took pity on me. Actually, it was because he couldn’t hold back any longer. He dipped his head, wrapped his lips around my taut nipple, and suckled. 

A tingling sensation washed over me, and I arched my back at the pleasure. Pyrder’s breath labored as he sucked my left breast with feverish need. He wanted to penetrate my pussy with his big, hard cock. I could feel his need through our mating bond. 

Yet he restrained himself from fighting his brother, from asking Reys to hurry so he could have his turn with me. 

His other hand fondled my right breast with almost bruising force. 

I ran my hand through Pyrder’s thick mane and grabbed a handful of red-gold hair just as Reys thrust his tongue into my heated passage again.  

I lifted my torso up from the luxurious mattress so I could watch how the twins played with me. A deep moan escaped my throat at the sight of these two incredible males moving over me. 

Reys withdrew his tongue. 

“Our Cass loves to watch,” Reys purred. 

“I want more, Reys! Please!” I whimpered my demand.  

“Of course you want more,” Reys said. “Remember how you taunted me when I couldn’t claim you because of the pact?” 

I remembered it all. 

He’d brought me to his mansion at the edge of the Academy after he rescued me from my stepfather’s vampires. I’d had a long bath, and he’d come to check on me. I’d tried to seduce him, and he’d resisted me. 

When he’d helped dry my back, the towel slowly moving down to my butt, I’d parted my legs, bent forward, and bared my pussy for him. 

I’d wanted him to fuck me from behind and had expected him to do just that.  

He’d rubbed my flesh between my thighs with a swath of the towel, pretending to dry me. So I’d swayed my hips.

Instead of screwing me, he’d spanked me. 

Now, I spread my legs wider for him and writhed as I said. “How did I taunt you? I don’t remember. Why don’t you give me a hint?” 

Pyrder cursed. While I teased and challenged his twin, he got all hot.  

I smirked, hoping my new seduction worked since my wet pussy was slick with want.

“Let me remind you,” Reys said roughly. “I wasn’t able to give it to you then, but I can give it all to you now. I’m going to fuck your perfect little pussy over and over without the slightest mercy until you can barely stand when I’m done.” 

My heart pounded at the promise. His words sounded threatening, but it was extremely erotic. I was no ordinary female. I was no human, and I was far stronger than an immortal. 

My mates knew I could take whatever they threw at me. We were well-matched. 

And right now, I wanted a raw, hard fuck more than anything. And only a dirty, rough fuck could truly satisfy me. 

On second thought, that wasn’t entirely true. My mates had all made love to me at some point, and their gentle passion had rocked me to my core. 

“Pyrder, release Cass,” Reys said. “You can suckle her tit later. I need to fuck her from behind.” 

As soon as Pyrder reluctantly pulled his mouth from me—he remembered he was playing a supportive role today—Reys flipped me over. 

I was on all fours, my ass in the air, and my breasts were pressed down on the blanket. 

I knew what the fae heir planned to do to me, and my skin burned with urgent need. 

No more foreplay. No more teasing. 

Reys roughly brushed open my swollen folds with the thick crown of his cock. I threw a glance at him over my shoulder. He was staring at my pussy, ravenous hunger twisting his handsome, sharp features into something animalistic and wild. 

Liquid flame licked the flesh between my thighs, burning like a bonfire, and I whimpered with need. The hot wetness inside my narrow passage ached to welcome his cock into me. 

Reys grabbed my thighs, pinning me in place, and his large, hard shaft drove into me with a single powerful thrust, embedding deep within me. 

I gasped at the force of his entrance and moaned when pleasure lapped at my molten core. Before I could moan again, Reys pulled out an inch or two, then thrust right back in, harder and deeper. I was gasping and moaning with each movement, but he didn’t intend to give me a break or let me get used to his rapid rhythm. 

He thrust and thrust. In and out. Flesh slapped flesh with a blinding speed. 

The onslaught of his hammering made my vision blur, yet I loved every second of my fae mate’s power. After our unbearable separation—far longer for them than it was for me—we needed this coupling more than anything. I needed the delicious, rough friction to tell me I was safe and with my mates, and my mates needed to convince themselves they’d gotten me back in one piece. 

Reys pounded between my thighs relentlessly. 

“I need inside you, too,” Pyrder said hoarsely. “It’s been so long, Cass baby.” 

He knelt before me, his cock jerking forward before my face, a bead of moisture appearing on the split of his crown. 

He lifted my head gently and thrust his cock into my mouth. 

Both cocks filled me, stretching my muscles. 

Pyrder was gentler, but he also pushed my limits to go as far as he was allowed. While he fucked my mouth, his large hands caressed my breasts. He wanted to be all over me, imprinting me with his scent and touch. 

The electrifying, erotic sounds of their pounding made my blood heat and my pulse race. I couldn’t get enough of both of them.  

Reys kept penetrating me, driving deeper, and hitting every sensitive spot. 

I wanted to howl in ecstasy, but I had a cock in my mouth thrusting wildly and possessively. 

It was too much, and yet never enough. That was how I always felt with my mates, whether it was with one of them, or all of them. 

For long moments, we didn’t talk but fucked in pure bliss. 

We matched in every way. Only we could give each other maximum pleasure. 

I was born for them, and they’d waited for me for millennia. 

Their cocks grew heavier and harder, and their thrusts became frantic—the sign that they were going to have their release soon. 

I slammed my ass back toward Reys, his balls smacking against me, pulling his steel rod deeper into me. At the same time, my teeth grazed over the silken skin on Pyrder’s rock-hard shaft, which pushed them both to the edge. 

They thrust into me wildly, one cock in my mouth and one deep in my pussy.  

“Your little pussy is so tight and hot,” Reys groaned. “It’s already milking me. Oh, fuck, yes, clutch me. Drive me mad! You squeeze my cock so hard, baby. My merciless little mate, my horny female! Look how I fuck you! Watch how I fuck your tight, little pussy. Baby, I’ll fuck you to eternity!” 

“Call me little,” I hissed amid my breathless moans. “Call me horny. And let’s see how merciless I can be!”

The inner walls of my narrow passage clamped down on every inch of his cock, but his hardness pushed through, impaling me over and over. 

Rapid, hard, and deep. 

Waves of pleasure shocked me, shattered me, unmade me, and re-forged me again. When I reached the peak, Reys roared and emptied his hot seed in me with more powerful pumps. 

Pyrder groaned, and he, too, quickened his rhythm. With a shudder, he found his release in my mouth, his hand fisted in my lush, curly as he thrust down my throat. 

Spent and content, I sprawled on the twin fae princes, my head on Reys’s chest and my feet on Pyrder’s legs. We wanted another go, but then we would never stop if we started again.

Lorcan was still waiting for me. No matter how patient and restrained he was, he wasn’t going to wait forever. And soon he would come to fetch me. I also needed to check on Alaric. 

They wanted me to treat them equally. Just as Alaric had once said, “We’re all your mates. You need to learn to balance us if you don’t want big fights to break out among us.”  

But I could stay a little longer with Reys and Pyrder, and they both grinned like rogues when I decided to do so. Then Reys told me stories about the four of them that were unknown to me as my fingers traced the inked panther on his twin’s chest, and Pyrder groaned at my touch, only occasionally adding some detail to Reys’s narration. 

I knew that my mates were ancient, powerful, and battle-hardened. They all bore scars from the long march of time. My decade of caged life was nothing compared to some of the hardships they’d endured, yet none of them could stand to watch me suffer. 

The gods brutalizing me had wounded them more than it did me. I had a lot of work to do to iron out the tense knots in them and get them to relax again. Otherwise, they might try to hide me in a tower and throw away the key. 

Through Reys, I was given a peek into the demigod’s past.  

Alaric had watched as his high priestess queen-mother was cut down in front of him when he had been a child. His mother had received a vision of the assassination and hidden him. She’d also bound him with her last power to prevent him from coming out to rescue her and getting himself killed.  

He’d watched the gang, sent by Zeus’s jealous wife, torture his mother before her death. For years, he’d had to hide from Hera and scavenge on the streets to survive before his demigod power came to its full strength. Since then, he had been relentless in finding a way to get his revenge on the Queen of Gods. 

He hadn’t been able to get to her. She was too powerful, and even a major god couldn’t kill their equal. Alaric, however, had managed to slay the pawns who murdered his mother. 

Though Zeus played a role in finding him and helping him come into his demigod power, Alaric hated him, for the King of Gods, Thunder, and Lightning hadn’t protected his mother. 

The gods had been the bane of his existence for most of his life. Alaric had calmed down after the gods first left Earth, but now they’d all returned. 

My heart went out to my demigod mate, and then it bled for the High Lord of Night. 

Lorcan didn’t have a severe childhood trauma, but he was the only natural-born vampire, the only of his kind. He’d also lost his parents to the war, after which he endured an eon of loneliness and desolation, which became so unbearable that he entered stasis and let Selena and her half-sister, Jade, run his Court of Blood and Void unchecked. 

Jade had attempted to murder me in ShadesStar, and she would have succeeded if Reysalor hadn’t reached me in time. It wasn’t Lorcan’s fault, though guilt burdened him anyway. 

He wasn’t alone anymore. I was with him now, as were his bonded brothers. 

Yet I had more to be thankful for than any of them. 

I was lacking in so many ways, due to a decade of life in captivity, but my mates made me feel complete, lacking for nothing. They taught me whatever they could, carried me through the world, and brought me happiness I couldn’t have dreamed of before. Even though I was so flawed, they considered me perfect, and wouldn’t want me to change a damn thing about myself.  

Reys and Pyrder ended the tales and decided to tell me their own personal stories another time. I didn’t push for more. When they were ready, they knew where to find me. I wasn’t going anywhere without them. However, through our mating bond, I could sense their bone-deep ache and sorrow. My fae mates had also lost someone dear to them. 

Lorcan cleared his throat, though he remained in another room. As supernaturals, we all had superior hearing. He must have heard our chatting and wondered why I hadn’t come to him. I concealed a grin. The High Lord of Night was losing patience. 

I wondered how he positioned himself while he was waiting for me. Did he sit on a sofa, pretending to be reading? Or did he lean against the rail at the balcony with a glass of wine in his hand in order to play cool? But in my mind, I was seeing him naked under the blanket, his erection taut as a bowstring. Was he stroking himself? 

My face flushed. 

“I’m going to check on Lorcan,” I said, rolling off the twin fae’s beautiful, muscled torsos. “He must be hungry if he keeps coughing.” 

An amused smile tugged at the corner of Reys’s lips.  

“After that, you can come back here,” Pyrder said. “This is the biggest room. If you want the vampire to come over too, it’s fine.” 

“I might,” I said. “I like us all sleeping in the same bed. But before I feed Lorcan, I think I should go see Alaric to make sure he’s okay.” 

“He isn’t in the cabin,” Pyrder said. “Let him brood for a few days and he’ll return to normal.” 

“I can’t bear to see him like that,” I said. “I can’t bear to see any of you suffer alone.” 

“I’ll accompany you and find him for you,” Pyrder said. 

“I know where he is,” I said. “I need to do this alone.” At the twins’ look, I said softly, “I’ll be safe. Our guards are everywhere, and they’re vigilant. I know that you’ve just gotten me back. But you still need to give me some space. Don’t treat me like a fragile glass.”

“We’ll try,” Reys said. “But I’m walking you to where Alaric is.” 

I wanted to protest again, but one look at their stubborn, worried expressions, and I stopped. No matter what, they wouldn’t let me wander alone. Pain still throbbed deep in them at my being taken and tortured. 

“If you don’t like Reys for company, I volunteer,” Pyrder said. 

“Fine,” I sighed. “Either one is fine.” 

Pyrder helped me dress warmly while Reys pulled up his pants and waited for me at the door. 

The frigid ocean wind whipped my face as soon as Reys and I stepped outside. Reys pulled me closer to him to shield me with his towering frame. But the cold didn’t bother me. I found that my body temperature could adjust to fit the climate. 

The bonfire at the other end of my mating bond to Alaric flared. I’d learned to distinguish the four ends that each led to a different mate, and the four bonds also merged in the middle. That was their brotherhood bond. 

My thread to the demigod snapped tightly as I closed the distance. Alaric had sensed me nearing him. I smiled. He taught me tracking, and now here I was, hunting one of the best trackers.

Hadn’t he found me? Hadn’t all of them found me, helped by my seer and Goddess Demeter? 

The guards in the shadows didn’t disturb us but watched, even as I walked toward the cliff. 

Alaric was inside a cave nearly thirty feet down. As my magic flowed ahead to spy for me, it told me about the ward at the entrance of the cave. I had no fear of the demigod’s ward. He would never harm me. His power and spells would never hurt me. 

I turned to the Reys. Under the moonlight, he was as beautiful as any fairy dream. He pressed his palms to my face and kissed me, feather light. When he pulled away, I smiled at him. 

Reys opened his mouth to shout for Alaric to come to pick me up, but I didn’t want to be the girl that waited for her lover. 

I was way more aggressive. Plus, I had a flair for drama. 

So, I twirled and jumped off the cliff. 

“Cass!” Reys called in alarm. Just when he was about to leap after me, which wasn’t wise, I tossed my air current down and floated in mid air, right at the mouth of the cave. 

“You forgot that I can levitate, Reys,” I said with a laugh. 

“Next time, give me a warning, baby!” he hissed, both relieved and irritated, and then he shouted coarsely, “Alaric, get the fuck out of there!”

“Cass!” Now Alaric called in alarm and poked his head out of the cave’s mouth. 

“Aren’t you going to invite me—” Before I could finish my demand, Alaric wrapped his thick arms around my waist and pulled me into his lair. 

“I got her!” He shouted toward the cliff. 

“After you’re done with brooding and talking, bring our mate to the main house!” Reys barked.  

I slanted a guilty glance at Alaric. I’d given them both a scare, especially Reys, so my level-headed fae mate was taking it out on the demigod. Usually it was Pyrder and Alaric who got into arguments. After what the gods had done to me, all my mates were now constantly on edge, full of fear for my life, fear that I may be taken from them again. 

To his credit, Alaric didn’t bark back to prove his alpha dominance.  

A moment later, I could sense Reys storm off, my mating bond to him stretching, yet it still pulsed strongly on the other end. 

Out of all my mates, I’d only told Reys that I loved him when he ran with me on the training field as I carried Noah/Apollo’s magical bomb. It wasn’t that I loved my other mates any less. It was just always easier to talk to Reys about my feelings. 

I quickly took in the surroundings. 

The cave was well-equipped—a bed, a desk, cushioned chairs. Magical light radiated from the smooth stone walls, illuminating the cave’s interior in moody light. Orange fire leapt in the fireplace, embers sparking from burned wood. 

Even punishing himself, Alaric didn’t forget to find comfort.  

I’d expected the cave to be all rough rocks, dark dirt, and green moss, and imagined finding Alaric kneeling on a rock, bare torso with loose trousers hanging low on his hips. Then there was a whip he would use to lash at his back now and then in repentance. Not that I wanted him to inflict pain on himself, since I knew guilt, shame, and angst already beat down on him. 

As if perceiving my thoughts, which he was always good at, he murmured, “Being away from you is already the worst form of punishment.” 

“Then why did you stay away?” I demanded as I scanned the grave cast of his sensual mouth. I wanted to kiss it. I didn’t want it to be in such a sad shape. 

He was looking at my lips, too. 

By sheer will, I pulled my gaze up and studied his disheveled appearance. He hadn’t combed his hair. It was longer than when I had last seen him, and wilder. His honey-brown eyes were still bloodshot. I knew my mates barely slept after I was taken, and it had taken a toll on all of them. 

I’d command them to sleep after I got a bit skin-to-skin time with each of them. We all needed to reconnect, and the best way to do that was to reacquaint our bodies. 

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he said softly. “I have my reasons.” 

“Your reasons are bullshit, if it’s that same stupid thought you’re still brooding over,” I said. “You did not fail me. You found me and brought me back. It’s not your fault that asshole took me in the first place. I ventured out of the Academy and right into his ambush, but even then, it wasn’t my fault, either. Sooner or later, he was going to get to me, no matter how tightly you guarded me. He’d been planning it for months! And it isn’t all bad. We’ve learned the gods’ endgame and their fallout. We now know that there’s a certain way to truly kick their asses. And now I’m back, standing right in front of you, and you’re just going to sit on your fat ass?” 

“Fat ass?” he repeated, his eyes sparkling. “No one has ever called me that. Only my mate can insult me.” The next moment, I was wrapped in his arms. “This fat ass will make it up to you and be worthy of you.” 

I narrowed my eyes, but I clasped my hands behind his neck. “By brooding more?” 

“You made quite a speech, sweetheart,” he said, studying my face, as if he was trying to compare every line on my face to the ones he remembered. 

Alaric was the firmest with me among my mates, but he was never too hard on me. He could always make me bend to his ways if I became too difficult. Pyrder was the softest with me and let me walk all over him most of the time. Reys often resorted to reason and negotiated with me. Lorcan chided me, then explained things to me. 

“I can’t afford for you to break,” I said, not gently. “I can’t afford for any of you to lose it.” 

“I won’t,” he said, “as long as I have you in my arms. I’ve designed a new rune that can detect the gods’ presence. They can no longer fool us and infiltrate our inner circle.” 

While we lounged in bed after our reconnection, Reys mentioned that Alaric had spent endless hours finding the perfect rune while searching for me in every corner of the planes. 

I pressed a palm against his ruggedly handsome face. He was all male, harsh and menacing, but he was mine. “That’s good, but you need to remember to eat and sleep. You promised not to crack up.” Then I glared at him. “If you don’t know how to take care of yourself, how can you take care of me?”

“I’ll gain strength for you in no time,” he said. “And I won’t allow anyone—gods, mortals, or immortals—to take you away from me again.” With that, he crushed his mouth over mine. 

I parted my lips for him, and his tongue invaded through them and swept over my hard palate. I shivered as a tingling sensation rippled in me. 

Pleasure buzzed on my skin, and lust burned in my veins. 

I closed my eyes, thinking of how Goddess Demeter had dressed me in Apollo’s realm, then I pictured undressing Alaric and myself. 

I blinked open my eyes. 

Both Alaric and I were naked, with me pressing against him. 

Alaric gasped on my lips and laughed. “You learned a new trick, sweetheart.”

I grinned. “I’m a quick study.”   

His large, powerful hand took advantage of the convenience of my nudity and cupped my breast. His massive erection pricked against my belly. 

“I need to fuck you now, demigod,” I said. 

Alaric gazed down at me, his honey-brown eyes darkening, unbridled desire riding him. The male had such intense passion! My heart pounded, and the roar in my ears wouldn’t stop until he sated me. 

Alaric lifted me up. His skilled hands spread my legs, then in one swift move, his hard shaft pushed through my plump folds and glided into me with ease, despite his size, all the way to my aching center.  

I gasped at the erotic sensation. Skin to skin. Flesh inside flesh. 

He started to move, thrusting slowly, giving me time to adjust to his size. His cock was so large it stretched me to my muscles’ limits. 

But I loved every minute of being filled like this. The weight of his length in my passage was both intoxicating and comforting.  

Lust became tangible fire, lighting my every cell, and burning the demigod. 

Alaric abandoned his slow burn torture, snarling and thrusting deep and hard into me while maneuvering my hips to let me ride his massive cock. 

I moaned as he kept pumping into me, faster and faster, until his movements blurred. 

“Fuck me just like that!” I cried amid my breathless, shameless moans. 

“I’ll fuck your pretty pussy so hard until you scream hoarse,” he growled, driving into me with menacing, yet sweet force. 

It unmade me while the demigod poured his bountiful, pure energy into me. 

I started feeding on Alaric through our fucking, taking all he had to offer, and he gave it all to me without reservation. Then I gave him back some of mine.   

His immense power was the purest I’d tasted. It was nectar. My demigod was very special. Maybe that was why his father favored him over his full-blooded god children. 

Alaric whispered my name again and again, but he didn’t slow down his wild, merciless thrusts. I cried and screamed at the onslaught of pleasure that sent me flying high to the seventh heavens and then bought me down to the pit of the hell, only to toss me up again. 

It was fortunate that Alaric had put the concealment spell around the cave, or my screams and his growls would have woken up the entire camp. 

At his next sequence of brutal thrusts, I was pushed to the edge. My fingernails raked through his muscled back, drawing blood. 

He hissed in approval. 

“It’s my turn to fuck you, Alaric!” 

“Be my guest, my horny little goddess,” he chuckled in dark lust and slowed down his thrusts to lazy strides. 

I grabbed his shoulders to anchor myself as I started to ride along his cock. Earth, his shaft was so hard, long, and massive, I felt its every delicious inch of hardness inside me. I did a little twirl, and he snarled in response and tried to move in me vehemently again. 

“I said it’s my turn to fuck you!” I snapped, picking up speed until I rode him in bruising rhythm. 

He gritted his teeth. “Fuck yes, sweetheart. Fuck me!” 

My goddess strength poured into him, and his demigod’s power surged up to meet mine in equal measure. 

Alaric could not hold back and simply let me dominate. He pumped into me as we fucked each other with such raw, brutal force that no mortals could take. 

It was a place not everyone could go and survive.

I exploded, raining down liquid fire on his cock, and he roared, pumping his hot seed into the depth of my womb. 

I cried out with him before I dipped my head down on the hollow space between his neck and shoulder. My fangs emerged, and then I was biting him, bleeding him, and leaving my mark. 

We collapsed onto his bed, nearly toppling it, with me still riding him and him calling my name.

When he carried me, fully dressed, back to the main cabin, he stayed with us. He was no longer brooding but grinned like a school boy who’d just touched his first boob. 

“The shit-eating grin,” Pyrder grunted. 

Lorcan gave me a look. He’d come to the common room to wait for me. I sent him back a sly smile. 

“Listen,” I commanded, my hands on my hips. “All of you go to sleep and make up for the sleepless nights while I was gone. You’ll need your strength to protect me, so I won’t be taken again. You know that Ares and Apollo will return to try soon.”

The gods weren’t like any other races. They never gave up their hunt. I could easily picture how pissed the sun and war gods were right now. 

“And to be honest, guys,” I continued. “You all look like shit, and that’s no way to attract your mate.”

They didn’t look like shit, but I had to lie to get them to take me seriously. 

“Do you have any additional words, dulcis?” Lorcan arched an eyebrow and stretched a hand toward me. “If not, then come.” 

He could wait no longer. Hunger, lust, and impatience swirled in his eyes, turning them a stormy grey. I’d satisfied all of my mates except him. 

“Our mate has become so bossy since she returned,” Alaric said. “In my long immortal years, no one else has dared to give me orders.” 

“Get used to it,” I said. 

Lorcan flung me over his shoulder and stalked out of the room. 

Reys chuckled. “We’ll stay up, waiting for you to have cakes, and then we can all go to sleep together.” 

I squirmed in Lorcan’s arms. “Cakes? How could I forget that?” 

But the High Lord of Night’s long strides had already carried us into his room, where he shut the door firmly. 

I raised my head from the upside down position, my eyes blinking once, then twice. 

Fresh dandelions paved on the floor and the bed, illuminated by the candle light. I’d once collected the flowers from a field every morning for him, hoping the dandelions’ loveliness and strength could knock some sense into him and wake him the hell up from a coma.  

He’d remembered, and now he was romancing me with dandelions. 

My light and fire blazed for the High Lord of Night. When he placed me in the center of the bed, above the dandelions, I saw the same light and fire ignited in his strongly beating heart. 

Our lust merged. Our bodies joined. And our bond glowed. 
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Everyone—my mates, their warriors, and Amber— gathered in the main cabin, sharing breakfast and cakes with me to celebrate my return. 

The gods would retaliate. They must be hunting me now, but at this moment, it was all joy. 

I talked non-stop and laughed at my friends’ and family’s jokes, even when some of their jokes were pretty bad.  

Boone placed a big cake on a porcelain plate in front of me. 

“You sure you can finish it all, Cass?” Hector taunted, arching both eyebrows. “You need some help?”

I pulled the cake closer to me in a defensive position, and the warriors chortled.  

“Don’t make my mate panic,” Pyrder said. “We just got her back.” 

I debated for a second, and then cut my cake in half and put the other half on a spare plate. “That’s for all of you to share, for this occasion only. Don’t expect me to give up my cake every time. And don’t forget to save a piece for Amber.” 

The seer looked at me gratefully from across the table. The cake Boone made for me was always the best. He didn’t just use his special recipe; he poured his friendship and affection for me into making that special cake. 

The warriors all knew that. While they eagerly divided the half cake among themselves, I told them about the gods’ endgame. 

“We’re the collateral damage,” Alaric concluded, “just like last time. But this time, they have no intention of sparing Earth. They don’t care if we go up in flames when they leave.” 

“They don’t want to damage their own world.” Pyrder sucked in a breath. “So they picked Earth as their next battlefield. We’ll show them where we stand. If we go down, we’ll drag them down with us.”  

“It’s better we don’t go down,” Lorcan said, sending me a doting glance. “We must plan our next steps carefully and strategically. Now that we know their true intentions and what they’ve planned for us—thanks to our mate—we have a better chance to deliver our blows to their very heart.” 

“A few goddesses are on our side,” I said. “They have their own scores to settle against the male gods.” My eyes burned. “We can turn all the goddesses against the male pigs! We can start a revolution from there. I’ll do it.” I waved my fists at the warriors after I inserted a spoonful of cake into my mouth. It melted on my tongue. “All the sexists, misogynists, male chauvinists, and supremacists will go the fuck down!” 

I scanned the warriors in the dining room, waiting for a challenge. 

Pyrder chuckled and raised both hands in surrender. “Sorry to disappoint you, Cass baby. There aren’t any male pigs here. Let’s focus on killing the gods and winning the war.” 

“They’re the god race,” Alaric said. “They don’t think like us. They never will. No matter how hard some gods and goddesses try to be your friends, we can’t trust any of them, but we will use them.”

Lorcan nodded. “They’re more fickle than humans.” 

“First step, we need to locate the elemental shifter who led Cass into the trap,” Reys said. “He also left a clue as to where to find the ancient scroll that reveals how to kill the gods.” 

I stuffed my face with another piece of cake. “Who the fuck knows where the rabbit hole is? There must be thousands of holes dug by rabbits, and we can’t go check every hole, can we? We don’t have enough manpower to do just that. Finding the shifter dude isn’t easy, either. He’s damn fast, and he can turn into to smoke. Puff, and he disappears.” 

“I can help you with the puff part,” a voice sounded from the open kitchen. Celeb, Alaric’s half-demon warrior, leaned on the counter. 

All heads turned to Celeb. 

“I caught a glimpse of the fucker when you chased him,” Celeb said. He hadn’t slept much, either, judging from the dark circles under the hollow of his haunted eyes. “I tracked him after you were taken. It took me awhile to piece it together, but I finally figured out that he’s a messenger from the Underworld.”  

The room sank into complete silence before someone murmured grimly, “We’re fucked.” 

If the elemental shifter had been sent by Hades, my quite possible biological father, then what did that mean? I darted a wary glance between my mates. 

Had Hades also learned about me through Phobos’s betrayal? But the terror god had sold me out only to Apollo and his dad Ares. 

Hades was one of the cruelest gods. He hungered for power more than anything. 

Phobos’s mocking voice rang in my ear. “Hades will come for you, and when he does, he’ll take your power and cage you. The God of Death doesn’t show mercy, even to his own blood, and he hasn’t had any for eons.” 

I swallowed the bile in the back of my throat. I was thankful that at least I had finished the cake before we came to this part. Reys, who sat beside me, took my cold hand in his large warm one and kissed my temple. “We won’t let any of them get to you again.” 

Rage and determination formed on my other mates’ faces. Alaric wrapped an arm around my waist on my other side and kissed the crown of my head. And just like that, defiance surged in my veins and expelled the fear. My mates would protect me, and this time they were prepared. 

“You can’t know for sure that shifter is Hades’ messenger, Celeb,” Pyrder said. 

“I didn’t say he was Hade’s messenger,” Celeb said. “But he’s from the Underworld. Cass said he changed to smoke. No other shifters can do that in any mortal or immortal realm on Earth’s surface. Only those from the Underworld can do such a thing.” Celeb snarled in distaste. He hated that half of his heritage. “I’m a half-demon, and I came from Hell. So I know. A lot of you may not know that the Underworld used to have another lord before Hades swept in. When all the Olympian gods returned to Earth, Hades took the reins from Pluto. We don’t know the messenger’s alliance, but he could have been sent by Pluto. I’m sure the former Lord of the Underworld wants to see the gods dead as much as us.”

“Then why didn’t Pluto reach out to us?” Ambrosia questioned. 

Ambrosia was brave in the battlefield, but she always had tunnel vision. 

“The Underworld doesn’t work like the surface.” Celeb shrugged. “The former lord ruled his dark worlds for eons without any contest until the Olympian gods returned. No one stood a chance against the gods, no one until Lady Cass Saélihn showed up. News and rumors spread like wildfire. How Cass killed two gods and then captured the God of Terror in the Misery Twist club reached every corner of the Earth.” 

“I didn’t kill Enyalius and Ichnaea,” I protested, remembering the minor God of War, his red cape billowing around him, and the Goddess of Track and Trace, a tall brunette dressed in armored bra and skirt down to her thighs. The bitch had shot an arrow of lighting and fire at me. If Lorcan hadn’t shielded us, Reys and I would have been dead. Lorcan had nearly died from the arrow impaling his chest. 

Now they both were dead, but we were still here. 

I jerked my thumb toward my mates. “They killed the bad guys.” 

My mates’ eyes sparkled, as did Celeb’s. 

“The tales about you have gotten out of control,” Celeb said to me. “Many witnessed what you did with the most powerful mages’ collective magic in the Academy. Neither Hades nor Pluto is blind to such a power on Earth.” He turned to speak to all of us. “So Pluto might choose to reach out now, not to us, but to Cass. The messenger picked her when she was alone in the shopping center and lured her to pursue after him. He must have learned that Cass loved the chase.”

My face flamed in humiliation. Right, I’d been easy prey to lure into a trap.  

“The messenger didn’t work with Apollo,” Alaric said, his arm still wrapped around my waist as if he never intended to let me go. “Cass is sure about that. So, there are two possibilities. If the messenger was sent by Pluto, he would want my mate to kill the gods, particularly Hades. If the messenger was sent by Hades, he may also want Cass to kill the Olympian gods, particularly Zeus. Hades tried twice to overthrow Olympus when the gods were on Earth last time. He’s quite bitter to be shackled to his eternal position in the Underworld, either in this realm, or any realm he goes.”

“Apollo and Ares want me to kill Zeus, too.” I glanced at my mates and said dryly, “It’s awesome everyone wants me to be their blade.” 

My mates had also planned for me to be their executioner’s axe before they’d found me and discovered that I was their fated mate. 

Lorcan looked mournful. “They won’t achieve that, dulcis. We won’t allow it. No one uses you.” 

“We’ll guard you at every turn, with our every breath,” said Xihin, the giant vampire with darker-skin. He was the only vampire guard I liked. 

I waved at him. “I don’t need more guarding.”

“They’ll have to crawl over our dead bodies to get you again, Cass,” Hector said, and his cadre nodded vehemently, their hands moving to the hilts of their swords. 

Somewhere along the way, they’d all warmed up to me. 

“Uh, no one dies,” I said. “Or I’ll be pissed!”  

“The messenger has delivered the message,” Lorcan said. “And now we’ll find this Rabbit Hole.” 

“According to the myth,” Celeb drawled, “it’s in the shifter’s realm, Moonshine.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




15
 

[image: image]


We stood in the center of the shifters’ rustic assembly hall. 

The hot-blooded shifters seemed to prefer a simple lifestyle, unlike the vampires, who were all about lavishness and modernizing. I thought it was because vampires were unnatural, except my vampire mate, and shifters were the opposite. They drew their shifting magic, strength, and speed from Earth. Their kind was even closer to Earth magic than the fae. 

But I didn’t voice my humble opinions. I had no idea what might offend the shifters. My mates had told me that the shifters mostly kept to themselves. They didn’t like other species and they didn’t cooperate well with other races. 

“They’d better get in some kind of training and learn to work with others,” I’d said. “The war’s coming. Everyone must bring something to the table. We aren’t going to be the only ones putting our asses on the line for everyone!” 

When it came to that day, we would put our asses on the line, though. 

Reys even made me promise not to antagonize the shifters. 

“I understand your penchant for kicking doors down and being a badass, Cass baby,” Reys coaxed. “The shifters aren’t like the vampires, though both species are strict on hierarchy and social rules.”

I glared at him. “I’m not in the habit of kicking doors. It would hurt my toes more than the door!” 

He chuckled. “We’ll see.” 

Standing in the shifters’ hall, Lorcan and Alaric on my left side, Reys and a golden panther to my right, we made quite the impression. Our elite warriors—Hector and his cadre, Xihin the vampire, and Celeb the half-demon—posed like solid walls of muscles behind us. And Amber planted herself between the fae like a cute, short tree. 

We stood facing three alphas on a dais. 

They were all massively built, with broad shoulders and very narrow waists. The stark contrast was considered attractive for male species. I bet their fit physique had a lot to do with shifters’ metabolism. 

They stared back at us, their expressions unreadable, so I couldn’t tell if they’d be friends or foes. Their minion shifters, however, surrounded us along the far stone walls. Only fools would believe what they saw, assuming that the shifters were giving us space. They could reach us in a blink of an eye with fangs and claws if a fight ever broke out. 

The alphas sat on identical thrones made of some incredibly rare wood. Pyrder had told me beforehand that it was African Blackwood, as if I could register the significance.  

“What brought you to Moonshine, Prince Reysalor, Prince Pyrder, King Alaric, and—” the alpha lounging on the left throne paused for a heartbeat and asked, “High Lord of Night?” 

Vampires and shifters were natural enemies since the beginning of time.

The speaker had wheat-colored hair straight down to his shoulders. His face was relatively kind compared to the other two, and he carried the air of a scholar. I thought he must be Dustin, the only shifter in the High Council of the Academy. He’d voted against making me carry a magical bomb as a punishment before Apollo had abducted me. 

I hoped he was on my side again today. 

“It’s a visit long overdue, Alpha Dustin, Alpha Wyatt, and Alpha Cadmar,” Reysalor said formally. “We also brought our mate, Lady Cass Saélihn.” 

My lips curled up. I liked him introducing me as a lady rather than a goddess. 

“I want to see the view,” I said. 

The shifter perching on the right throne grinned at me. He must be Cadmar. His intense brown gaze held too much interest for my liking. 

The curly blond looked younger than the other two alphas and more handsome. He didn’t put on full formal attire but left his well-defined chest on display. His trousers hung low on his hips. That was convenient if he ever needed to shift. 

Unlike my fae mates, the shifter kind had to shift naked if they didn’t want to have their heads trapped in their pants by accident. 

Cadmar kept looking at me, as if nothing else interested him. 

Lorcan hissed. Alaric growled. Pyrder, the golden panther, bared his teeth. 

Reysalor’s smile didn’t touch his eyes, and when he smiled like that, it was never a good thing. He usually snapped the neck of his opponent the next moment. 

I knew I needed to remind the boys of the fact that we shouldn’t start a bloodbath before our mission was accomplished. 

I sent my question to them through our mating bond. Our real target is the gods, right? 

I hoped they received that. We were still practicing mind communication. 

“Is there something about my mate that interests you, Alpha Cadmar?” Reys asked. 

“Yes,” Cadmar said, smirking. He even had a dimple to go with it, but his dimple couldn’t hold a candle to Alaric’s. “I like what I see.” 

Dustin cleared his throat in warning. 

“We can discuss that later,” Cadmar said dryly. “I think my brothers have something they deem more important to say first.” 

The three alphas were also bonded brothers, so they co-ruled the shifters in the continent. 

“Do you enjoy the view, Lady Saélihn?” Cadmar opened his mouth again. He just couldn’t help it. I’d said earlier that I came to see the view of the Moonshine, and he believed he was it. 

“What view, Alpha Cadmar?” I snickered. 

My mates were like arrows nocked on taut bowstrings, ready to strike their target mercilessly. 

Dustin clasped his hands. “Bring refreshment for our guests.” 

He finally offered us seats and snacks. I hoped the shifters were good at baking. If any cake was good, I would ask for the recipe and bring it back to Boone. 

We settled down on a row of chairs before us—the only chairs in the hall. 

Our guards took standing positions behind us. 

“We don’t have all day for this meeting,” the alpha in the center throne said curtly. “If you came here to persuade us to join your army and fight with you, you’re wasting your time and ours.”  

He must be Alpha Wyatt then. His dark, slick hair was combed all the way back, very much like a mafia boss in the old movies. I debated if I should tell him that his hairstyle went out of favor a few years ago.

He was also good-looking like all shifters were, but his lips were too thin and cruel for my taste. I decided I didn’t like him much. 

“Your kind isn’t safe, either,” Reysalor said softly, yet lethally. “Look around and see the land. The gods have burned half of the Earth. When the mortal world is gone, our realms will also collapse. And all of us will be wiped out.” 

“You don’t know that for sure,” Wyatt said. “We’ll take a chance preserving our species here instead of joining you in a hopeless crusade against the gods. Besides, we don’t fight alongside bloodsuckers.” His eyes landed hard on Lorcan. “If it weren’t for the host law our ancestors honored, we’d shed the very blood of the vampire lord who dared to cross our threshold.” 

“You can try,” Lorcan and I hissed at the same time. 

And I shot to my feet and pointed two fingers at Wyatt. “You’re nothing but a big bully brown bear!” 

A surprised look passed by the alphas’ faces. They hadn’t expected an outsider to tell their animals, and I didn’t look that experienced. 

“Right,” I said, snickering. “I know exactly what you all are. Dustin is a black lion. Cadmar is a little white wolf.” Cadmar frowned at me. No one liked to be called little, especially a male, but I ignored him. “I know everyone’s animal side in this room, and their color and power grade.” 

“See, brother,” Dustin said. “I told you it wouldn’t be a hopeless cause to fight the gods this time. The girl is powerful. She channeled hundreds of mages’ magic and turned it into a storm the likes of which has not been seen in this century.”  

Wyatt sized me up as if I were an auction item. “So you’re the one everyone has been talking about, little girl.” 

“I’m not a little girl,” I said. “And I’m more than an immortal. When you and your children’s children turn to dirt and dust, I’ll still be here.” 

A gasp sounded from the shifters around the hall. I bet no young women had ever talked to their alphas like that, and I was thankful that my mates let me run wild, as they usually did. They didn’t step in to do my shit when I could handle it. There was solid trust between us, though I knew, mostly, they just liked to spoil me. 

They accepted me in every form and shape. Even my flaws were perfection in their eyes. And if that wasn’t love, I didn’t know what it was. 

“At least you have some fire, girl,” Wyatt said. Then he pursed his thin lips and ordered, “If you’re what they say you are, show me your power. We’ve seen too many phonies. I’ve grown weary of all the claims.”

“I don’t claim anything,” I said. “And I have no intention to show you my power because you aren’t on my list.”

“And what kind of list is that?” Wyatt snorted. 

“You aren’t privy to know, either,” I said. “I don’t take orders from anyone, and definitely not from you. I, Cass Saélihn under this sky or any other sky, follow no one’s laws and rules, except mine and my mates’.”

“Talk like a goddess,” Amber whispered. 

The only ones I’d ever allow to dominate me occasionally were my mates.  

“She’s powerful,” Cadmar said. “I can sense her deep magic. If she doesn’t want to display her power, so be it. Let’s forget that list.” 

Wyatt growled, and Cadmar narrowed his eyes, which turned molten gold. 

That was the problem with three alphas. They could never agree among themselves. 

“We’ll consider joining forces with you and fight the gods if you accept one of our terms,” Cadmar said. 

“And what term is it?” Lorcan asked without any emotion. 

“Lady Saélihn has a vampire, two fae, and a demigod as her mates,” Cadmar said. “It isn’t equitable that she left out shifters in her harem. We don’t want to look bad in the supernatural community. If she takes one of us into her bed, then it balances out all things. Among my brothers, I volunteer.” He grinned at me, his dimple deepening. “And I promise to satisfy you in every way.”  

To enhance his charm, he flexed the cut muscles on his chest and biceps and winked at me.  

My mouth gaped open in shock. 

I’d thought trading brides for alliance was a thing of the past, but it seemed the supernatural clans still practiced it. And the shifter alpha believed that he could compete against my mates in my bedroom. He thought it was a competition. 

My mates snarled. One more word from Cadmar and they would attack and forget all about the task at hand—we must get into the Rabbit Hole through the shifters. 

Taking more mates, or not, into my bed was actually my decision. 

I grinned back at Cadmar wickedly. 

“My mates are too polite to inform you how they’ve gotten into my bed,” I said. “The matehood is by fate’s arrangement, and my mates have earned my absolute loyalty. It won’t be given to another male. And for your information, the last one who volunteered almost got his palace burned down. You’ve probably heard of the God of Sun and Prophecy. When he didn’t understand that no meant no, my mates and I had to leave a beheaded Deimos, the God of Fear, in Apollo’s torture chamber as an equitable gift.”

Wyatt snorted. “No mortal, or immortal, can behead a god. And the God of Fear has inflicted the world with his blight since the beginning of time. But your perfect little mouth does know how to talk. No wonder a little girl like you can make even the most powerful males smitten like puppies. Even my little brother, who never treats any woman seriously, wants to join your harem. I don’t think you have the power of which you’ve bragged, but I bet you’re excellent at sucking dicks.”  

“What the fuck are you doing, Wyatt?” Dustin hissed. “They’re our honored guests. And do you even know whom you’ve just insulted?” 

Before my mates charged, my icy air current lashed out, carrying their snarls that promised to break the shifter alpha’s bones.  

Wyatt flew into the air, then turned upside down—spread-eagled, strung up by my air. He kicked his legs and flung his arms frantically, endeavoring to reach the ground but to no avail. My magic was too strong for mortals and immortals alike. 

He cursed, but I had no desire to hear more. 

My air formed in the shape of an invisible hand and cupped his rough cheeks, forcing his thin mouth to open. Then a penis-shaped ice column thrust between his lips and pushed further, its size and coldness gagging him. 

Alaric chuckled amid complete, shocked silence in the shifters’ hall. “Looks like you’re the one who’s an expert at sucking dick.” 

Wyatt’s face burned purple. His eyes bulged. 

“Alaric, you’re rude,” Reys chided. “He can’t agree or disagree with you. He’s too busy now.” 

All the shifters, except for the alphas, shifted in an instant, bellowing, and charged toward us. They had over a dozen kinds, though wolves were the majority. A few lions, tigers, and grizzly bears loomed amongst the smaller wolves. 

“They have bobcats!” I cried in joy. 

My mates drew their flaming swords, except for Pyrder. He would battle in his panther form. The warriors instantly formed a protective ring around Amber and me. 

“Sto—” Dustin and Cadmar shouted, but their order died in their throats, choked back by my magic. 

I wanted the shifters to assault us so I could have a big opening to show them what I could do. In a world dominated by brutish males, reason often fell on deaf ears. They bowed to nothing but blunt, brutal force. That I could show them. 

I allowed the army of shifters to reach the middle of the hall before I blasted them with my air current. It froze them like a scene in a cartoon movie, their paws and claws hanging in the air. Even the expressions of their nasty snarls were preserved in the frame. 

The only two who could still move freely were Dustin and Cadmar. If the dashing shifter alpha Cadmar hadn’t ordered his gangs to halt the assault, he’d have joined his bonded brother in the air. 

Dustin and Cadmar stared at the scene in utter shock. 

“It wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” Cadmar murmured. “Now I’ll never get a chance to court the lady.”  

Dustin strode toward us, his hands rising in the air to show us that he meant no harm. “Prince Reysalor, heir to Sihde, could you please ask your mate to let go of my men and my brother? I know my knucklehead brother brought all this on himself. This might be a good lesson for him. But I promise none in my realm will ever attack you or your people again.” 

“Ask my mate yourself,” Reys said coldly. “She makes her own decisions.” 

“Lady Saélihn,” Dustin called. “Could you kindly release my men and my brother, please?” 

My blue fire of Earth flowed out, circling the frozen shifters, examining them in curiosity. 

“We came to your realm to pay our homage,” I said. “We even brought expensive gifts. You aren’t going to get them now. We’ll carry them back, and we don’t negotiate.”

Dustin blinked. Of course, he wasn’t going to get any jewelry!

“And this is how you treat your honored guests? Who’ll ever come to your doors again?” I kept scolding them. “And all of you will end up old and lonely.” 

He opened his mouth to speak, but I raised a finger to stop him. “I’m not done talking. You didn’t greet us with kind words. You didn’t even offer us refreshment.”

“I did, but before the refreshment arrived, this happened,” Dustin said, gesturing around in a grim expression. “I heard you like cakes, so I had hundreds of cakes made for you.”

“Hundreds?!” I cheered, my eyes sparkling with interest and my voice no longer sounding harsh. “Uh, what kind of cakes in general?”  

Dustin’s eyes also sparkled. “Allow me to show you? They’re all in the tea room.” He gestured to a side room at the front of the assembly hall.  

“I’ll allow—”

“It could be an ambush, Cass!” Amber chose this moment to voice her opinion. I knew she was still upset at how the shifters had affronted me and wouldn’t want me to let go so easily for cakes’ sake. 

“No one will be that stupid to ambush Lady Saélihn,” Dustin said softly, and there was no deception in his words. “I promise you, Lady Saélihn, the cakes are the best in the realm. I also prepared shifter brews that only Moonshine can make. They’re all local and fresh. I want you to try them and to hear your opinions.” 

I could smell the sweetness and richness of the cakes and intoxicating drinks floating in my direction. The alpha had changed strategy toward me, and it seemed to be working. 

I wasn’t very good at resisting temptations. Well, that wasn’t completely true. I’d resisted Apollo and Ares just fine and even lost my appetite for their godly cakes. 

I eyed the tea room, then the shifters still bounded by my magic. I turned to gaze up at my mates through my lashes. They had millennia of experience. They knew what to do. They let me do my thing and be myself, but, when I was out of wits, they’d always step in. They complement me.   

They were my forever safety net. 

“You can release the shifters now, Cass baby,” Reys said with a doting smile. 

I let go of my air magic, and the shifters all dropped their paws and claws to the ground, panting hard. They snarled at me, but they were held back by Dustin and Cadmar’s order to back down. Even if they wanted to attack, I doubted that they could bypass the flame I hadn’t withdrawn. 

My panther prince snarled back, baring his big fangs. He wasn’t at all happy that he didn’t get to fight. My warrior team also growled back, their knuckles still white on the hilts of their swords. The tension remained so thick it muffled the aroma of the cakes. 

I regarded the bear alpha strung up in the air. This whole time he had glared at me as if that could kill. If he weren’t upside down, his death glare might be more potent. 

“You forgot to release my brother,” Dustin reminded. 

“But he’s having fun,” I said. “I don’t think he wants to come down yet.” 

Wyatt struggled in the air, and the ice penis sank deeper into his mouth.  

“My brother will appreciate it if you let him down,” Dustin insisted. 

“What if he doesn’t?” I asked. “I have my doubts.” 

“Then you string him up again,” Alaric said. “Or you burn his hair off and make him permanently bald, as you did to the fae girl.” 

Wyatt stopped fighting to get our attention. Evidently, it would humiliate him to no end if he went bald and had to wear a wig his whole life.  

I winced. “I’m not a mean girl. That was self-defense. Ask Amber.”

“You might want to remove the dick from his mouth first, Cass baby,” Reys advised like a wise man. “So we can see what Alpha Wyatt has to say.” 

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what he has to say,” I said, but I waved a hand, and the ice penis pulled out of his mouth by itself and dropped, bouncing a couple of times on the ground. 

“Let me down!” Wyatt yelled, his purple lips trembling.  

I bet he would never want to suck another cock in his life. 

“Should we really let him down?” I asked uncertainly. 

Just then, a white-haired female in a silver robe entered the hall. She was older and more regal than any other shifter present. She didn’t halt even when she reached where my blue flame held the line. My power had sniffed her out. She carried Earth magic that sang in my blood. 

I dropped the flame to let her pass, and she nodded at me with an acknowledging smile. 

“Grandma?” Wyatt called, remaining in the upside down position in the air.  

“Priestess Irena.”  Dustin bowed, as did all the other shifters. “I thought it’d be another six months until you came out of meditation.” 

“And let you offend the goddess?” she asked chillingly. 

The room turned to complete silence. There wasn’t even a hush. 

“Can’t you all scent the strongest Earth magic you’ve ever encountered in your lifetime?” Priestess Irena asked. “You’re all shifters. Your shifting power and all its benefits, including hearing, smelling, speed, and strength, come from Earth. So where have you put your noses to use, up your shifter asses?”

I roared in laughter, but I was the only one who laughed so loud in the hall. 

I liked the priestess.  

“Even her laughter is full of Earth magic. This planet hasn’t seen magic of this kind for an eon,” Priestess Irena said. “She showed you her fire, and you still have no idea. Instead, you almost attacked the Earth Goddess’s one and true daughter. If she had let you, you would have all died. She wouldn’t even have to lift a finger to finish you off, which is reserved to kill the alien gods. Her mates would have done the justice.” 

“We wouldn’t go down without a fight,” Wyatt said. 

“You never learn, do you, Wyatt?” Irena sighed. “You could have handled this nicely and with grace. Your goal is the same as Goddess Cass’s—to overthrow the Olympian gods and take back what’s ours, what is Earth’s. Give Goddess Cass what she needs, and you’ll have your rewards. But no, you just had to be an ass.” 

“I asked her to convince us she is what she says by proving her power,” Wyatt grunted. “I don’t think that’s too much to ask.”

Irena hissed. “You, quiet now before you make things worse.” 

“Since Alpha Wyatt is your grandson,” I said, grinning at Irena, “I’ll let him down to the ground.” 

I flicked a wrist, and my air magic let go of Wyatt. He flipped in the air and landed in a crouch. The bear was heavy but surprisingly swift. He stayed where he was, though, not intending to come an inch nearer to me, though he still glared at me. 

Irena dropped to her knees outside the wall of flesh that was my mates and their warriors. 

“Goddess Cassandra Saélihn,” she said. “We’ve waited centuries for you.” 

Now I was afraid that she’d say something about oracle or prophecy. 

“The prophecy has said you will be the wild card,” she continued, “but we’ll throw our lot in with you nevertheless. You’re the only hope for Earth.” 

I pushed through the wall of my mates and reached her. “Irena, you never need to kneel to me.” I helped her up. “You’re older than me. I’m actually sixteen going on seventeen. In human years, I’m twenty-three going on twenty-six. My timeline is different than yours, but I’m still younger. And I’m not Earth’s daughter.” 

Her eyes widened. “You must be. The prophecy can’t be wrong.” 

The shifters around us shuffled uneasily like they were disappointed or something. Wyatt broke into a half-grin—the dude didn’t want to be in the wrong in front of everyone. 

“I’m Earth Goddess’s granddaughter,” I said. 

Grandma had revealed herself to me. She’d come to my aid while I was tormented by the sadist god brothers in Apollo’s lair and walked me through breaking free of the gods’ imprisonment. Later on, Goddess Demeter had also confirmed my Earth heritage. 

“My mom, who I denounced, is a diabolic bitch.” I threw my thumb at my mates. “Ask them, and they’ll agree. They rescued me from her cage several months ago.” I looked around at the shifters, who now all looked at me in a different light. “I’m still hunting Jezebel. She doesn’t have my power, but she might have some nasty spells up her sleeve. So take heed when you meet her. And if any of you sniff out any trace of her, be sure to inform me right away.” I then grinned at Irena. “Every family has dirty laundry, including a god’s.” 

She nodded. “What do you need from us, Goddess Cass?” 

“A path—” I said, and my words were cut off by Wyatt. The alpha had suffered enough humiliation. He wouldn’t let go easily. 

“Not that fast,” Wyatt said. “If you want to crown yourself with the goddess title—”

The priestess, Dustin, and Cadmar all growled at him now, and some shifters grunted. 

I pulled Earth power from the land, and the ground beneath us rumbled. The assembly hall shook violently. A side wall of stone and woods toppled. The shifters nearest the wall dashed away from flying rocks, rubble, and splinters. 

“Look at your fur, shifter dudes,” I said. 

I drained the color from every shifter, including the three alphas, except for Irena. The shifters whimpered in apprehension and distress, but none of them dared to make a move toward me. 

“Your shifting magic comes from Earth, from my realm,” I said. “Earth gives you the gift, but I can take it all away. I can leave you stuck in one form and you’ll never be able to shift again. Any volunteers for me to demonstrate my Earth goddess’s power?”

No one volunteered, but a quarter of the shifters knelt down to acknowledge my status and pay respect. The rest didn’t know how to react. 

“This is my Earth,” I said, my eyes glowing as I wheeled to scan them. “This is my land! I call my own and it answers.” Wind swirled around me, and blossoms burst from the wood all around the hall. Ivy vines reached me from the ground and twirled around my arms. “Can any of you call Earth and make it answer to you?” 

For the first time, I was completely taking ownership of my past, and I acknowledged my heritage for all to see. 

“I don’t need your army,” I said, my voice colder than ice and full of power. Everyone in the room couldn’t help shivering, except my mates. “I have enough force of my own. I could just take whatever I wanted, but I came here to ask politely and bring expensive gifts for you, because my mates asked me to be nice and diplomatic since they respect you. What did you offer me in return? How did you show the Earth Goddess your gratitude for her gift of shifting?”

More knees dropped. 

“We offended the Goddess’s true granddaughter,” Irena said. “We’ll amend.” 

Now the three alphas dropped to one knee in unison. “We’ve seen it with our own eyes. You’ll have our allegiance. Where you point, we’ll go. Even if it’s death, we’ll follow. We’re now your people. We’re your swords.”  

Then all the shifters dropped to their knees. 

My mates smiled at me, doting and prideful. 

And my heart burst with gratitude. I was wild, and they never intended to tame me. They didn’t put any set of rules on my head. They let me ride the wind with my awkward wings and flew beside me. 

They flipped a middle finger to the society and all its social expectations for me. 

I knew I wasn’t that nice. I wasn’t anyone’s normal, average woman, yet my mates had no desire for me to be anyone else but me. 

“Well, in that case, we can have some cakes first before we talk about our secret mission in a more cozy setting,” I said as I pulled all Earth magic—fire and wind and blossom—back into me and allowed the colors to return to the shifters. 

Relieved gasps rose in the hall. 

I turned to my mates and batted my long, lush eyelashes at them. “Do you think we still have time for cakes and local brews? Dustin promised hundreds of them in the tea room. At least, we should inspect them. If any cake is particularly good, we’ll need to get the recipe for Boone.” I wheeled to Dustin. “As for the recipe—” 

“Anything you need, Goddess Cass,” Wyatt answered for Dustin in a grumpy voice. 

I waved at them. “Call me Cass. Well, time is of the essence. Now, will you be kind enough to show me to the tea room?” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




16
 

[image: image]


It turned out that Priestess Irena had been keeper of the sacred knowledge, and her female side of the line had been entrusted with the task of waiting for the Earth Goddess’s descendant to claim entry to the Rabbit Hole—the shifters’ most sacred place, where only the Earth Goddess’s bloodline could enter. 

“The vision of the oracle has come to pass in my generation,” Irena said in tears, her aged, thin hands trembling. 

Stuffing an apple pie to my face, I nodded. I got her. Her waiting wasn’t futile. I showed up. But I was done talking. I was busy and distracted by so many cakes. 

My mates cut in, comparing notes, asking the priestess who else knew about the Rabbit Hole. After all, the messenger to a death deity—either to Hades or Pluto—had first informed me of the Rabbit Hole. This whole thing could be a bogus or a trap the gods set. 

Caution was good, and I left caution to my mates. I was impulsive and reckless in all things, but they were the careful planners and strategists. 

There were only my mates, Xihin, Hector, Celeb, and Amber with me in the sunny, wooden tea room. On the shifters’ side, the three alphas and Irena sat across from me with an array of cakes between us. 

Our warriors guarded the door. Alaric had created a sound-barrier for extra precaution. 

The alphas’ eyes widened when I reached for another cake. I’d eaten only thirty-one. 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m hungry,” I said in half-truth. “It takes a lot to maintain this goddess’s body. And you might wonder how I stay fit while consuming all the sweets.”

Cadmar nodded soberly. Now they were convinced that I was a goddess, no one wanted to contradict me anymore. 

“My metabolism is faster than yours,” I explained. “My friend Amber here has slower metabolism, so she never eats more than three cakes.” I felt sorry for her, but there was nothing I could do for her. “If I take a sip from a god, then I don’t need to eat for a week. But unfortunately, I no longer have a god in my cell.” I regarded Wyatt and let unholy hunger surface in my eyes. “If any of you let me drink from you, then I’ll eat fewer cakes. I’m at the top of the food chain. I can eat and assimilate anything and anyone.” 

My mates tried not to laugh.  

“Eat as many cakes as you want, Cass,” Dustin said. “There’ll be more. I personally guarantee it. There’ll always be an endless supply of cakes for you in Moonshine.” 

They didn’t want me to drink their essence, then. 

I let disappointment show on my face. “I’ve never tasted a shifter. I’m kind of curious, you know. Well, will any of you refill my brew? My mates need another drink as well.” 

While Wyatt couldn’t rise quickly enough to bring pitchers of brew, Irena darted her gaze between my mates and me. “Only Goddess Gaea’s direct descendant can enter the Rabbit Hole. Even my ancestors and I, the assigned high priestesses, haven’t been granted access.” 

“What happened to those who weren’t allowed to enter?” Lorcan asked. 

“Some were incinerated instantly, and some were shred to pieces,” Irena said. “It’d be worse for a vampire, High Lord or not.” 

Wyatt smiled viciously. 

“We’ll enter,” Lorcan said quietly. “We’re bonded to Cass. Where our mate goes, we go.” 

But I was suddenly alert. “No, Lorcan—”

“We go where you go,” Reys said. 

Pyrder grinned at me. “There’s no chance you can get rid of us, Cass baby.”

He had shifted to his fae form so he could drink the shifters’ brew, the best kind. 

Anxiety speared me, and I put down the half-eaten cupcake on my plate, no longer having an appetite. 

“Don’t worry about us, sweetheart,” Alaric said. “We’re in this together, and we’ll never leave your side.” 
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Priestess Irena led us through the maze of an ancient forest to the Rabbit Hole. It wasn’t made by any rabbit, though, and it wasn’t exactly a hole. 

The entrance was made of layers of standing stones, spreading out like rippling rings, and large enough for two people to step inside. 

“The Rabbit Hole refers to a portal into a different realm,” Irena said. “It is also boundless in the extremities of time, immeasurable in its capacity, perpetual in its own right.” 

As if I knew what that meant! But I tried not to yawn at her profoundness. 

I halted at the entry, gazing up at my mates, struck through by fear, not for myself but for them. I wouldn’t survive if they didn’t make it. I’d been heartbroken when Apollo tore me away from them, and if any of them perished, my soul would shatter. 

“We’ll be fine, dulcis,” Lorcan said. “We’re all bonded to you. Your blood flows in ours as ours flows in you.” 

He reached for my hand, but Alaric beat him. 

The demigod flashed me a devilish grin, sending my heart fluttering on wings. 

“Shall we, sweetheart?” he asked. 

We had to go through. This was the next step in the war against the gods. I bit my lip. “Let me step in first and I’ll let you know if the coast is clear.” 

“Not a chance, baby,” Reys said behind us. “You won’t go alone, and you won’t go first.”

Hadn’t I praised them that they let me run wild? 

I sighed in resignation. “Give me your flaming sword, then.” 

Alaric handed his to me first. I slashed the blade across my palm, trying not to wince at the burning pain. Then I returned the sword to the demigod. 

I would enact a blood ritual in my own right and by my own rules to shield my mates. 

When my blood dripped to the soil beneath my feet, I raised a hand and spoke a secret language of my heritage, declaring my birthright. 

“No door on Earth shall shut me out, and my bonded mates follow me,” I called. “No force on this Earth shall harm us.” 

I felt a tug of deep magic from the Earth. It accepted my offer.

My mates and I filed through the entrance, Alaric first, though I was right behind him, then Reys, Lorcan, and Pyrder, our hands holding one another’s in a chain. 

Our warriors, seer, the priestess, and three shifter alphas looked on solemnly from outside the ancient ward of the Rabbit Hole. 

An unexpected icy wind, more terrible than a winter storm, whirled toward us and swept us under its force.  

A cry escaped from the back of my throat. I had lost my mates’ whereabouts. 

“Cass baby!”

“Dulcis!” 

Their callings were drowned out by the howling wind.  

I fell, falling through star fire, through a shattered crack in the galaxy, and into the center of ice and wind. 

I was all alone. 

Then a large, warm hand found mine, gripping tightly.  

He would never let me go. 

“Sweetheart, I’m here!” Alaric’s voice anchored me. 

He wouldn’t allow any force to tear us apart. He even managed to spin in the whirlwind and pulled me against his chest until the black veil was lifted

We landed on solid ground paved with black gemstones, panting hard, gazing at each other. 

“I’ve got you,” Alaric said softly. 

The wind didn’t let up, though there was no reason for it to even exist in this sealed, high-ceilinged chamber. 

We surveyed the surroundings. 

It was a temple made of ice, which illuminated the room with chilly, transparent light. Thick ice that hadn’t melted for probably an eon had grown into the pillars that held this place up. 

The wind might have come from the ice. 

“Are you cold, sweetheart?” Alaric asked as he untied his cloak and wrapped it around me. Its hem draped behind me as I stalked ahead. 

“Where are the others?” I asked. “We should warn them—”

“Too late, Cass baby.” Pyrder’s rich voice echoed from nowhere, then he dropped near me in a crouch. “We’re here.”  

A heartbeat later, Lorcan and Reysalor also landed, surrounding me in a protective half-ring. 

It hit like déjà vu as if I’d been here before. Then it dawned on me that it came from the genetic memory of my other heritage. 

Grandma had been here eons ago and left something for me before I was even born. But for a second, I could only blink in confusion. The messenger from one of the death deities had also pointed me toward this place. Gaea wouldn’t have conspired with Hades, right? The primal Earth Goddess wanted the alien gods to be gone. Yet somehow, Hades bedded Gaea’s daughter, though Jezebel couldn’t remember her one-night stand.

I was the result of their unlawful coupling.   

Jezebel’s parting words rang in my ear: “I was supposed to be one of the most powerful beings walking the earth, but my daughter siphoned my power and rendered me weak at her birth. I was the product of careful genetic calculation and manipulation. My true and only purpose was to be the vessel to bear Cassandra Saélihn, so she could be the final instrument to destroy the world.”

They’d all schemed together, and I was bred as a weapon. 

They were all assholes. 

I couldn’t figure out how gods from opposite sides had played me or continued to play my mates and me, but I was no one’s pawn, and they’d realize their mistake in the end. 

I let out a pent-up breath and continued to study this place with the help of my mates. 

Another piece of genetic knowledge flooded through my mind.  

This temple had once been the Court of Ice and Wind and belonged to the Earth Goddess. Now it was neither on Earth, nor on any world. It was between the realms. There were no words that could truly define this place, stuck in the crack of time and space. 

Time didn’t flow inside; it raged outside. 

Neither a mortal nor an immortal could survive this space.  

I was Earth’s granddaughter. I was part of this court, though in a different timeline. My blood coursed in my mates’ veins, so the Court of Ice and Wind couldn’t hurt them, either. But from the strained expressions on my mates’ faces, I knew they felt the tug of a dark force. It was neither here nor there. 

I followed the flow of the icy wind, moving forward in a hurry. The court extended endlessly. 

“We need to find the scroll as quickly as possible and get the hell out of here,” Alaric said. He didn’t like this place, more so than others since he was half alien god. He was more at odds with this place built by the Earth Goddess than my other mates. 

The court was menacing toward Alaric, the icy wind screaming at him, though no force could really do him harm because of our mating bond. 

“We should divide into three groups and search this place,” Pyrder said. “My twin and I will be with Cass. Alaric can search north and Lorcan south.” 

Both Alaric and Lorcan snarled. 

“We need to stay together,” Lorcan said. “We don’t know anything about this place, and I won’t separate from our mate for a second.” 

“We stick together,” I said. I had no intention of losing any of them in a place out of time. “Actually, guys, I know where we should go.” 

I had the guidance of my generic memory. My bloodline rang true in this place, which played only by my family’s rules. 

I strode northward, following the glow of the North Star, Polaris. My mates immediately spread to form a protective formation around me. Alaric led the way, Lorcan brought up the rear, and my twin fae mates prowled on either side of me. 

We marched amid rows of ice columns. A glow pulsed ahead, beckoning us. 

A female figure of pure light flicked on and off in the center of a vast, round black gem. A symbol filled the stone. 

“The Apotropaic mark,” Alaric whispered. 

My gaze flicked from the mark to the figure of light. 

She was beautiful and earthly with a voluptuous shape—her waist slim and her hips broad. Her eyes shone with ancient knowledge yet bore the pain of time.  

Her hair shifted from silver to midnight-black then to silver again, flowing down to her feet. 

In her left hand she carried a black sword, dark fire tracing the surface of the blade, hissing like a snake. 

A chill slithered up my spine in waves. 

“The Goddess of Death,” Reys whispered.  

He and Pyrder had stepped in front of me, in case the Goddess of Death came alive and wielded her dark-fire sword.  

“But she isn’t Hades’s consort,” I blurted it out. Somehow I knew that, though I had no idea what Persephone looked like. 

The figure of light wheeled, and her face changed to another female’s. Plants and blossoms formed a crown over her head. 

“She’s also the Goddess of Life,” Reys said. “A goddess with two faces.” 

“Goddess Gaea,” Lorcan whispered. “Many call her Earth Goddess, the ancestral mother of all life on Earth, but few know that she’s also the Goddess of Death.”

Something clicked in me. I often felt two opposite forces within me—light and dark, life and death. I’d thought it was Hades verses Gaea since I’d inherited two different bloodlines that were at odds with each other. Now I knew that I had more death in me than life. I had two death elements against one life element. No wonder I constantly felt such massive darkness in me. Maybe Jezebel had felt it, too, so she’d called me a monster. 

“She’s a different death deity than Hades,” Alaric said. “Hades is the collector of the dead and their souls. Gaea lets old life cease so new life can be born and replace the old. She’s the Death and Life Circle.” 

“She led us here,” Lorcan said. “Let’s ask her about the scroll. I have a hunch she’s the one who sent us the vision that led to our mate.” 

The figure of light let out a breath, which was kind of eerie, but an ancient scroll appeared, dangling from her hand. 

Before my mates reached for it, I called, “Stop!” and pushed through the space between the massive bodies of Pyrder and Alaric. 

My mates’ hands froze in midair. 

I stared into Gaea’s death mask. 

A half-smile ghosted her full lips. 

Then bloodred laser lights emerged, spinning and spearing the edges of the witch’s mark at high speed, guarding the scroll in the goddess’s hand. 

“You should not play games, Gaea,” I hissed. “The laser lights could have severed my mates’ arms!” 

“A little test isn’t harmful, is it?” the lighted figure said, but then her face turned serious. “None can take the scroll except one of my bloodline, and even my line has to prove to be worthy.” 

“Cass doesn’t need to prove anything,” Lorcan hissed. 

“I’ll do it,” I said, and, before my mates could stop me, my hand thrust into the circle to snatch the scroll. 

I was losing patience. I was sick and tired of all the games, and I was willing to go to impossible ends to stop the gods. As long as they were around, my mates and I would always have to look over our shoulders. Eventually, the Olympian gods would destroy Earth, be it collateral damage or not. 

And I hated trespassers. 

“You’ve taken the scroll,” Gaea’s surreal voice said. “The challenge is yours.” 

“Thank you for letting me take on all these responsibilities,” I said. 

Before I could make more snide comments, storm wind rose from the ground and tore into us, separating me from my mates. 

“No!” they roared, fighting against the wind to reach me, but I was thrown into the circle with the goddess, my hand gripping the scroll. 

The ice-wind rose, erecting walls that kept my mates out. Inside the walls, laser beams spun and speared the edge of the circle. 

“Don’t get close,” I shouted to my mates. “I’ll be fine. She won’t harm her bloodline!” 

The icy wind turned to icy fire, and the fire engulfed me. 

Yet I lived. 

Visions of the possible futures unfolded in front of my eyes one by one. 

I watched as I killed the Olympian gods, all of them, including my father. After that, I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. I became death incarnate. Death was my core essence, and I embraced my heritage, both from the God of Death and the Goddess of Death. 

There was no room for life. Only the mass of darkness expanded in me infinitely. 

I needed to destroy. 

I had to devour all. 

The hunger in me could never be sated.  All was my prey. 

The world wasn’t just broken and burning like the old world dominated by the alien gods. It was worse. 

I stared down at the blackened corpses of the innumerable dead, and every remaining living thing writhed under my feet. Under my rule, the Earth was pure terror. Living nightmares roamed on every corner. 

So, I killed the gods, replaced them, and became a much worse horror. Wherever I went, my black fire sucked the life out of the living and burned their souls, innocent and wicked alike. 

Death became my addiction and obsession. 

When I was done with Earth, I travelled to other universes and blanketed them all with death. I was powerful beyond measure, and none could stop me. 

My mates were but ashes, their bones made into my necklace. 

I cried at what I saw, yet I couldn’t change what I was. 

“No!” I screamed at the goddess. “I reject the vision. I reject that future. I didn’t care about anyone while I was in the cage, but I’ve changed. I vowed to defend those who can’t defend themselves, and my vow won’t return to me empty. I wasn’t born a mortal or an immortal. I was born a goddess, but my mates have tethered me to them. They gave me humanity, and their hot blood flows in my veins. They’re my forever anchor to the world. So, no, I’ll never be what you showed me! If I have to be a monster to kill the gods, I’ll be my mates’ monster, and even their monster won’t destroy their world. And the world is also mine.” 

There’s an alternative outcome that will save everyone but you. Will you accept it, then, my true daughter? 

Had she just disowned Jezebel? 

I raised my head, realizing I’d doubled over from the onslaught of the ice and wind, and straightened up. The force of the storm threatened to break me, but I locked my unfazed gaze on Gaea, the scroll that held the secret of killing the gods in my grip. 

“What is the alternative?” I asked hoarsely. 

And then I was given the second vision. In it, I saw my own death. I saw myself torn to pieces. I could kill the gods and save the world only when I died with them. There was no other way. And that was the ultimate truth in that damned ancient scroll. 

Cold tears flowed down my face. 

I wasn’t afraid of eternal death. Well, maybe a little. I was mostly heartbroken for my mates. They’d just found me, but in the end, and soon, they’d have to lose me. 

But maybe I shouldn’t be so devastated. All things die in the end. 

Even the eternal universe and the gods, immortals, and mortals with them would cease to exist one day. 

“So be it,” I said. “Now let me take the scroll and leave with my mates.” 

Be warned, daughter, said the goddess. As the world fears you, you should fear yourself. 

You planned all this, didn’t you? I thought, the knowledge burning in me. 

And another piece of truth slammed into me. This wasn’t the Gaea I’d met in Apollo’s lair. That goddess was in the present. This one existed eons ago before she’d conceived my mother. She’d watched as events unfolded in my time, and she had waited. 

Only in this temple could the goddess from the past exist and last for so long. 

The icy wind passed by me and was gone, along with the goddess. As she vanished, she let out an inaudible sigh of sorrow, leaving me to stand alone in the center of the Apotropaic mark with the scroll in my hand and tears glinting on my face. 

My mates rushed to me, pulling me out of the circle and into their arms.  

“Are you hurt?” Alaric asked urgently, cold rage rolling off him toward the goddess. 

Lorcan cursed my grandmother, wiping the tears off my face. 

Reys took the scroll from my hand carefully, his arm sliding around my waist in support, and Pyrder kissed the crown of my head. 

When my mates were convinced that I wasn’t injured, they let out a breath of relief. 

“We need to look into the scroll now,” Lorcan said. “Before everything can go awry.” 

I already knew the inscriptions etched on the silky paper, except it didn’t reveal the part that my life was the required payment for killing the gods. 

All that was left on it for my mates to see was the technique of how to forge a blade that could kill a major god. 

As they looked to the scroll, the temple started rumbling. Without the goddess from the past holding this structure together, her Court of Ice and Wind was going to collapse. It no longer needed to exist as it had served its purpose.  

It had locked me into its mistress’s ultimate design.  

Several ice columns broke from the middle, part of the ceiling toppling down.  

“Bury us here,” I hissed, my voice full of bitterness, “and who’s going to kill the alien gods for you?” 

The wind of ice rose again from everywhere, howling around us. 

“We must get back to the entrance!” Reys shouted over the wind. “Hold on to each other.”

He had my hand in his tight grip. Alaric held my other one. My mates held onto each other as a unit, and the fae princes conjured up their teleportation magic.  

Nothing happened. We were still here. 

“Teleporting doesn’t work between the realms,” Pyrder shouted.  

Large ice chunks plummeted from the top of the pillars that supported the temple. Lorcan shoved me away and threw himself on top of me to shield me. 

Instinctively, I threw up my own wind and it halted the ice rocks in the air. 

At least my magic still worked here, but I couldn’t pull off the teleport, either. 

Time raged outside. A trace of time leaked through the crack to reach for us. If we were stuck between time—

“We’ll get out of here,” Alaric said, his voice hard. “We won’t fail our mate.”

He pulled out the thumb ring that he stole from Zeus for me and tossed it into the air.  

For a second, only the unnatural wind and time bellowed.  

Then the shimmer of a portal formed in front of us. The icy wind slashed at it. The shimmer flickered. 

“Let’s go!” Lorcan ordered. “With our mate in the middle.” 

The wind whipped at us, pushing us back, halting our every step. But my immortal mates countered it with their strength. With Reys and Pyrder on either side of me, grabbing me so tightly, we pushed through the violent current toward the gate to our world. 

Alaric planted himself half inside the shimmer and half outside to hold it, his face distorting at the effort, but he didn’t falter. The demigod connected his hand to Reys and hauled us through. 

The Court of Ice and Wind collapsed just as Lorcan stepped through the shimmer and into the void with us. Time dove into the temple with the grating sound of a crashing iceberg. 

It kept chasing as we spun in the dark tunnel, wanting more than anything to drag us back into its reign. 

There was no starlight or color to accompany us, only endless wind. Finally, some force spat us out the other end of the tunnel. We grabbed each other’s hands with all our strength and will. We dared not let go. We’d never let each other go, no matter where the end was. 

Then, suddenly, the icy wind receded.  

Alaric hissed a command and the shimmer vanished, faster than time, shutting it out from the ancient past and another realm. 

The five of us stood atop the cliff, a crashing sea lapping at the rocks beneath us. 

We had returned to Alaric’s secluded cabins in Australia. 
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Amber and the warriors had also returned, apparently guessing that if we came back, we’d come to Alaric’s hideaway. 

We gathered in our main cabin. 

I’d been quiet since we escaped the destruction of the Court of Ice and Wind. 

Alaric dove into decoding the inscriptions on the scroll, and my other mates joined him, offering whatever assistance they could. They were all acquainted with ancient linguistics, and Alaric was also fluent in the Olympian tongue. 

It took them one and a half days to boil down the details.   

	The Blade of Five Elements must be forged in the hottest fire on Earth. 

	Only Hephaestus, the God of Blacksmiths and Fire, could build the blade. 

	The runes of ancient Earth and Olympus must be engraved on the blade with a mixture of our combined blood. 


“Hephaestus will jump up and down with cheers at the chance to make the only weapon that can kill the gods, including him,” I said in a sarcastic tone, unable to conceal my resentment. 

Their death also meant mine, but my mates could never know that. 

The whole thing sucked. 

I wanted to delay this task a little longer. I was selfish. I wanted to have a bit more time with my mates. 

I’d been out of the cage for only a few months. I’d just found home with my mates. And soon, I would have to head to my eternal death. 

But then, if I stalled, there’d be graver consequences. Any day the gods could find us. Apollo and Ares knew exactly how to hit me the hardest. By taking out my mates first. 

“He might,” Alaric said. “Hephaestus is one of the most mistreated gods in the history of Olympus.”

Lorcan nodded. “Everyone knows that his parents, the King and Queen of Gods, tossed him out of Mount Olympus and crippled him because he was ugly.”

“Then Zeus forced the Goddess of Love and Beauty to marry Hephaestus as a punishment,” Pyrder said. He was in a competitive mood. He wanted to take part in teaching me the history of the Olympian gods as well. “Aphrodite wasn’t pleased, so she had an affair with Ares and bore him three bastard children.”

Alaric gave my fae mate a look. He was Hephaestus’s half-brother, and many had called him Zeus’s bastard son. “Abandoned, abused, and cuckolded. That’s Hephaestus’s life story,” said the demigod, staring at the scroll spread across the long table. “He still hates them for his eternal humiliation. He’ll take our order. All we have to do is find him.” 

After the meeting, Alaric wasted no time in finding the God of Blacksmiths and Fire. He often took Celeb with him. My mates took it in turn to accompany him while two of them would always stay with me. 

Days upon days, they hunted for Hephaestus, until they found his secret residence in a ramshackle castle. They waited, but Hephaestus didn’t return.  

Alaric then assigned his team to wait for the blacksmith and came home to me. I was grateful to spend more time with my mates. 

Then one night, Gaea showed up in my dreams. 

I eyed her warily. I wasn’t exactly thrilled to see her, especially after I’d met the cold-blooded her from the past in the Court of Ice and Wind. 

I felt like a lamb that would be led to slaughter soon. 

“My true daughter,” she greeted.  

“What is it you want this time?” I asked. “I’m busy with my mates, you know.” 

“They’re asleep,” she said. 

In my dream, I couldn’t see my mates, but I knew they all sprawled around me in bed. 

“I want to give you more time,” she said, sorrow tainting her musical, earthy voice. “But time isn’t on our side. You know where the blacksmith is. You can find him, as you can find anyone on Earth.” 

“Whatever,” I said, suddenly finding myself standing with the Goddess of Earth atop the cliff, overlooking the crashing black sea. I slouched on a large rock nearby. I was tired. She made me tired. “Why don’t you just make it simple and tell me where he is instead of making me work so hard?” 

“When you expand your mind and search for the alien forms, the powerful ones,” she said, unmoved by my sarcastic, hostile tone, “you’ll find all the gods. You’ll know which one is the God of Blacksmiths and Fire.” 

“And then I’ll use the weapon he forged to kill the gods and myself, right?”

“Death isn’t the end, Cass.”   

“It’s easy for you to say,” I said, tasting the bile in the back of my throat. “Death will separate my mates from me. And they’re all I have.” 

Tears flowed down my face as I thought of my final fate. 

“You carefully bred me just for this,” I said. I wanted to smash her, but I knew it was useless. “You forged me as a weapon. After I’m used, I soon will be discarded, erased, and forever forgotten.” 

“I care for you, my flesh and blood,” she said in grief. “If I could go in your place, I would. I’ve been weakened for too long. I’m still not complete.” 

She waived in the icy wind, and then she was gone. 

I fluttered open my eyes, lying still for a long moment. Then I centered my mind, letting it expand and search.  

A strong pulse made of alien fire and metal glowed amid billions of other life forms. The God of Blacksmiths and Fire stood out in the matrix of the Earth’s web.  

He was waiting, but he wouldn’t wait forever. 

My throat was parched. 

Instead of joy, it felt like doom, a destined doom, and I couldn’t lift it off me. 

My inner sight turned away from the smith god. My gaze focused on my mates, tracing each one of them in bed with me, around me. 

They watched me, wondering why I’d put a shield around my mind ever since we’d returned from the collapsed Court of Ice and Wind. 

“I’ve found Hephaestus,” I breathed out, forcing a smile. “I know where he is.” 
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“Good morning, sunshine,” Lorcan grunted in a sexy, sleepy voice. 

The High Lord of Night usually slept alone in his own chamber when I wasn’t with him, but lately, he had joined us more and more often in our vast common bed. 

He no longer needed to slumber at high noon, as other vampires had to, since with my blood coursing in his veins, the sun couldn’t burn him. 

He could now watch the sunrise with me, and he deemed it one of the most precious gifts I’d given him. 

I’d shrugged, though I couldn’t hide my smug grin. “That’s what a mate is for.” 

He also no longer considered it beneath him to fight for a spot sleeping next to me. So there he was, snuggling his dark head against the hollow between my neck and shoulder. 

Sunlight bled into the room, offering a sense of bright morning serenity. But there was no safe place so long as the Olympian gods were hunting us. The concealment spells Alaric cast on this location wouldn’t go undetected forever, and the ward wouldn’t stop the gods when they got here. 

I turned to smile at Lorcan, then at Reys on my other side, his muscled arm draping over my hip. 

I hoped I could have them forever. 

In the morning, my males looked all refreshed, sexy, and less edgy. I wanted to start the day with my scent coating them, declaring to the whole world they were mine. 

Mine, no matter for how long. 

I threw the blanket off, until all of my mates’ naked forms were exposed for me to relish. The only one who wasn’t in bed was Alaric. The demigod lounged on a big sofa he had dragged to the corner from the other room. 

Pyrder groaned on the other side of his twin. 

“It’s chilly, Cass baby,” he said. “In case you don’t know, Australia is near winter now.” 

“You have furs,” I said. 

“You wouldn’t let me get in bed the last time I was in my panther form,” he complained.  

“Because you were wet.” 

“Was I? Or you just enjoyed bullying me?” 

“I don’t want to start the day fighting, baby,” I purred. “I want to—” My eyes roved over the hard muscles flexing and rippling over my mates’ cut chests and powerful legs. 

Every one of them was incredibly beautiful to me, yet formidable to others. 

My gaze dipped to their huge erections, and my face flamed in excitement. Lust swirled alive in me, raging in my blood. 

Lorcan’s nostrils flared, hunger for me darkening his eyes to storm gray. He’d scented my arousal, as did my other mates. 

Pyrder chuckled in approval. 

On the sofa bed, Alaric let out a curse. He must be cursing himself for not getting a spot beside me last night. 

My lips parted, my eyes flashed darkly, and my heart pounded. 

I couldn’t tear my gaze away from my mates’ cocks. They were all mighty, gorgeous, and steel-hard, all of which promised great pleasure. 

I wanted to taste them all, licking them, sweeping my tongue over their hard length, and grazing my teeth over the thick rings of their crowns. 

I bit my lip, feeling torn. It was never easy to decide which one of my mates to go to first. 

“Dulcis,” Lorcan said, leaning to me, his voice laced with desire darker than night, despite dawn’s light fluttering on his lush lashes. 

Before I reached for him, I was lifted off the mattress. Then I was straddling the fae heir, my ass sitting on his thighs. 

Lorcan growled, but he soon let it go. My mates, all alphas and fearsome and difficult, fought each other sometimes, but they always worked it out. 

And the High Lord remembered that my other mates had all let him be the first to claim me.

Reys’s lips claimed mine, raw and hard. His hand cupped my breast, his other hand wrapped around my waist to secure me. His erection pressed all the way to my belly. 

My breath hitched in my throat, and heated blood raged in my veins. 

I kissed him back with a bruising force before I pulled away, whimpering against his sensual lips. “Reys.”

“I know what you need, woman,” he said roughly. His desperate need for me boiled off of him in waves. His cock throbbed against me, its heat burning my skin. I heaved up my hips, placing the tip of his cock between my plump folds.   

Lust twisted his face, unmasking his beastly fae side, which turned me on even more.  

Reys propelled up and thrust into me. 

I arched my back at the blunt force, at his need, savoring every inch of his that stretched my inner muscles. Reys let out a growl as he pushed deeper into me, until his large, hard shaft was fully embedded within my sheath. 

I was a bit sore from my fierce coupling to all of them last night. I’d jumped on them—any and all of them—whenever I spotted them, whenever I had a chance, since I’d returned from the diminished Court of Ice and Wind.  

If my mates had noticed the difference in me as I was desperately living my last moments, they hadn’t felt alarmed. My obsession only made them grin. and they doted on me even more. 

“Our little mate is insatiable,” Lorcan said with a smile when I kept them up all night.  

“It’s the mating fever.” Pyrder agreed with a chuckle. “She’s our true mate, and we mated only recently.” 

They didn’t have the urgency I had. 

Right now, as Reys’s hard girth stretched me, pleasure sparked, even though I also felt a slight burn. I didn’t know where one ended or the other began. They meshed as one, which only highlighted the pleasure and made me cherish my limited time with my mates more.  

The weight and hardness of Reys’s shaft in me was so delicious I wanted to sob in joy. 

But I didn’t sob. I heaved my hips up and down, riding his rigid length, and slamming back down to his base. The curve of my ass slapped against his tightened balls. 

Reys gasped and groaned, yet demanded more. 

Through our mating bond, I could feel his pleasure rippling into me, but I couldn’t open my bond to him completely. 

For the first time, I held back a little, dirty secret. 

I had to, or they would never let me go. And then they would all die because of me. 

Reys thrust up into me, into the depth of my heat. The alpha in him would only let me hold the reins for a while. 

His hands gripped the cheeks of my ass, lifting me up and pushing me down, faster and faster, while his pelvis propelled up with immortal strength. 

He thrust into me, long and deep and hard. 

My pussy clutched his every inch, pulling him into its sweet place and trapping him there forever, as I wanted to trap all my mates in eternity and never let them go. 

It was but a sad, beautiful dream now. 

“Sweet pussy,” Reys groaned. “I’m fucking my mate’s sweet little pussy.” 

Pyrder pressed against my back, his hard cock rubbing my ass. 

I knew what he wanted. 

“May I have your permission?” he whispered into my ear. 

I pushed Reys down as I still straddled him, my palms planting on either side of his shoulders. 

Pyrder knelt behind me, his finger sliding into my back hole to test it. I let out a gasp at a different kind of sensation. Pyrder then inserted two fingers into me, thrusting in and out. 

I moaned. 

“I need to fuck you now, Cass,” Pyrder said as he aimed his cock at my back entrance, his voice full of heat and dark lust. 

Then he glided in, one inch, then another inch.  

I let out a sharp breath. 

He withdrew slowly and pushed into me again, invading further. 

I moaned as pleasure rolled in me, all the way to my nerve endings. 

Beneath me, Reys increased his pace and thrust into me mercilessly, driven by the lust he could no longer rein in. 

My breasts bounced heavily as my body rocked to the rhythm of his thrusting, and I moaned again and again. 

Pyrder thrust harder behind me. 

The three of us growled as we fucked like wild beasts. 

The bed squirmed and cracked under us. 

“We’re going to destroy another bed,” Pyrder groaned.  

Alaric watched us from the bedside, his massive cock in his hand, his eyes burning with fiery lust. 

My twin fae mates were pushing me to the edge. 

“Fuck me,” I whispered breathlessly. “Fuck me forever.” 

I was closer and closer to the peak. 

Lorcan, who leaned beside us, stared at our movements and pumped his massive cock. 

“Dulcis,” he said. “I need to drink from you.” 

Let him join. The more the merrier. 

While Reys pumped into me relentlessly and Pyrder drove into me from behind, I arched my neck, exposing the vein for the High Lord of Night.  

Lorcan’s eyes turned all dark. His fangs protruded, grazing over my neck, sending shivers all over me. 

Then the vampire pierced my skin. 

The pain was sharp at first, but then intense pleasure washed over it the next nanosecond. 

I gasped and moaned, and before I knew, I exploded over Reys’s cock. 

My inner walls milked his every hard inch, gripping him with hungry passion. 

“Fuck, oh, fuck!” Reys let out a string of ancient fae curses. “Your hot little pussy is unmaking me, baby. You’re killing me, baby.” 

Lorcan drew a mouthful from my neck before he sealed the tiny wound in my skin. “I need to fuck you, dulcis, soon,” he promised.  

My fangs also came out. I leaned toward Reys and pierced his skin at the base of his neck. 

Roaring, Reys pumped his bountiful hot seed into my depths. Yet, the fae heir wasn’t done. He kept thrusting in me, as if he would never let me go, either. 

When Pyrder found his release, I trained my fangs on him, letting his rich, sweet, and spicy blood coat my tongue. 

What happened after that became a blur of chaos, as I took my mates’ blood and let them drink from me to solidify our mating bond. 

Their scent was in my veins along with their blood, as mine coursed in theirs. 

Our bond was so strong that, for a moment, I believed that not even death could break it.   

Death—

I wouldn’t dwell on it. 

After the sex feast and then breakfast, we would go find Hephaestus, and we’d threaten, force, or trick him into making the indestructible weapon, with the runes of our mixed blood inscribed on the blade. 

“Now it’s my turn,” Lorcan said, scooping me up from the bed toward the bath chamber. “And it’s bath time.” 

He put me in the warm water, washing me with a sponge. After he cleaned any trace of blood and sweat from both of us, he picked me up and placed me on the marble counter. 

The High Lord of Night slid between my thighs, his gray eyes shining silver, a lock of dark hair brushing his noble, square jaw.

His face was no longer the cold, hard marble that I’d first laid my eyes on. His features were all bright and warm like sunlight. The gift of sun and fire I’d given him emitted out of his every pore, making him the sexiest vampire. And he was my vampire. 

He traced along my eyes, lips, my breasts, before dipping his gaze to the valley between my thighs. I was doing the same, my eyes roaming on his cut chest, powerful legs, then his beautiful, proud, hard cock. 

“Dulcis,” he whispered.  

Dulcis meant beloved. I loved how it rolled off his tongue.  

The dominating vampire landed his lips hard on my mouth. His fresh, minty breath and scent of pine and fine wine enveloped me. I inhaled, drinking him in. I could never get enough of him. As I nipped his bottom lip with my teeth, his last control slipped. 

He snapped. 

“I can’t be gentle,” he grunted. “I can’t wait any longer. You’re driving me out of my mind.” 

He lifted my ankles, placing them on his shoulders, and drove into me with one thrust. 

I cried out at the blunt force and blasting pleasure.

“Is this too much for you, little mate?” He growled his challenge, his eyes the darkest stars. 

“Never too much, vampire,” I hissed. 

A sound rumbled in his chest at my challenge. 

He pulled out an inch or two before ramming back into me. My back was slammed to the wall behind me. He looked concerned for a second, but my wild scent of arousal muddied his mind, spurring him on. 

With each thrust of his hips, his cock penetrated my heated pussy vehemently, soaking me with pleasure. 

“Keep fucking me, vampire,” I moaned. “This is so good!” 

“I’m fucking you. I’ll never stop fucking you!” 

My hands inserted into his thick mane, my fingers twirling to grab a few strands to anchor myself as he drove into me brutally. 

I threw my head back, slutty moans escaping the back of my throat. 

My pussy became his instrument, and the High Lord of Night played it expertly. But I would let him use me however he wanted, fuck me as he desired. 

I would let him, let all of my mates, do anything to me. 

Lorcan growled. He released my ankles from his shoulders and had my legs wrap around his waist. He leaned in to kiss me, bruising my lips, thrusting his tongue into my mouth to claim me in every way, as he pounded into me so harshly and lovingly that I cried my pleasure against his lips. 

“Yes, vampire! Keep at it, and you’ll have your reward!”  

“Delighted,” he chuckled.  

His hands held my ass, strong and firm as he delivered his onslaught of wild plunges. Every inch of his massive hard cock pulsed against my tight inner walls. 

He was close to coming, as was I. 

Our hips collided again and again, his pelvis rubbing my pussy. His fangs bit my bottom lip, wrenching a scream of pleasure out of me.  

I never wanted this to end, but I knew it would end, and sooner than I wanted. 

His next sequence of relentless thrusts broke the heavy dam in me, and I could do nothing to resist him but claim my orgasm. I dropped my head and leaned against his shoulder, completely spent, my lips licking the sweat from his skin in appreciation.  

Lorcan moved within me, thrusting powerfully, then roared his own release. 

“My mate forever, dulcis,” he whispered in my ear. “You’re my whole world.” 

My heart rejoiced and bled at his declaration. Forever was no longer a possibility for us, but I’d give them forever in every moment we had left. 

Alaric stalked into the chamber, stark naked. His eyes darkened at the sight of Lorcan and I still entangled with each other. The demigod’s erection jerked upward aggressively. It’d been engorged for a long while, and there was a pained expression on his menacingly handsome face. 

“May I take our mate?” Alaric asked hoarsely.  

Lorcan slowly pulled off me, kissed me, and handed me over to Alaric. 

Wrapping me in a robe, Alaric brought me to his bed in his room. 

I writhed on the silky sheet, beckoning him to me, but Alaric only regarded me darkly. Though lust burned in his eyes, the demigod seemed able to rein it in. 

I opened my legs wider, showing him my pink pussy. Let’s see how long he could last.  

“I’m going to make love to you,” he said, sweetness and menace rippling from him at once, vibrating in the space. “I’ve never made love to anyone before, but I’m going to make love to you.” 

The sensual words caressed me, and I shivered.  

Alaric hovered above me, his elbows on either side of me to support his weight. He tilted his hips, the head of his cock nudging at my eager entrance. Then he glided in slowly, one inch, then another inch, until his hard length fully embedded inside me. 

Then he started to move smoothly and slowly within me, piercing me to my molten core with such care and tenderness. 

His strokes lengthened and slowed for both of us to savor. 

Every purposeful thrust set my nerves alight with fire, passion, and pleasure until the flame burned in my every nerve, until I could no longer contain it. So I shoved my hips up to meet his slow plunges, until I turned the demigod wild again. 

His pounding between my thighs now carried fire and wind, and his vehement, powerful thrusts sent me over the brink. 

I felt so light, yet so heavy at the same time.  

In and out and in. Flesh against flesh, hard and harsh and claiming. The speed blinding. The rhythm maddening. 

Rapture hammered my body like rapid rain, shattering me. 

I’d soon be shattered again in another time when there was no pleasure but death. No one could pick me up then. All of my pieces would turn to wind and nothingness. 

I wouldn’t even have ash left. But my mates would live. All my friends would live. The Earth mortals and immortals would find freedom again. 

Bitterness left me, even though I had to pay the final price, and eternal gratitude rose in me. 

My role wasn’t tragic. 

I was out of the cage. I had tasted the freedom that I’d dreamed of for a decade. I had the time of the century with my mates. One great love was impossible to find for most people, and I had four greatest loves. 

My lips found Alaric’s again as I indulged myself in the haze of heat and sea of lust and allowed myself to be touched by the burning love. 

When I pulled away from the demigod after bruising his bottom lip, he flashed his wicked grin. 

“Now,” I said loudly enough so all of my mates could hear, even though it was unnecessary since all supernaturals had superior hearings, especially my mates, who were the most powerful immortals. “Shall we go and get the smith god, tigers?” 

“None of your mates are tigers, Cass baby,” Pyrder murmured from the common room. 
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Pyrder and Reys teleported all of us—the rest of the mates, me, and our selected elite warriors—to the coordinates I gave them. Amber had insisted that she’d be needed, so she came along, too. 

A pungent smell of ash and sulfur hit my nostrils before we landed atop a rocky mountain. 

My eyes widened as I spotted wisps of steam curling above the peak of a volcano cone. 

“Fuckass!” I called. “It’s a volcano.” 

My mates were calmer, though confusion bled from their alert eyes as they surveyed the surroundings. 

Their warriors followed suit, weapons drawn. 

A current of lava chose that moment to spew out of the cone before settling back along the craters, burbling. The ground beneath us murmured and groaned, as if in a light labor pain.  

My mates dragged me back, putting distance between me and the sporadic flowing of lava. 

Alaric frowned at the cone, his scarf shuffling in the wind. No matter where he was, the demigod dressed in style.

My fae twin mates were clad in leather jackets, sexy as fuck. Reysalor wore black like he owned the color. He was a black panther. Pyrder went for brown since his animal fur was golden. 

My vampire mate had a long trench coat draped over his dress shirt. 

Any second of the day they stole my breath away. 

Even in this dangerous, volcanic site where lava blew up.  

“You sure Hephaestus came here, sweetheart?” Alaric said in a low voice, as if he wanted to soften the blow to my unintentional mistake. “I don’t sense him. Perhaps we should move to another location.” 

I couldn’t be wrong. I was Earth’s heir. I could sense all living things on the surface just fine. As of now, I felt a strong pulse from the God of Blacksmiths. 

I narrowed my eyes at Alaric. “Doubting me? I’ll just go dig him out myself, even if he’s buried under the lava and ash!”

Alaric grinned at me. “What a firecracker, sweetheart, I was just saying—”

The side wall of the volcano cone opened a crack, and I yelped. 

My mates and their warriors instantly formed a protective ring around Amber and me. I actually hated them doing that since they blocked my view, and I had to squat to peek out between their legs to see outside. 

They constantly forgot that I was no defenseless damsel but the most powerful being among them all. 

I shoved myself in between Pyrder and Celeb. 

Celeb arched an eyebrow at me before turning to stare hard at the volcano cone, ready for any threat. 

“Cass baby, it’s not safe—” Pyrder started. 

“You’d better really treat me as an equal,” I said. “Or all of you can find your beds tonight somewhere else.” 

An alarmed look rippled across my mates’ faces, and not just because the crack on the side wall of the volcano widened with a grinding like an avalanche. 

Yet no lava flowed out.  

Instead, a giant old man with a scraggly beard and big nose that covered half of his face stumbled out. His bull-shaped, miserable eyes stared straight at me. 

Well, Hephaestus was indeed ugly, even though he was a god, and he looked like an alcoholic with rough, reddened cheeks. 

His hands were the largest I’d ever seen and out of proportion. But then it made sense since he was the most sought-out blacksmith in all the worlds. He needed big fists to hammer on steel. 

Everyone’s eyes went round at the sight of a hideous god, except for Alaric. 

Hephaestus approached us, sparks of fire falling from his mechanic uniform. 

The warriors tensed, raising their weapons. 

“He’s okay,” Alaric said, striding toward the God of Blacksmiths and Fire. “He doesn’t like to fight.” 

From what my mates had told me, Hephaestus’s most obnoxious deed was trapping Ares and Aphrodite in an unbreakable chain-link net while they were fucking and dragging them to parade in front of the other gods in his jealous rage. 

The asshole God of War had well deserved the humiliation. If I were Hephaestus, I’d have poked a few holes in Ares while he’d been in the net, or designed something to make him ugly, too, or at least less attractive. 

Hephaestus nodded at Alaric and stopped before me, towering over me. 

I looked up at him brazenly, my hands bracing firmly on my hips. 

“So, you’re Hephaestus,” I said. “You’re hard to find, dude.” 

“I’ve been waiting for you, Cass,” he said. “What took you so long?” 

I blinked. I’d expected anything but this. I’d mapped out the whole plan to trick or force him to make the weapon for us. 

“Uh?” I said. “It’s not that long, is it? And how do you know me?”

“Every god is talking about you,” Hephaestus grunted. “You’re the shiniest new toy right now. Besides, your mum is in Mount Olympus, campaigning against you.” 

“That cunt!” I said, rage drumming in my veins. 

Hephaestus blinked at me, not at my anger but at my curse.  

“I have no mother,” I hissed. 

“Neither do I,” he said. “I’ll call Hera ‘cunt’ next time and can’t wait to see the look on her face.” 

His bitch queen of a mother flung baby Hephaestus from the mountain and exiled him, but I winced at the picture of old, ugly Hephaestus calling anyone cunt. 

Hephaestus ran a large hand through his oily hair, and again I tried not to grimace. Why was I so vain? He might look revolting, but he was useful. 

“The woman who gave you birth said you’re a little monster, the destroyer of this world and all worlds,” the God of Blacksmiths said with an appreciative smirk. 

According to legend, Hephaestus had never hurt a thing directly, but he loved destruction so he created weapons for others to run around and do the damage, and he got to watch with a big stupid grin on his face. 

And he was clearly a gossiping type. 

“A good number of my peers agreed that you’re quite a little monster.” He nodded at me, a vicious gratitude sparkling in his eyes. “You traumatized Phobos and beheaded his bastard brother. Ares is shutting himself in now. For an eon, no one could rile him up so.” He threw his head back and roared belly laughter. “The ‘great’ God of War failed to contain a little goddess. His humiliation has already been recorded in the Olympian histories.” He wiped a large tear from the corner of his age-lined eyes. “The fucker didn’t see this coming!” 

Hephaestus reached a hand down, trying to pat my shoulder to congratulate me. 

“Don’t touch my mate,” Alaric warned sharply, and Hephaestus withdrew his hand as if he’d been burned. 

“You’re waiting for us, right, Hephaestus?” I asked. “So you know why we came.” 

“I’ve been in this volcano cave for two days, preparing to meet you,” he said. 

My mates each shot me a concerned glance before staring hard at Hephaestus again. They were wondering what else I hadn’t told them.

“So you think you can forge this blade for me?” I asked, putting on a serious face so he’d take me seriously. 

“I designed Hermes’s winged helmet, Achilles’s armor, Heracles’s clappers, Helios’s chariot, and my ex-wife’s famed girdle, among other art pieces. I also created all thrones in the Palace of Olympus. I’m the God of Metalwork. I can make anything. Only in my work do I forget the pain of the black, bleak world.” 

“Fine,” I said, waving a hand up toward his face. “Your resume is impressive, so I’d like to commission you to make a sword for me.”

He rubbed his large hands in excitement. “I’m more than happy to design the Blade of Five Elements for the new goddess and be remembered as the one who forged such a weapon in Olympus history, if we still have a history after you wield the sword.” 

So he had known what the Blade of Five Elements could do, and he wanted the destruction, revenge, chaos, and the end of the world that it could bring. That I could bring.

As I’d said, every god was a psychopath, me probably included. 

I clasped my hands. “Awesome! Let’s get you started!” I looked around. “Uh, where’s your workstation? And where do we sit while you’re working?” 

I didn’t expect him to be civilized enough to bring us tea and cakes while we waited for him to forge the blade. 

He glanced at me, then at Alaric. “I don’t work for free, even though I really like Cass, unlike other gods. They’ve been having meetings and meetings discussing how to deal with the newest, most dangerous member in their rank. Of course, the gods never agree on anything. They’re divided right down the middle. But, in the end, if they can’t assimilate her, they’ll have to kill her. Zeus will soon put a bounty on her little head. By the way, some rogue gods are already out hunting her. They plan to strike her mates first, and that would be you guys.” 

He swept his big hand toward the four of my mates. 

My mates and all the warriors snarled, not at Hephaestus, but at the gods wanting my head on a plate. I wasn’t afraid of my death that much anymore, but my blood froze in icy fear at the gods’ unholy move toward my mates. 

“They can try,” Lorcan hissed. 

Reys slung an arm around my shoulder, gifting me his warmth and unconditional love. 

Alaric stared at Hephaestus, cold menace and killing light swirling in his honey-brown eyes. The demigod only showed warmth and affection toward me. 

“Chill, demigod,” Hephaestus said. “I won’t betray your mate. I want her to strike them, harder than anyone else can ever deliver. And I’ll drink to their misery and do a belly dance on their graves.” 

I really didn’t want to picture Hephaestus’s belly dance. 

“Don’t you worry we’ll kill you, too?” Alaric asked. 

“No, my bastard brother,” Hephaestus said. “Even though I’ve just met Cass, I know she’s a monster with a heart. As long as I’m on her side, she won’t harm me. Besides, I always have my contingency plan, a failsafe.”

“What’s your failsafe?” Pyrder demanded. 

Hephaestus tilted his head and grinned like a huge, hideous cat. “If I tell you, then it won’t be one.” 

“Let’s get it going, God of Blacksmiths and Fire,” Lorcan said. “We’ve brought bags of gold and the rarest jewelry on Earth for you.” 

The High Lord of Night would empty his treasure vault from the Court of Blood and Void to forge this sword. He wasn’t always good at bargaining. In the past, I’d often gotten the upper hand. I needed to watch his back and save some of his gold. 

I cleared my throat and put my hands back on my hips. “On second thoughts—”

“I want no gold, no diamonds, and no jewelry,” Hephaestus said. 

I threw a thumb at him with an approving grin. “Good man!” 

But Alaric narrowed his eyes. 

Hephaestus trained on my demigod mate. “I want your flaming sword as the payment. It’s one of the finest, and only, metal-craft artifacts that’s not made by me, and it’s the blade that decapitated Ares’s son.” 

I cried out. “Have I just wasted my breath calling you a good man, Hephaestus? Ares treats you like a pussy, and we killed his son for you. That should be payment enough!” 

Something dark flashed by Hephaestus’s eyes. “They say you’re a foul-mouthed brat who has no respect toward anyone, Cass!” 

“That’s fucking slander!” I shouted. “There’s no truth in it!” 

“I won’t take your insult personally.” He sniggered. “Business is business. I must have the demigod’s flaming sword, or I won’t forge the blade for you.” He folded his trunk-like arms over his chest to indicate he meant business. 

I bit my lip, glaring at him, my mind running through a hundred ideas to counter him. 

“Done,” Alaric said. “I’ll give you my sword when you deliver the blade forged in the hottest fire on Earth.”

“Which is right there.” Hephaestus’s shaking finger pointed at the split entry of the volcano cone. “What about the required runes on the finished blade?”

“You don’t need to worry about that,” Alaric said, menace rolling off him. “I’ll take care of the runes.”  

My mates would never give final control to anyone outside our tight circle, and they didn’t trust the God of Blacksmiths and Fire, either, no matter how he’d sworn he was on our side. 

“Of course, you’re the expert in all runes and spells,” Hephaestus said, pulling his deformed lips up in a sneer. Then he turned on his heel, stalking back toward the gap in the volcano crater. 

No one followed him immediately. 

The God of Blacksmiths glanced at me over his shoulder. “Aren’t you coming, Cass Saélihn?” 

“Must we enter the volcano cave?” I asked. “I’m sweating here already.”

It wouldn’t be that exciting to watch how he inserted the raw steel into the burning lava and pounded it into shape with his famous hammer. 

He arched both bushy eyebrows but didn’t do it the right way. He could learn a trick or two from Pyrder. When the fae prince did it, it was beyond sexy. Maybe that could be the payment for Hephaestus to forge the blade? All I needed was to persuade him. I was good at persuasion when I put my mind to it.  

“They say you’re difficult,” Hephaestus said. “I can see that. But fearless?” He shook his big head in disappointment. 

My mates growled in warning. 

“Who are they?” I demanded, but I was already heading toward the cave mouth after the smith god. “They talk shit anyway, for all I care.” 

Hephaestus laughed. 

Reys and Lorcan waved for their warrior team to spread out and guard the perimeter of the volcanic mountain. Alaric and Pyrder beat me to it and followed Hephaestus into the cave, where a pillar of steam and fire rose into the sky from the peak of the cone. 

They would never allow me to enter a trap first. 

“By the way,” Hephaestus said casually as I strode into the cave after my mates. “This is also the third Gate of Hell, the back entrance to Hades’s Underworld.” 
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“Have you lost your mind, Hephaestus?” I glared at the God of Blacksmiths. “What if Hades happens to come out to his backyard for a stroll with his hellhound?” 

“That’s a risk we’ll have to take,” Hephaestus insisted. “The blade must be forged in the boiling lava at the Hell Gate. This is the only location that has the right temperature and magical elements.” 

Alaric snarled. “I won’t put my mate at risk.”

“Your little mate brought all of you here for a reason,” Hephaestus said. “She found me, didn’t she?” 

“Let’s get her out of here,” Pyrder hissed. 

My mates closed in on me, about to whisk me out of the cave. 

“Stop!” Hephaestus called. 

Alaric wheeled, the tip of his flaming sword pointing at the God of Blacksmiths. 

Hephaestus shrugged. “Hades hasn’t used this gate ever since he kidnapped Persephone from the Field of Flowers in Sicily and carried her through this cleft to his netherworld. The gate is abandoned. We’re safer in this forgotten land than in any other place at the moment. Olympians won’t come looking for your mate here, either.” 

“I’ll gut you if you put my girl in jeopardy,” Alaric said.  

Hephaestus’s jaw clenched. “I’m not afraid of you, bastard son of my father. But I won’t hurt Cass. She and I come from the same dark place. We are swaths of the same fabric.” He tossed his tools to the hot, rocky ground. “Is it too much to ask for a little faith?”

When no one answered him, he grumbled and treaded toward a furnace with burning lava inside, the end of a long steel rod protruding from the opening of the boiler. 

“I have work to do!” he declared. 

He was right. We’d come here to forge the blade, and we’d get the job done. And it wasn’t a good time to piss off the God of Fire. I didn’t want him to make a half-assed blade because he was in a foul mood. 

I scurried after him. “Hephaestus, let’s get the blade made.” 

Alaric and Pyrder flanked me. Lorcan positioned himself on a strategic spot between the entry of the cave and the wide bank, keeping guard. Reys moved stealthily to the perimeter to scout. 

The interior of the volcano cave was surprisingly spacious, though the smell of sulfur filled the air and our lungs. A river of torrid lava rushed past, occasionally surmounting the stone blocks and spewing onto the bank. 

Hephaestus put on a pair of special-made gloves and grabbed the end of the steel. He pulled it out to take a quick look, then shoved it back into the depth of the lava. 

I peeked into the furnace. 

Light of maroon—Hephaestus’s signature magic—hovered over the steel. 

“The steel of the gods has gone through the transformation in the blend of iron, sand, lava, and my magical ingredients,” Hephaestus said, lifting the lid of the furnace to let me have a better look before he slammed it down. He did take pride in his work. “It’s forming. The blade has been in my furnace for two days now.” 

“What are the magical ingredients?” Alaric inquired. 

Hephaestus sent Alaric a displeased, sidelong glance. “You think I should just reveal my trade secrets to you?” 

“I asked it on behalf of my mate,” Alaric said. “Cass would want to know.” 

My sly demigod thought Hephaestus had a soft spot for me. He was wrong. If the God of Blacksmiths was that sweet on me, he wouldn’t have demanded to have Alaric’s sword as his payment. But then, we might still get out of the deal and give Hephaestus half a bag of the golden coins. 

“In that case, I’ll first explain to Cass some of my technique,” Hephaestus said. “At the first stage, the steel is called a billet. It must be heated above two-thousand degrees and then hammered thin before being placed back into hotter fire.” My eyes glazed over as he droned on, gesturing at the forming steel and unseen magical ingredients like he was a damn good instructor. I believed I missed a few paragraphs already when he got to the part: “... clay the spine of the sword and heat it again in the lava. Shita... must be repeated eighteen times over.” 

My eyes widened a little. “Shit must be repeated eighteen times?”

Alaric chuckled loudly.  

Hephaestus sent him an annoyed look. “I’ve drawn hundreds of diagrams for the Blade of Five Elements, ever since the vision was revealed to me alone.” 

He’d said that intentionally to get our attention. 

I didn’t even bother to ask him who had sent him the vision. Gaea, my manipulative goddess grandmother, had been meddling in all matters, but Pyrder couldn’t suppress his curiosity and popped the question. 

“I can’t just tell you my dreams and vision, panther,” Hephaestus snapped. “What kind of person am I if I betray such a sacred trust?” 

I rolled my eyes. 

The God of Blacksmiths was also a prick, and I wouldn’t blame it all on an unhappy childhood. 

But the scroll indicated that only the God of Blacksmiths and Fire could forge the blade for us, so we had to put up with him. 

While he bragged, I felt a chill that I’d never felt before slithering up my spine. I felt an ominous power unlike any other seal the mountain. 

Cold sweat formed under my armpits though the cave was hotter than an oven with all the lava, fire, and steam.  

My eyes darted around, searching for the source of my dread, searching for the Gate of Hell. In my mind, it had a dark iron door with inscriptions marking the entrance to Hell. 

“You can’t see it,” Hephaestus said. “The portal is hidden.” 

“This place doesn’t feel right all of a sudden,” I said. “I think someone is coming. Let’s just stay quiet, can we? No one wants to attract Hell’s attention.” 

Hephaestus, the only one who was having fun here, chuckled. “Not so eager to meet Daddy?”

“I have no daddy,” I hissed. “Never had. Never will.” 

“Then we shall correct it, shall we, Daughter?” A deep bass voice boomed as a vast black gate materialized and swung open from the middle across the river of lava, and a giant male with dark wavy hair down to his chin strode through. 

My heart leapt to my throat. 

Hades, the God of Death, had just come out of his Underworld. 

I hadn’t been wrong when I’d had the bad feelings crawling over my skin. I’d sensed his immense power before his appearance.  

He looked even more gorgeous and glorious than the God of War, yet in a very dark way. Of course, death and darkness were his essence.  

He had pale skin, the palest I’d seen. My face was also pale, but it was creamy like porcelain. His eyes were darker than the blackest sea and the darkest space. Dark light glinted in them, which could swallow all the stars. 

My eyes, however, were violent and golden like living fire. 

I had once thanked the fates that I did not resemble Jezebel. Now I thanked the fates again that I didn’t take after Hades, either, except for the curly hair. But then mine was tri-colored—shades of blue and red weaving through the stark silver. 

Our gazes held, and he smiled. I blinked, not expecting Death’s smile would be so striking and enticing. So otherworldly, like something beyond the universe. 

My mates had all gathered, surrounding me in a protective half-ring. 

I bent my knees slightly in a defensive pose. A lick of black fire twirled up my arms and into my hair, hissing at Hades. 

He laughed. “I like it, Cass. The fire has your spirit, but it comes from me. I can teach you so much more about the death fire and your other powers, as you’re the heir of the Underworld.” 

He’d come to play daddy. Yet instinctively I knew how deceitful and deadly he was.  

Hades was rumored to be the cruelest, most power-hungry god. 

Phobos’s mocking rang in my ear. “He’ll take your power and cage you. The God of Death doesn’t show mercy, even to his own blood.” 

I swallowed as I fought to keep my fear at bay. 

“I’m doing fine myself,” I said in a clipped tone. “And we’re very busy now. I think you should come to visit another time.” 

“My daughter is shrewd,” Hades said, his grin widening. “That trait comes from me, too.” 

I nearly rolled my eyes, but acidic anxiety pounded in my stomach. Hades was too lethal, and now with the Hell Gate open, a horde of demons could emerge at any time. We must get the blade and retreat as soon as possible.  

I stole a quick glance at Hephaestus. The blade was still buried inside the furnace, unmade. I needed to know how soon it’d be done and how long I needed to stall Hades. 

Hephaestus stood very still, face pale, eyes wild, the point of Alaric’s flaming blade pricking against the hollow of his throat. The demigod’s sword couldn’t kill the God of Blacksmiths, but it could cut him and hurt him. 

According to the scroll, only the Blade of Five Elements could kill a major god, and the wounds it inflicted on a god wouldn’t heal. 

Please don’t let Hades know we’re forging the lethal blade, I murmured my own prayer under my breath.  

“How dare you set a trap to ensnare my mate,” Alaric snarled. “I’m going to gut you first!” 

“No, no!” Hephaestus shouted, his throat bobbling at the sword point, a trail of blood dripping down his neck. “I had nothing to do with this. I didn’t betray Cass. I’m not associated with Hades in any way. I actually put up my own ward and concealment spells over the gate for double safety to prevent him from getting a sniff.” He turned to Hades, his dirty green eyes flashing in irritation. “What the hell, Hades? You aren’t supposed to pop up! You haven’t used this deserted gate for an eon.” 

“This is my realm, or did you forget, Hephaestus?” Hades said with a half-smile. “Not even a fly can come and go without me knowing it. Even Zeus, your loving father, failed to sneak into my domain unnoticed.” 

Frustration and worry fogged Hephaestus’s eyes. “But we’re outside your gate.”  

“You mean the gray area between my border and Earth’s realm?” Hades said. “Only my daughter, the heir and the new ruler of the Earth, has the right to dispute with me, though she’s the heir to the Underworld as well. So it’s pretty much a family issue.” His eyes landed back on me, studying me predatorily. “Cass, you’ve grown into a beautiful woman, and you make me so proud.” 

I stared hard at him. While he and Hephaestus argued, I hadn’t come up with a brilliant idea to drive him away. “Whatever,” I said. “I think you should get going, or we’re leaving. We have another engagement. Please call my secretary to make an appointment.” 

I needed to assign a secretary. 

He ignored me. “As soon as I knew you were born,” he drawled, “I began searching for you.” 

“For what?”

“You’re my daughter. It’s my responsibility and right to care for you, to bring you up and get you trained as heir to the Underworld.” 

“It’s too late for that now,” I said. “I’ve grown up after being locked in a cage for thirteen years!”

“I heard,” he said. “And I’m sorry for your mistreatment.” 

“I’m doing extremely well now,” I said. “My mates are taking good care of me. So, what exactly do you want, Hades? Let’s get this over with so we can part ways. As I said, we’re very busy today.” 

I really needed to get the God of Death off my back. The forging of the Blade of Five Elements couldn’t afford to be disturbed. 

My mates stepped closer to me, their knuckles white on the hilts of their swords. They could all draw their weapons at lightning speed. But none of their blades could do much to Hades. Not even Alaric’s lightning bolts could hurt the death god. The King of Gods, Alaric’s father, couldn’t defeat the death god with his mighty thunder and lightning, either. 

His eyes glinting dark night that threatened to extinguish all lights, Hades walked across the river of lava. The expensive black robe draping over his armored shoulders glided over the lava behind him. It didn’t catch fire. 

“Stop your advance! Hades!” Alaric shoved Hephaestus aside and thrust his sword toward Hades, flame sizzling along the blade. 

“You’re still tiresome, bastard son of my brother,” Hades said, not slowing his approach. “I thought my daughter had mellowed you down. Your blade won’t do a thing to me. Haven’t you tried and failed?”

So, they’d battled before. 

So far, Hades hadn’t mentioned anything about the new blade Hephaestus was forging. 

Lorcan sent Hephaestus a warning look to remind him of guarding the blade, and Hephaestus nodded subtly. While the blade was still in the process of being made, even the God of Blacksmiths and Fire couldn’t transport it somewhere else. Or all this effort would be in vain. 

As soon as Hades crossed the river of fire, a stone slab rose behind him, bridging it. Then a horde of demons poured out of the Hell Gate. 

Sweet Daddy didn’t just come to talk. 

Reysalor whistled loudly to summon the warriors guarding outside the cave. We’d need them to fight the demons. In no time, our warriors rushed into the gigantic cavern. 

Hades chuckled. “This is going to be fun, isn’t it, Daughter?” 

He halted in front of the bridge on our side, his hand outstretched. “Come, my heir, come to my realm and fulfill your role.” 

“Thanks, but not now,” I said. “I’ll have my secretary—” 

Hades blinked in disbelief, then snarled. “You said no to me?” 

“Back off, Death,” Lorcan warned. 

“No one rejects my invitation,” Hades said, the dark light in his eyes chilling even the lava at his feet. “And I won’t suffer my own daughter’s insolence. So, I say the party is over.” He waved a hand back toward his horde. “Thanatos, take the princess to Starfall Palace.” 

A god with massive black wings stepped onto the bridge, a pair of wicked daggers in his armored hands. His skin was bronze. Could he get a suntan in the Underworld? Or maybe the hellfire did the job. 

“The one the queen won’t frequent?” Thanatos asked. 

Hades’s eyes flashed dark light again. “Where else?” 

“Got it,” Thanatos said, and raised a dagger into the air in a battle bellow, and the horned demons behind him echoed and charged after him across the bridge. 

“Teleport Cass out of here!” Alaric barked at Pyrder. 

“No!” I barked back. “We’ll then lead them to where we live and bring death to Boone and the others. Wherever we go, they can trace us. Besides, if I leave, lots of you will die here. So I say we fight until they fucking leave us alone!” 

“Lorcan,” Reys called. “Don’t leave Cass’s side. Your main job is to protect our mate.”

Alaric brandished his flaming sword and lunged toward Hades. 

I should have gone after Hades, but I knew my power wouldn’t counter his since he was my blood. I was a novice, and he had eons of experience. And in a swordfight, I wouldn’t be his match, either. It was better I stayed away from him than be snatched by him and taken to Hell. 

Hades knew I was also Earth’s heir and came prepared. I doubted that my Earth power could overcome him. The myth said that Gaea had battled the Olympian gods and lost. 

My dragon fire was hotter than hellfire, and it came from the legendary Dragon God. I had no idea how the power skipped a generation and forsook Jezebel but embedded in me. 

The combination of the three powers was formidable, yet I hadn’t learned to master them all. I’d just discovered the existence of my new powers as I unfolded my heritages one by one.  

Alaric had battled the King of the Underworld before, and my mates were the best fighters, more lethal than anyone on Earth.

The best move was to have Alaric stall my father, while I watched all of my mates’ backs. I would sneak up on Hades and strike him with my dragon fire while Alaric kept him preoccupied.  

Right now, my focus trained on Hades’s second-in-command. The winged god flew straight for me, but Reys intercepted him, his flaming sword meeting Thanatos’s wicked daggers. 

Demons of blue, red, and green skin surged onto the bridge like a flood, and our warriors crushed into them like mighty waves in the middle of the bridge. Celeb, Hector, Xihin, and a few fae warriors shouted blood-curdling battle cries and fought at the front line. 

Xihin shouldn’t have been in the cave above the lava, since vampires, except for their high lord, couldn’t tolerate high heat. But the vampire warrior was fierce and stubborn. I wouldn’t bruise his pride by calling him back when the battle had just started, but I would watch out for him. When it became too much, I’d order him to the back line. 

Our first defensive line endeavored to push the demons back to their Underworld before they could cross over to our side. The hybrids, fae, and vampires had coordinated well. Their demon opponents were lacking organized skills in comparison.  

The warriors swung their swords, hacking left and right as they pushed the demons back inch by inch. While the fae warriors focused on stabbing their adversaries and producing more holes in the enemies’ bodies, Celeb and Xihin developed a penchant for tossing the demons into the river of lava. 

Screams of pain echoed through the stone cave. 

Our side suffered losses, too. They got slashed here and there. I had to shout “Careful! On your left! No, your right!” to them while sending my fire and air to aid them. 

Alaric’s hybrid team fought at the base of the bridge as the second defensive line, picking up the demons who had passed our first defense. 

The demons just kept coming, pouring out of the dark Hell Gate.

We had to retreat as soon as the God of Blacksmiths could remove the blade from the furnace. 

My heart hung in my parched throat. Yet I fought to keep my head cool on the frenzied battlefield, not allowing fear for my mates, my friends, and our warriors to paralyze me. It was my job to watch everyone’s back. 

The vampires held the last line of defense before me. They couldn’t get near the river of lava, since heat would damage them. 

Ambrosia was assigned to guard Amber outside the cave. I shouldn’t have let my seer friend persuade me to come with us. If anything happened to her—no, I wouldn’t let myself dwell on the dreadful thought. 

Lorcan guarded me like I was a frail damsel, terrified of me being hurt or taken. And he insisted on me attacking the enemies from behind the safety line instead of letting me charge to the front line. 

But there was no safety line. 

Lashing out with my current, I levitated into the air, a ball of blue Earth fire twirling on my left palm and a sphere of red Dragon fire hovered over my right hand. 

Hephaestus guarded his workstation, his eyes darting wildly between the battlefield and me as he pulled out the steel to check its state. 

At the question in my burning gaze, he mouthed, “Almost!” 

A warlock hybrid guarded him and the furnace.  

My gaze wheeled to Hades. 

Every minute cost lives. If we could cut the head of the snake, the body died. 

But I hadn’t been able to find an opening to sneak behind Hades and attack him, and I doubted my powers could easily disable him. 

Stalling was what we were doing, until we could take the Blade of the Five Elements. 

Alaric and Hades crashed together again. Orange flame roared on the demigod’s blade, and black fire hissed on Hades’s. 

Their blades crossed beat for beat, left and right, up and down. There was no room for either of them to make a mistake. 

They were equally matched. While Alaric was a better swordsman, Hades had his death power. 

I’d never seen Alaric move that fast, faster than lightning. He struck at Hades, his lightning bolts shooting toward the death god, moving in sync with his sword. 

Yet Hades deflected the demigod’s every assault. Alaric was the whirlwind of steel, and Hades was the dark firestorm. 

“You’re quite dashing, I’ll give you that, my bastard nephew,” Hades said. “Are you trying to impress my daughter? She’s watching us with her jaw dropped and mouth agape.” 

I immediately shut my mouth and thinned my lips. 

While he was distracted by my gawking for a second, I found an opening at his five o’clock and shot a stream of my blend of tri-fires at him. 

I wasn’t at the peak of my power, but a girl’s got to try her best. 

A dark gold shield shaped like a catcher’s mitt formed in Hades’s free hand. While he fended off Alaric’s blows, his shield snapped open, swallowing my attacking fires into its pit. 

“That’s my little girl’s first gift to her daddy,” Hades chuckled, ducking Alaric’s swing of his blade. 

I clenched my teeth. 

Well, I’d soon find another suitable gift for him, then. 

“Talk less, Death!” Alaric growled and sailed his blade toward Hades’s neck. “I don’t like you annoying my mate.” 

Hades brought his weapon sideways and blocked Alaric’s strike. 

The impact of the blades made both swordsmen grit their teeth. When they broke apart, Alaric’s blade turned direction and slashed across Hades’s forearm, and the tip of Hades’s sword left a gash in Alaric’s right thigh. 

They’d left quite a few cuts on each other’s body. While their wounds healed fast, their armor didn’t. 

The demigod and the death god engaged again, flame against shadow, faster than the eye could catch. 

A new wave of the demon horde gushed out of the Hell Gate and flooded the bridge. 

Our first defense line faltered. 

Lorcan rushed to aid them while keeping an eye on me. Where his sword rose and fell, heads rolled down from the demons’ necks by the dozen. 

I tossed a blast of red fire toward the demons, sending a squad into the boiling lava. The King of the Underworld didn’t flinch at the lava under his feet, but his minions weren’t immune to it.  

Screams rose from the white-hot river until the boiling lava swallowed the demons.

My eyes glowing, I swept my gaze across the battlefield, seeking my next prey. 

I found the winged god. 

I’d sent my fires his way when he had fought to reach me at his boss’s command to take me to the gloomy and burning Underworld, but his death power shielded him from my flames. 

Death gods were different than the Olympian gods. I’d thought of getting near Thanatos to sip his energy, but I might drink death into me. 

My fae mates whipped their swords around Thanatos to stop him from getting to me. They were the fence between the fearsome death deity and me. I sniffed a little at how my mates defended me, at how every warrior formed solid lines between our enemies and me. 

Reys fought in the front most of the time, and Pyrder was obsessed with hacking at his opponent’s massive black wings. 

Nasty Thanatos wasn’t shy using his spike-like wings as weapons to propel the twins away. I hoped Thanatos didn’t dip his lethal wings in poison before he came out of the Hell Gate, but my mates were smart enough to not allow the enemy’s wings to touch their fine skin. 

Reys sailed his blade toward Thanatos’s neck, lethally accurate, and Pyrder dropped his height and veered his sword to cut off Thanatos’s ankles. The death god avoided both strikes at the last second, snarling. 

He thrust his daggers toward the fae twin’s vital organs. At the same time, his wings struck. 

Pyrder twisted away, and Reys parried. 

While Pyrder wheeled back and lunged at the death god again, Reys leapt into the air, his hunting boot landing on Thanatos’s wing, his other foot slamming into the side of Thanatos’s face. I heard the sound of his neck breaking, but Thanatos snapped his neck back in place and charged Reys in rage.  

Increased shouts and cries rose from the bridge. I’d thinned the demon horde, but what poured out of the Hell Gate now weren’t demons but things between solid form and shadow. 

“What the fuck are those?” I hissed, still levitating in the air. 

“Wraiths,” Lorcan snarled, rushing back to my side to defend me. 

The wave of hell wraiths hit Hector, Xihin, and Celeb first. 

Celeb charged to meet the freaks, bellowing, his longsword piercing a wraith’s chest, but the wraith moved through his blade and slammed a clawed hand into Celeb’s jaw, sending him flying toward the blistering lava. 

A fae warrior dashed toward Celeb in a futile attempt to save him from being cooked alive. He was too late, but I wasn’t. My icy air rushed out, lifting Celeb before he hit the lava and placing him on the bank. Celeb turned to me with a grateful glance before charging back into the fray. 

My tri-fires blasted toward the host of wraiths, burning them to nothingness. 

But a couple of seconds later, they popped up again. 

“Your fire can’t really harm them in this realm, Cass,” Hephaestus shouted from his station. “You can only hold them back in the Underworld as their princess.” 

I blasted another wave of fire at the wraiths, incinerating them, but they reappeared after a couple seconds. A yellow-horned demon used the chaos to lunge at Hector from the fae warrior’s blind side, ready to bury his axe between Hector’s ribs. I tossed him into the river, and Hector dragged his blade out of a demon’s chest, wheeled, and buried the blade into another demon. 

The warriors fought an excellent fight, but the enemies’ numbers were endless. The wraiths soon breached our defensive lines and flooded everywhere. 

Lava spewed into the air. The smell of sulfur poisoned every breath we took in. The warriors coughed while they bravely fought the demons and wraiths. 

We wouldn’t last, not while we couldn’t kill the fucking wraiths. We couldn’t even hold them at bay, and we were largely outnumbered. 

I turned a frenetic glare to the God of Blacksmiths, but he shook his head ruefully. 

Three more minutes, and then we still have to etch the runes, he mouthed. 

We didn’t have three minutes. We couldn’t even retreat now. 

“Hades! Stop!” I screamed. 

Then I saw both Celeb and Xihin fall. And then more warriors were cut down. 

Tears traced down my face, licked by my fire.
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My power, which would never harm my mates, passed right through Alaric and smashed into Hades. 

A black wind from Hades blasted toward me like an atomic wave. Alaric raised his wall of lightning to counter it, but the hell wind toppled the web of lightning and sent the demigod flying backwards. 

“Alaric!” I shouted. 

My flames met the death wind. They collided, and time froze for a second in the cave. 

My father and I reached an impasse. A surprised expression flitted by his darkly handsome face. He hadn’t expected me to equal his power, but I wasn’t just any hybrid. I was a tribrid, a weapon made of careful genetic calculation. In my rage, my power surged. 

A scream from the mouth of the cave broke the stalemate and stillness.   

A massive, three-headed hellhound flew past me with Amber between its jaws, flailing her limbs in the air in utter terror. Ambrosia stumbled into the cave, her face mauled, her armor in shreds. 

“No! Leave her alone!” I cried, drawing part of my power back from fending off Hades to halt the hellhound. 

“Cerberus is immune to magic, Cass!” Hephaestus yelled.  

A flash, and a black panther rose from where Reys had been and shot toward the hellhound. Only in his panther form did he have a chance to catch up with Cerberus before the beast reached the gate. 

Reys knew what Amber, my first mortal best friend, meant to me. He knew I would never allow her to be taken, especially to the death realm. He knew I wouldn’t let those I cared about bear the same scars I bore from when I’d been in captivity. So, he was doing this for me. 

At the onslaught of Hades’s dark power, my flames started wavering. He was an ancient death god, and I was a new goddess. I couldn’t compete with him in strength, not yet, not while I hadn’t mastered my powers. 

He grinned at me, predatory and all white teeth. “Surrender, Daughter,” he ordered, “or this won’t end well for you and your tiny army.” 

The battle still raged on around us. A pillar of lava erupted somewhere. 

Fire and smoke and sulfur.  

Lorcan fought by my side, hacking at the enemies with all of his formidable fierceness, keeping them from getting to me. Alaric joined him in protecting me. 

While our warriors had a hard time fighting the wraiths, my mates, who had my blood of fire running in their veins, had no trouble keeping the wraiths at bay. 

Though, seemingly none could vanquish the wraiths for good. Only dismiss them temporarily. 

The black panther rammed into Cerberus before he reached the Hell Gate, forcing the hellhound to drop Amber. Reys shifted back to his fae form and lunged to pick up my friend. Before he could teleport her to our side, Hades waved a hand at the fae prince.   

An iron chain with sharp spearheads on both ends pierced Reys through both wrists, then the host of wraiths and demons were upon him. Reys whipped his flaming sword at the endless horde, cutting and slashing, but they soon overpowered him, latching onto him. 

Rage burned in my veins; fear turned my blood to ice. 

I couldn’t afford to lose him. 

“Reys!” I shrieked, pulling part of my power from warding off Hades to peel the horde away from Reys. 

But my power wasn’t enough. 

They dragged him toward the Hell Gate in chains. 

Lorcan and Pyrder lunged onto the bridge toward the gate. Their vampire and fae warriors charged after them, blades raised high. 

Alaric and I had joined hands on the ground, his lightning and my flames having merged to resist Hades. 

“You can’t win, Daughter,” Hades said. “You aren’t there yet. You have much to learn.” 

His black wind turned into a hurricane, slashing at us, tossing us backwards. 

Alaric reached to catch me, but I’d flown past him, my hair being pulled wildly in every direction in the violent wind. 

I crashed into granite hard enough to leave a crater behind. 

Alaric was at my side the next second, pulling me to my feet. 

I ignored my trembling and the bone-shattering pain and lashed into the air, shooting toward Reys and Amber. 

Death wind filled the cave, twirling, blinding everyone. 

The surviving warriors stumbled, shouting, and covered their heads.  

For a second, I could see nothing but the black wind and burning lava spinning inside a forming tornado. 

The ground rumbled. The cave was going to give in. 

I pushed against the force, my own wind lashing out. 

“Reys! Amber!” I screamed, searching for them. 

“I have what you want the most, Daughter.” Hades’s voice resonated in the wind. “You’ll come to me willingly. The Olympian gods will be here soon. They’re sure to have spotted the strong power burst in the region. I suggest you don’t linger, unless you want to lose more mates.” 

A red-hot blade flew toward Hades. Somehow Alaric had dragged the unfinished Blade of Five Elements from the Hephaestus’s furnace just to try his luck. 

The burning blade pierced into nothingness then buried into the cave wall. 

The tornado vanished, as did Hades and his horde.  

Lorcan and Pyrder stood at the other side of the river, bellowing in rage, their knuckles bone-white on the hilts of their swords. 

Reys and Amber were gone. Hades had taken them. 

Where the iron Hell Gate had been was a column of erupted lava, its sound the shattering of broken glass. 

I dropped to my knees, not caring that they landed on the blobs of lava, threw my head back, and roared my hot fury and icy fear.  

The God of Death had taken my mate and my best friend. 

The image of iron spikes piercing Reys’s wrists flashed before me again and again. The fucking death god, my despicable father, chained my Reys and dragged him to hell. 

Alaric dropped to his knees before me and pulled me into his lap, wrapping me in his arms. 

Lorcan and Pyrder guarded on either side of me.

Pain and devastation fogged their eyes. They’d fought side by side since ancient times. They’d gone through the first war of the gods, then the great dragon war, then numerous wars against other supernaturals and mortals. 

They’d formed the brotherhood. It had been broken and re-forged. 

They’d found me, their mate, and we should be the unbreakable five.  

They’d just gotten me back, and now we’d lost Reys to Hell. And Amber, one of our pack members and my best friend. She’d taught me to read and write. 

I searched and searched. 

I was Earth’s heir. I could sense all living things, but I couldn’t find Reys and Amber because they were no longer on Earth’s surface. They were out of Earth’s realm. 

They were in Death’s domain, on the other side of the veil that I couldn’t reach. 

“I can’t find them,” I said, my voice cracked and caught in my throat. 

My heart was broken, but I refused to be so helpless. 

I threw up my hands and blasted my tri-fires at where the Hell Gate had been until no fire came out of me. Until the deep well in me was exhausted. 

“It’s been sealed,” Hephaestus said near me. “The gate is now beneath the Earth. You won’t be able to blast it open without the hell power. You’ll have to go through the main gate as the heir to the Underworld. That’s what Hades meant. That you’d go to him willingly.” 

“Let’s go to the main gate then!” I said, struggling to get up from Alaric’s lap. “What are we waiting for?” 

“We’ll all go and get Reys and Amber back, sweetheart, but not today,” Alaric said, steel and grief in his voice, terrifying menace rolling off him in waves. Hephaestus stepped away from us. 

“Let’s bring our wounded and dead back home,” Lorcan added. “We’ll regroup and plan before we strike.” 

We’d lost many good warriors. A lot of them became my friends. I’d seen Xihin being cut down, and Luke, too. Had Celeb survived? Last I’d seen, a wraith had thrust his claws into my half-demon friend’s chest. I needed to check on him. I needed to help all of them. 

I needed to pay respect to the dead. 

But I couldn’t move as grief paralyzed me. 

My mates surrounded me, channeling me their strength, love, and determination, but none could diminish the hollowness in me. 

Agony drowned me. A piece was missing from my soul. 

“He isn’t gone,” Pyrder said. “Your mate—my twin—isn’t gone. We’ll get him back. Come back to us, Cass baby, we’re here.” 

All I could see was the chains piercing Reys’s wrists. 

My mates conversed with each other and the warriors, coordinating the retreat. Their words passed by my ears, their meanings lost to me. 

“The Blade of the Five Elements is done,” Hephaestus said. “We need to burn the final runes on it.” 

“I said I’d take care of the runes.” Alaric snarled. “Hand me the blade, now.” 

“I need to make sure the blade is properly done,” Hephaestus insisted. “I’ll go with Cass and all of you. I’ll swear a blood vow to never betray her.” 

“Dulcis,” Lorcan said with heartbreaking gentleness. “We have to go before the gods come.” 

Pyrder carried me outside the cave. 

A shimmer conjured by Alaric appeared in front of us. 

We tore through the veil.  

Harsh wind from the dark space howled, calling me. 

In response, a dark storm arose in me, whirling. It was so dark and violent that nothing else existed. Then, in its depth, a spark of ember emerged, expanded, and stretched to distant galaxies.  

My bones ached, twisting, enlarging, and transforming.  

Pain sank its fangs into my every fiber. My flesh tore. My soul split. 

A terrifying monster that I’d leashed under the ice lake broke through. 

All chains fell off her. 

She could no longer be contained. 

She wanted to destroy. She wanted to burn everything in her path, until the universe was nothing but ash. 

She breathed fire. Freedom!

My bones kept stretching to their limits, agony shattering my every cell. Yet it was less painful than what I felt when the God of Death tore my beloved Reys from me, spearing his flesh and chaining him. 

I let pain take me over. 

I breathed in pain and fire.  

I had shifted. I’d adapted my fae mates’ shifting ability. I’d finally let the fiery beast out.  

The shimmer from Alaric’s ring was gone. 

Atop the cliff, where a dark expanse of ocean crashed against the ancient rocks, perched a dragon.

Cassandra Saélihn was no more. I was no more.

In my stead, a dragon goddess spread her scaled wings and roared fire into the black sky, for her lost mate. 
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The final installment A Court of Earth and Ether 
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Dear Reader, 

Thank you for coming so far. Cass is rude to most people, but she’ll never be rude to you guys. Because of your support, I can keep writing for you. My special thanks to each and every one of you who are so kind to leave a review for my books. You’re my rock! 

Cass shifted to a dragon, now she doesn’t know how to shift back, and it’s her mates’ job to bring her back with everything they have. And I promise an epic fight between the gods and Cass and her mates, and there’ll be a very kinky, steamy sex scene somewhere in A Court of Earth and Aether. 

~ Meg
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Sign up to the author’s mailing list to hear about her new release, discounts, giveaways and fun stuff!

Join Meg’s Legion of Hellions

Like her Facebook page!

**  Reviews are an author’s lifeblood. Please consider saying a few words about this book or the first book on Amazon if you enjoy the series.

Review A Court of Blood and Void

Review A Court of Ice and Wind
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SNEAK PREVIEW: THE EMPRESS OF MYSTH 
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Forbidden. Sworn Enemy. Wicked Seduction. 
Savage Angels have turned Earth into their hunting ground. To save all earthborn, the Fae princess Rose cedes to the marriage demands of the King of Angels, knowing she won't survive the wedding night. When she comes to Atlantis to find a secret weapon to banish the barbaric powerful alien intruders from our planet, she awakens the darkest lust in the king's lethal brother. 
The most formidable Archangel comes across the universe and finds her. He will stop at nothing to possess her, even if he must fall. 
The High Prince offers Rose an indecent proposal: sleep with him once and he'll protect her from the Angel King. Rose will turn his urge against him and destroy the Angels' house. While unbridled lust burns the prince, it also torments her. 
Publisher's note: This complete collection contains explicit, wild love scenes, epic battles, intrigue court politics, and the hottest, dominating Archangels and feisty Fae, who fight the alien Angels in bed and war at every turn. HFN guaranteed.




Turn the page for a sneak peek of

The Empress of Mysth (The Complete Series) 






Princess Rose

I swam in the natural spring creek.

My royal guards stood outside the door to make sure no one, especially angels, would disturb me. 

The bath chamber was indeed one of the Dragonian’s best works in providing a luxury bath for the royal family members. I could imagine how sour the engineer race had been since the angels had taken this city of wonder from them. Some of them were bitter enough that they would do anything, including forming an alliance with me, to take back Atlantis. 

The lingerie I wore covered part of my breasts and my thighs. It wasn’t modest, but it was easy to swim in. 

No one would see me in it anyway. 

Rain bombarded the roof. We Mysthians loved the rain as whimsical music from Earth Mother. I shifted to swim in a butterfly fashion, and a sudden wind blew from the skylight, sending down a sprinkle of rain. I twisted my torso to look up. The skylight, over a hundred feet up, was shut. Where had the wind and rain come from?  

King Agro had said only he and his brother had access through the skylight, and he’d promised that he would never breach my privacy since there was no need for him to sneak up to observe my bath. He’d also mentioned that if the high prince dared to invade my personal space and come to watch me, he’d have a reason to behead his brother. King Agro had then dismissed the prospect. “Don’t mind the prick. He lost his sexual appetite toward any female two millennia ago.”

“Then he’s into males then?” I had asked. 

The king had snorted. “No, he prefers to stab them.”

That was before I’d found out that I’d awoken the high prince from his sexual hibernation. 

I turned to swim sideways and studied the sealed skylight. 

I was alone in the Spring Hall, yet I had this feeling that I wasn’t anymore. 

A puff of wind wafted a scent my way—pine in the winter, aged fine wine, and new leather in the rain.

I swallowed. The high prince was here with me. I just couldn’t see him. 

He’d cloaked himself, as he’d cloaked himself and me in the king’s study. King Agro had walked past us, carrying a gold box with a chastity belt inside that was meant for me while the prince and I had stared right at him, less than five feet away. 

I sharpened my senses and focused on finding the direction of the male scent.  

He was perched on the north beam near the ceiling, which was a good spot to spy on me. 

Ever since I’d discovered that I brought out the sexual hunger in the high prince, I’d decided that he was my mark.

He was universally feared and full of dark secrets. 

He carried great powers, some of them hidden even from his own kind. 

I’d tested other angels, especially the guards sent by the king and the high prince. None of the guards could make themselves invisible. They didn’t think anyone could, though they bragged to have some sort of device that could cloak their spaceships. 

I strained my ears to catch any noise the prince would soon make, even a faint fluttering of wings or a heavy breath, but the prince remained quiet. 

Hadn’t he realized he could never have me? I’d been promised to his brother. If he tried to take me, he would humiliate the King of Angels beyond repair. They would wage a civil war against each other. The prince commanded a small army; the king’s horde was larger. 

If I could drive them to war, the Mysthians and Dragonian would fight whatever was left of the angel armies and have a better chance to win. First, I needed to fuel the prince’s lust.  

I would seduce him, but never allow him to violate me. If he soiled me, not only would my reputation be ruined, but the king would have no need to keep me other than to display my head on a spike. 

I glanced to where the high prince had cloaked himself, glad that my prey had finally come. 

Watch, but you can never touch. When you touch, you burn. 

Angels had no moral code, but somehow my instinct told me that the High Prince of Angels would not force himself on me, at least not in the beginning. 

So let’s flame his lust and see how he handles it. 

It was going to hurt like a bitch for him after awakening from long years of sexual apathy and inactivity, only to realize he could never get release from the object of his lust. 

Burn!

What if his control slipped? Then I had a surprise for him. 

I had put an Angel Shocker on my wrist, a nasty device made by the Dragonian. They’d rewired some of the weapons carried by the rogue angels they’d captured. The Angel Shocker was test-proven. 

If the prince dared attack me, I’d shock him to kingdom come, and the king could come pick up his unconscious brother and fulfill his wish of having the prince’s head on a plate. 

So, Prince Seth, come to me. I won’t disappoint you. I’ll be full of surprises for you. 

I stood up, my lingerie hugging my body and showing every curve. I casually brushed my fingers over my nipples that poked against the flimsy material. I heard a rasp near the skylight, and I gazed down at the swell of my half-exposed breasts, wondering what the prince thought of them. 

Slowly, I treaded toward the stream bank on the opposite side. To get a better view of me, the prince would have to move. 

We would see how he was going to manage it while I was on full alert. 

As I expected, he moved. 

He might be the most skilled angel at flying so quietly. The sound of the pouring waterfall near me and the spattering rain on the ceiling also worked to his advantage. But he couldn’t cover the sudden wind current caused by his movement, no matter how subtle it was. Also, his pure male scent grew stronger with flight.  

He could smell me, but he didn’t know it worked both ways. 

I was a daughter of the Earth, with inherent, highlighted senses. It would be fun watching how the high prince was going to cope with his new excitement. 

I leaned on the streambed with a knee bent. It was a seductive position, yet not too bold. However, I didn’t plan on being subtle forever. My hand slid to my breast and cupped it. I gave it a light squeeze and let out a faint moan. 

I could feel the angel holding his breath. Hiding a cold smile, I played with myself, kneading and twisting my nipple between my thumb and forefinger. 

The angel’s arousal in the air grew thick in my nostrils. 

My lips parted in surprise as heat rose and spread between my thighs. I was aroused by my enemy’s arousal? That was just great. 

My hand hesitated on my breast. I should not go further. I should stop.

The air was charged with the angel’s lust, as well as mine.  

As if driven by a blinding force, my free hand slid up my inner thigh, slowly and with purpose, to give the angel time to savor, to anticipate more, and to let him burn.

Come to watch me bathe? Now suffer.  

My hand reached for my sex.  

The air rippled. I could almost hear the angel’s silent plea for me to go faster and show him more. 

I indulged him, but not because I was nice. 

Lust slammed into me, but I stayed in control. I wouldn’t loosen the latch in my mind. 

I was better than an angel. 

I decided to go a little further, to stoke his thirst and hunger, and let them rage. I would stop before the fire that had licked me became too hot. 

I opened my leg.  

Had I heard a gasp from the high ceiling? Not so subtle and sneaky now, was he? The high prince had forgotten about his supposed invisibility. 

I wasn’t experienced in sex, but I was well educated in every aspect. Mysthians were known to have a gift in the art of seduction. As the Princess of Mysth, the gift to sense, give, and receive pleasure was natural to me.  

In sex and war, there was no fair play.  

My slick sex was exposed in his direction. I brushed its pinkish folds up and down like fondling a violin’s strings. I had meant to tease and taunt the angel, but my touch brought a shiver of pleasure, and the knowledge that the angel was watching made the flame leap higher and hotter. 

Then shame came, colliding with my lust. 

I wasn’t supposed to be turned on by an angel, yet my will and reason failed to reduce the heat between my thighs. It was as if the angel had sent his heat down to caress the channel of my sex. I could feel the weight of his gaze from above. I could feel his urgent need to come near me. 

Suffer more, angel, I whispered to myself in a weak, vicious voice. 

I inserted a finger into my moist heat. I let it go all the way, as deep as possible, then pulled it out and went in again, slowly at first before I built up the pace. 

I caught a glimpse of my reflection on the water—my face contorted into a look of rapture. I didn’t fake my pleasure. The angel would have known a phony one, and that wouldn’t have the same effect. 

I thrust two fingers inside and moaned louder. My legs bent to a more erotic position and my toes curled at the pleasure.  

The hall became warmer, not from the spring water but from the sparks of fire on the angel’s wings. His arousal was burning him. His control was slipping. 

His torture, my delight.  

How badly did he want to replace my fingers with his cock? I knew it was large. I’d felt it when he’d pressed against me in the king’s library. 

The image of the angel’s big, hard cock thrusting inside me wildly played in my head. Before I knew it, I had let out a string of sultry moans. I snarled at my primal female need as it blatantly craved the angel’s dick.  

Angels had exceptional hearing, so the prince must have heard it all, despite the pouring waterfalls and rain. 

Fueled by my own desire, I almost called out to him and demanded he show himself, so I could see him naked in front of me. That was only fair. 

What did his cock look like?  

I bit back another moan. 

Rumors had it that all angels were well proportioned and that they could go as long as they wanted. One of the angels’ inside jokes was that: they conquered more beds than worlds. 

They would never conquer Mysth, nor would they conquer my bed. 

The heat inside my sheath became unbearable; it would only cool off when the prince thrust his hardness inside me. How would it feel when his cock first glided into the channel of my heat, and then thrust in frenzy? 

My back ached as I pulled my fingers all the way in and out of my heat. 

I sucked a finger to taste my own juice. It tasted like lily and honey. 

A trail of black lighting sparked across the hall, accompanied by a ripple of warm air.

The skylight opened, letting in a sheet of rain, before it slid close again. 

The scent of faint pine in the winter and sunshine lingered in the air, while the angel’s male musk in the rain faded faster. 

The mighty High Prince of Angels had fled. 

I laughed. 

––––––––
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Princess Rose

Prince Seth hadn’t shown up anywhere for three days after he’d taken flight from my presence in the Spring Hall. 

He didn’t attend his brother in court and the angel guards he assigned to “protect” me had no idea where their boss was. 

I wasn’t worried that he’d gone missing, that he might be wounded somewhere and holed up, or even gotten struck by lightning when flying. Well, getting hit by lightning was most unlikely for him since he was the prince of lightning. My concern was that he was my target and I couldn’t afford to let him slip away. 

Besides, my time was short; I couldn’t wait him out. So I went looking. 

I was informed that he’d returned to Atlantis a night ago and had been in the arena, where angels dueled for fun, for gambling, and for training. 

Soon, I realized that everyone had known that the high prince was in the ring. The guards shouted to one another. “Prince Seth has started fighting and training again!” As if their prince had been a lazy ass for centuries. 

The arena had three surrounding walls and a half ceiling, which allowed angels to enter and exit from the sky. All sorts of weapons—swords, daggers, maces, spears, bows, etc—lined two sides of the walls. They were the weapons earthlings favored. None of the angels’ advanced weapons were on display. 

Was this demonstration mocking the weakness of the earthborn since weapons made of earthly materials couldn’t hurt the angels? Yet they chose the earthling weapons for sports. 

When we arrived, the audience was comprised entirely of angels. 

My royal guards and I were the only ones without wings. I ignored the stares and fixed my gaze on the two angels parrying in the ring. One of them was the high prince. The duelers used their own swords, which could cut into anything, including their own flesh. 

When they’d invaded Earth, all of the angels had brought swords that had been forged on their original planet. Their swords were works of art as well as lethal, with ancient angelic runes etched on the blades. 

My army would need the same swords to cut through the angels. 

The Dragonian rebels had been trying to forge the same weapons, but they didn’t have the material. The few swords they’d captured from stray angels were not sufficient; they needed to mass produce their own. Their scientists were studying the molecular structure of the angels’ blades, but the Dragonian rebel leader had requested that I find intel on the elements. 

The angels battling in the arena were brutal forces. Their muscles rippled as they swung their swords. Their leaps were graceful and vigorous. Had they not been my enemies, they would’ve been a magnificent sight to see.

I watched their moves, trying to find their weaknesses. 

No other race on Earth had this chance to observe angels fighting among themselves, yet I had the privilege as the future queen to the King of Angels. I needed to take advantage of it before my privilege expired or was confiscated, and that would happen soon.  

My royal guards paid close attention to the angels’ every move as well while watching my back. This was an excellent case study for them. I could see my captain, Hector, was itching to fight the angels. 

The other angel in the ring had cropped reddish hair. He was also tall, but leaner than the prince. Surprisingly, there was warmth about the redhead, especially when he faced the high prince, who emitted nothing less than icy menace. 

The angel guards, who had followed me into the arena, commented among themselves. 

“Isn’t that Ephraim?”  

“I heard he arrived yesterday after the battle in galaxy 741. He requested he be reassigned to the high prince.”  

“They’re old friends.”  

Ephraim wore a vest, and Prince Seth was topless, his sweatpants hanging low below his waist with a dusky trail of golden hair leading down his trousers. 

I tore my gaze from his navel and the enticing path of his lower hair and refocused on the fight. 

The prince brought down his white, wide sword; Ephraim sidestepped and hauled his blade up to meet the prince’s. 

The sound of impact was deafening. 

The prince snarled like an animal and increased his speed. His friend picked up as well. The two became blurs. 

My guards started speaking telepathically among themselves. 

The angels’ strength and speed are greater than ours, Lion said. He was Hector’s second-in-command. 

We can match theirs, Lexa chimed in. We just need to push ourselves harder. 

If they come from the sky, another guard said, it’ll be difficult to hit them from under.

Find their weakness, Hector snapped. 

The telepathic forum went silent. My guards’ painful doubts echoed mine. Could we pick up the sky race’s superb fighting skills? Could we really defeat the angels? 

Given enough time, we probably could. Mysthians had remained as the fittest species on Earth for an eon because of our ability to adapt to our own use the advanced traits of other predators.  

We had less than two months to go to war with the more powerful species, a species who had dominated two-thirds of the Earth in a week. 

They could have laid siege to Mysth and taken the twilight realm by force, just as they had overthrown Atlantis and brought the Dragonian to their knees. But the Mysthians would burn with Mysth and leave them a land of ashes, despite my emperor father having considered surrendering to the angels. 

So the angel king had decided to take a “higher path.” He would take over Mysth through marrying me. 

I wondered if my people would still be making merry music when their princess was between the angels’ teeth. Music had never died in the twilight realm. My people used to sing and dance in the enchanted forest, where the blooms lasted forever until the sun slowly set. Then the starlight shone and fires lit out merrymaking.

The harsh sound of crossing blades dragged me back to the enemy’s territory.  

I met Prince Seth’s killing glare as he kicked his opponent’s sword aside. 

He had tensed at my entry, but had refused to acknowledge me until now. Until he could no longer help it. 

He returned to battering his parrying partner. 

So aggressive, darling, I thought tauntingly. 

His friend staggered back under a sequence of heavy blows, a surprised look on the angel’s face. 

A vicious giddiness rose in me. My effect on the high prince remained. I should move closer to his proximity and screw him up more. 

I strode toward the center of the arena in brisk steps and my gaze didn’t leave the prince. I wanted him to feel the caress of my stare. I wanted him to feel its weight and heat. With that, I enjoyed the luxury of ogling his body—both his massive shoulders and broad chest could serve as a comfortable pillow. I blinked. How did the idea of a pillow get into my head? 

My gaze dipped lower and swept over his taut abs. Without my fingers on it, I already felt how firm it was. His whole body was hard and beautiful. 

This was a male with unmatchable powers.

I forced my eyes to move up, but it served me no better. 

As I stared at his tanned torso corded with muscles, I suddenly had an urge to taste the sweat glistening on his smooth, hairless chest. 

My breath caught. I shook off the unwanted image. 

I mustn’t get myself tangled up while taunting him. The aftereffect of my bath scene was still fresh in my mind. I’d intended to burn him, and in the process, the fire had licked me as well. 

I stood at the edge of the ring. The prince sent me another baleful look while locking his blade with his opponent’s. 

He knew my intention. I flashed him the sweetest smile and fanned my face as if the weather was too warm. Yes, send my scent his way. Screw him up mightily! We would see how he handled his sudden lust in the middle of dueling another angel. 

He gritted his teeth, his hair swaying as he moved. Then he held his breath. I could tell that by the way he pressed his sensual lips into a thin line. 

With explosive strength, he pushed his blade forward, breaking the dead lock and sending the other angel flying several yards away. The angel’s wings shot wide to stop the fall. 

Would the prince flee again? He’d lose face then. 

He couldn’t hold his breath forever, either. Angels didn’t need as much air as the earthlings, but they still needed it. 

With a shout, Ephraim charged the prince with a renewed, blunt force, and the prince twisted his sword and thrust toward his friend’s chest while his outrageous gaze roamed over me. I held his piercing, menacing eyes with a pleasant, lazy smile. That, I knew, drove him madder.

Earlier, my warriors had sunk into dismay when they couldn’t pinpoint the angels’ weakness, when they’d doubted how the Mysthians could fight these superior beings without the great, offensive earth magic. 

Now I realized that we might not need the destructive magic to trample the angels.  

Lusting after me was the angel prince’s weakness and my weapon. If I wielded it with timed precision, I could deliver a fatal blow to the enemies’ hearts. 

If the Mysthians had to go down, we’d drag the angels down with us to the deepest pit of burning hell. 

I wasn’t my emperor father. For me, extinction rated better than slavery, but I would not bring my people to extinction. I had found the angels’ weakness in their mighty high prince. 

While I pondered the next execution of my plan, a crowd had gathered around me. Most of them were female angels. Like me, they preferred to stand near the ring to get a better look at their prince and receive his smoldering gaze, instead of sitting in the cold seats. 

Angels weren’t a shy race and they had no concept of subtlety. The females fixed their blatant stare on the prince’s naked torso, roving over every inch. 

During my short stay in Atlantis, I’d heard gossip. The angels had speculated how long I would last. The angel females had resumed their age-old bet: whoever could keep the high prince’s interest would win it all. I’d also heard that, even before he’d lost his appetite for sexual intercourse, that no female had ever held his interest longer than a night. 

He’d never fucked any female twice. 

I wondered if it would cause a riot when the angels found out their prince’s lust for me. I wondered if I could hold his interest for more than one night under a different circumstance—when he could easily have me. 

I instantly scolded myself for entertaining that dirty thought. 

But didn’t we all love a bit of challenge? 

I could see it wasn’t just for the sake of challenge and bets that the females wanted to get their claws on him. Prince Seth exuded arrestingly sexual appeal, even in the middle of the battle, and even though he hadn’t had sex for ages. Maybe now that his lust had been awoken and roared like a beast, all females had heard it and responded. 

I found myself not liking the way those females ogled their high prince. 

He was my prey. I wouldn’t appreciate anyone poaching him before I pounced and brought him down. As I looked around the crowd, I realized my competition was great. 

However, there was one difference: they’d go after the prince, but I’d make him come to me. 

The dueling angels’ blades clanged again.  

The prince fanned out his wings. He was the only angel who had golden wings adorned by a peacock-blue tipped fringe. 

The females gasped at the display, and a couple of them pressed their hands to their hearts. 

I snickered. A bit too showy, wasn’t he? He’d taken notice of all the females gawking at him. Was he trying to make all of them drool over him so he could have his pick? Was it possible that after I had awoken him, he would lust after every female that moved? 

Then why had I even awoken him? 

A sour taste hung on my tongue. If so, the fatal weakness I had found in this angel was no longer a vulnerability. If so, my plan to swing him as the weapon to divide the angels’ house had failed before it started. 

Every Mysthian believed that the great earth magic dwelled in me. I had gone through quite a few crises so far, yet hadn’t felt a stir within. My people had put their faith in the wrong one. 

I had no destructive magic to go against the angels. 

I hadn’t found the Forbidden Glory or any useful intel for my allies. 

The weapon I’d thought I could use turned out to be a dud.  

What else did I have? 

My heart contracted in my chest with bleak fear. 

Just then, Prince Seth struck his rival with wings that flared black lightning. That was the most magnificent, yet terrifying, sight. 

Ephraim fell backwards and tumbled down with a thud, his white wings limping and dragging on the ground.  

The high prince had knocked his friend out cold. 

He didn’t even spare the fallen angel a glance, but trained his scorching, savage gaze on me. 

Continue to read The Empress of Mysth collection
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