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I hate myself for craving the panty-melting demigods. 
But my awakening power is volatile and destructive. Only they can prevent me from turning into a ticking bomb. 
When Lucifer's heir breaches the wards of the Academy to kidnap me, the sea demigod, my sworn enemy, uncovers my hidden origin. 
Instead of exposing me, or, worse, leading the Dominion army to hunt me down, he leaves a trail of dead bodies behind to protect my dangerous secret. 
Magic Secret is the second book in the Half-Blood Academy series with a badass heroine, four deadly, striking demigods, heart-pounding action blended with super steamy love scenes, and great romance. 
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CHAPTER 1
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“You can touch me, lamb,” Héctor whispered in joy. 

The Demigod of Death kissed me, searing me like a dark, burning star. The ground pulled away from my feet, not because I was so dazed from his scorching passion—well, I was dazzled, but who wouldn’t be when she was kissed by a death demigod?

He flew me high into the sky, one arm wrapped around me. His other hand slid into my lush hair, where he anchored it at the base of my skull to secure a kiss. 

My legs sneaked around his waist. The hard head of his erection pricked against my bottom, making me giddy with expectation. 

Finally I was going to have a break. I was going to get what I wanted—a dream love come true. 

Rigid air currents rushed by my ears as the noise of the wind picked up. The earth sprawled far beneath my feet. 

A sliver of worry sank into the back of my mind. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Héctor, but shouldn’t he pay attention to flying? 

Shouldn’t he take more care about which direction we were going? 

Though I was flattered by his passion for me, I hadn’t lost my senses. 

Héctor was different than his brethren, but he was still a demigod. And from my dealings with the other demigods, I’d say they were ruthless and they didn’t take anything other than themselves seriously. 

They were notorious for acting on a whim. 

I tore my lips from Héctor by sheer will and immediately regretted it. Residual pleasure buzzed over my skin, and my body screamed in protest against leaving the sensational source, demanding I lock lips with the smoldering-hot man again. 

It hadn’t taken long for my body to get addicted to the Demigod of Death. 

Héctor peeked down at me, his sapphire eyes flashing with dark light. He didn’t approve of the empty, cold air that filled the distance between our lips. 

“Lamb, what’s wrong?” he asked softly, but a dominating will underlined his every word. 

“You’re flying blindly while you have a passenger,” I blurted out. “So I’ll keep an eye open for both of us. I don’t like always taking on more responsibilities than everyone else. But it seems to be my lot in life!” 

His disapproval turned to faint amusement, the corners of his sensual mouth tugging up. 

I gazed at his lips, mesmerized.

Just like that, I wanted to taste and savor him again. Let the consequences be damned, even though we were in the air. 

I leaned toward him, but pulled back the moment before diving in. 

“I see. My lamb has some trust issues,” he said, his voice deep and silky, and my sex clenched in desire at the sound of it. “I’ll have to earn your trust first. It’s my fault that I didn’t explain to you that I’d never take your safety lightly. But I’ve flown across New York so many times I could do it blindfolded.”

“What about distracted?” 

“That too,” he said. “And you never need to worry about responsibilities or chores. I’ll take care of you.” 

“You will?” I asked. “How?”

He smiled. “You’ll see.” 

I gaped at his massive wings that rode the wind. The afternoon sunlight glinted off his raven-black feathers. 

“My lamb likes my wings,” he said, noticing the rapt look in my eyes. 

“They’re okay,” I said, not wanting him to know how engrossed I was with his magnificent beauty. 

If I kept watching the graceful movements of his obsidian wings, I might have an orgasm right in the air. 

And that would be anticlimactic. 

I turned my glance down to earth. 

Sparks of fire and trails of smoke twirled among the buildings in Upper Manhattan. A small battle between the demons and the Dominion soldiers raged in the streets of Harlem. 

Héctor followed my line of sight. He didn’t appear concerned about the fight, which meant that sort of battle was normal in the warzone. 

Peace was an impossible dream, forever out of humanity’s reach. Yet midtown Manhattan was devoid of any violence, bristling with vitality and activities.

Humans of various nationalities strolled down the streets. Cars prowled by, fighting for the right to the road against the pedestrians, and a group of civilians sat on the long stairs of a building across from a public library, feeding the pigeons while listening to music through their headsets.  

The Great Merge hadn’t affected every circle of life, partly due to the demigods’ protection of their realm. Many humans still lived inside their own bubbles, which could shatter anytime. 

They had no fucking idea. 

I returned my attention to my companion, the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. My heart ached, and longing filled my bloodstream. 

My knight watched my every move with doting fascination. 

“To ease your mind, lamb, we’re going to take another form of transportation.” 

“What do you mean?” I stuttered. “I don’t like surprises.”

I wasn’t a fan of uncertainty either, considering past events. 

A whirlwind swept over us, light and shadow exploding in front of my eyes. Héctor enveloped his wings around me to shield me as if I was indeed his lamb. 

When the swirling light and shades vanished, glass spun around us, then stilled. 

Héctor stood on the solid floor, with me climbing him like a tree. 

“We’re home, lamb.” He chuckled at my expression, tucking in his wings. 

“Home?” I asked like an idiot. 

I’d been acting like that since the death demigod kissed me and took me to the sky. I hadn’t been able to think straight, and it was still an effort to gather any coherent thoughts. 

I needed to get my shit together. 

I took in my surroundings. The dream I had shared with Héctor rolled into the reality right in front of me.

We were in an opulent apartment in a skyscraper, the view beneath our feet as stunning as it had been in that dream. On one side it was a lush park of green and pink; on the other upscale Manhattan streets bustled with life and riches.  

“You’re safe with me, lamb,” Héctor said, pressing me against his hard chest. 

We had landed, but he wasn’t willing to let me go. 

“This entire building is warded. The windows are like one-way mirrors. We can see outside, but no one from the outside can see through the glass. They’re also bulletproof.”

“How can we be safe here? Isn’t Manhattan the worst warzone?”

“Neutral zone,” he said. 

“But the demons and you guys fight even harder in the neutral zones than in the warzones.” 

“This part of Manhattan is off-limits to all parties,” he said. “Lucifer also has an apartment here. He stays in the east wing when he visits.” 

“What?” I shrieked. “I’m not ready to meet him!”

Every demon, including the first one I’d encountered in the dark forest around Crack, had taken an interest in me, and not in a good way. I was not up to being mistaken as the “Lost One”—especially not by Lucifer, the great master of all demons—and being hurled to Hell. 

It was already bad enough to have been dragged to Half-Death Academy, burned, and beaten.

“No one is allowed to touch you, lamb, not even Lucifer,” Héctor said. “You’re under my protection. Lucifer stays here a couple of days a year. Even if we’re unfortunate enough to meet him in the common area, I believe we can manage to be civilized. Our armies fight each other, but we don’t brawl like barbarians.” 

My lips thinned, ready to pull away from him. “So, you and Lucifer are buddies?”

I hadn’t exactly lived under the devil’s thumb, but every citizen knew what he had cost our world and civilization. 

Héctor pulled me back against him and trapped me in his arms. 

“Never, lamb,” he said, his jaw clenched. “He’s my immortal enemy. We’re all awaiting the final battle.” 

My heart thrummed at his mention of the final battle. A sudden, cold fear pumped into my blood. What if Héctor perished on the battlefield? I’d just found him. 

“Worry no more,” he ordered, tracing his thumb over my tight jaw. “Let’s get you the bath you badly need.” 

I reeked of demon blood—and my own. It was a wonder Héctor had even kissed me. 

“I can do a bath,” I said, and my pulse spiked like shooting lava. 

Was he going to share a bath with me? He seemed to be hinting at it. 

While I peeked at him hesitatingly, Héctor scooped me up. I let my head loll over his broad shoulder and let him take care of me. I was bone tired. 

When he carried me upstairs, I took the liberty of surveying the open-plan apartment. A streamlined, modern kitchen led to a chic dining room and elegant living room with metallic walls, several white, flowery sofas, and a family entertainment set. Just his downstairs was larger than a football stadium.

Up the stairs, we passed his bedroom. Next to it was a bath chamber. He strolled in and reluctantly set me down next to the sink so he could turn on the water in a Jacuzzi so spacious it could easily fit his massive wings. 

“Jacuzzi!” I cried in glee, my feet dangling from the golden marble counter. “I’ve never used one.” 

The water rose quickly in the tub. 

Héctor turned to me, and his heated gaze roved over me, cherishing me. 

“Do you want to wait for me to undress you, lamb?” he asked. 

Giddiness swelled in my chest.

“You’re staying?” I asked, my eyes bright. 

“Where else would I go while you’re here?” he asked softly, desire making his eyes hooded. “I don’t mind helping you undress if you’ll let me, as I plan to bathe you and check your injuries.” 

“I can get myself started,” I murmured, my face flaming under the weight of his smoldering gaze. I might burst into flame if he kept looking at me like that. 

I shrugged off my tattered jacket, dropped it on the floor, and flashed him a sly smile to show him that I had my shit together. 

“You’re breathtakingly beautiful,” he said. 

He thought me beautiful even when I was half-covered in blood and dirt. 

Just as I looked up at him in gratitude, my stomach grumbled. Damn, I hadn’t expected that to spoil the mood. 

“You’re hungry, my lamb,” he said. 

“I haven’t eaten since this morning,” I told him. 

He frowned at me in concern. “Why not? Have you been fighting demons all this time?” A killing rage flared in his eyes. “I didn’t see other Dominion soldiers. Who let you fend off the demons alone? You were nearly killed.” 

If he hadn’t arrived in time, I would’ve been either killed or maimed and dragged to Hell. 

“It’s a long story,” I said. “Your cousin Pigston is the cause of all my misfortune.” 

“Pigston?”

“Paxton, Pigston—same thing,” I hissed. “He didn’t allow me to have breakfast. He didn’t even let me sniff coffee, let alone grab a donut before he dragged me to the class on Olympian Glory. There was no glory in his mistreatment of me.” 

Héctor narrowed his eyes, a dark storm forming on his handsome face. 

“He dragged you?” he drawled. 

My eyes brightened at his menacing tone. 

Now was the time to drive a wedge between the demigods, since I’d just found one who wasn’t just smitten with me—he needed me.  

Not many females—no, I was the single woman who could touch the death demigod and still breathe air into my lungs. Though his touch was death to others, it was deliciously addictive to me. 

Because of the great pleasure touching me—and only me—could give him, it was in his best interest to be kind and to preserve me. 

How cool was that?

I concealed a grin. 

“He manhandled me as if I were a criminal and yanked me with him for over a mile while I was dizzy with hunger,” I said. 

Rage coiled in his sapphire eyes. 

“In addition, he forbade me to have lunch,” I said, my jaw tightening as I recalled the sea demigod’s cruelty toward me. 

“How dare he!” Héctor snarled. “I’ll have a word with him.” 

When a demigod said he would “have a word with” someone, he meant “inflict violence upon” that someone. 

“He dared, despite your displeasure,” I said, fueling his anger. “Do you remember that dream we shared?”

“Yes, lamb,” he said. His hard expression softened at my mention of the erotic dream, his eyes growing more hooded as pure male lust thickened in them. “I remember every detail. I’ve been cherishing and replaying it in my mind.” 

“That’s very thoughtful and romantic of you.” My heart fluttered, but my mission hadn’t been accomplished. I had more nasty things to say about Paxton. “Pigston barged into my bunk room uninvited while I was sleeping,” I said as I dropped my pants. Héctor’s eyes followed my moves. “He flooded my bed and thus hauled me out of the lovely dream we were having while I was still...on top of you.” 

I’d lied a little. My friend Yelena had pulled me out of the dream, but there was no need to get all the details right. 

Héctor pulled his lips back in a feral snarl. “That was why we didn’t finish our lovemaking. And I’ve been trying to get to you ever since.” 

“How frustrating! It was all because Pigston interrupted us,” I said, as I dropped my sports bra on top of the pile of my dirty, bloodstained uniform. 

I suddenly felt shy, but I pushed my shyness away. Héctor had seen me naked, and I looked the same as the dream version of me. 

“Paxton always was a cold-hearted dick,” Héctor said, his heated gaze glued to my breasts. “I tolerated him only because I was the same way.” 

“You’re different than him,” I cried in dismay. “You’re different, right, Héctor?” 

If Héctor turned out to be cut from the same cloth as Paxton, what were my chances of changing my fate from violence and despair to something better? 

A gentle glow softened his hard eyes as he promised. “I am now because I have you.” He paused as his rage returned. “Why did Paxton go to your dorm? A demigod never tends to trivial things like that.” 

“You tell me,” I said, my face hardening. “He didn’t go to the streets to fight the demons as you did but came to my dorm to harass me. Then he ordered Jack, his pawn, to beat me within an inch of my life. He made me pay because I didn’t bow down to him like all the others. Pigston marked me and promised to break me. I regenerated and escaped before they finished me off.” 

I sobbed a little now, but I felt no shame crying in front of the formidable death demigod.

“That’s why you saw me covered in my own blood and wandering the dangerous Manhattan streets. If you hadn’t showed up, Héctor, I’d have been done with, all thanks to Pigston.” 

Death folded like a shadow around him, and blackness swallowed the beautiful sapphire color of his eyes. His fists balled. His ebony wings spread to full in aggression. In an instant, Héctor turned to the Demigod of Death in every sense. 

“Héctor?” I called in alarm. 

Darkness retreated from him slowly as he gazed back at me. 

“Lamb, do not fear,” he said. “I wasn’t angry at you. I’ll confront Paxton. If he did those things to you, he’ll no longer be my brother.”

“You think I lied?” I cried in outrage. 

“Of course not, lamb,” he said gently. His eyes returned to dark teal, and his wings vanished from his back. “Paxton won’t lay a finger on you again. If he does, I’ll kill him.” 

I widened my eyes. “You’ll kill your cousin for me?”

Paxton had said the Demigod of Death was his unyielding ally and they went way back. 

“I’d kill anyone for you,” Héctor said. 

I eased my breath. I’d found the ultimate, powerful protector. 

“Thank you,” I said. “Just don’t kill the wrong one. I’ll point a finger at the bad ones for you to slay.” 

Though we were talking about killing and violence, I felt incredibly romantic and safe. This girl didn’t seem like the Marigold I knew. But my every fiber beat with appreciation that Héctor would pound terror into my enemy’s heart for me.

Héctor braced his large hands on my arms. Pleasure rippled through me from the touch. 

I’d taken off everything except for my panties.

Héctor stared at my black panties. For a moment, he seemed lost, as if he couldn’t decide where to touch me first: cup my breast or have a taut, pink nipple in his mouth? 

He looked like he wanted to do so many things to me at once. He wanted to have his hands all over me. 

“Shouldn’t I get into the Jacuzzi?” I said, making the decision for him. “The water has filled up.” 

“Yes, lamb. That’s a good thought,” he said, starting to turn me around to inspect me. “You’ve recovered well from your injuries. And now let’s check your butt.” 

With that announcement, he pulled my panties down to my knees, then all the way down, and tossed them to the ground. 

His gaze dipped to my golden pubic hair and the valley between my thighs. I inhaled sharply at the unbridled lust raging in his eyes. 

My aching sex throbbed in need. 

“Héctor?” I whimpered and shivered. 

“Bathe first, lamb,” he said huskily, lifting me up from the counter and carting me toward the Jacuzzi. 

Bubbles churned inside. Faint blue light adorned the ceilings and illuminated the marble tub. 

Héctor laid me inside the tub, his eyes never leaving me. Neither did I take mine off him. 

He inhaled. “I’ll be back.” 

I was about to protest since I didn’t want him to leave, but I had no intention of scaring him away by showing him my suddenly developed needy and clingy traits. 

He picked up my panties and dirty uniform and left the room. I didn’t care if he burned them. 

I was done with the Academy. 
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Pale blue light from the ceilings illuminated the room, and some light came from the bottom of the marble tub. 

Sighing in satisfaction as the warm water lapped at me, I sank deeper into it. 

This was the first break I’d had since the unfortunate day when Axel had forced me into the Academy. At Héctor’s absence, I suddenly had room to think of Axel and Zak. 

Despite all his flaws, Axel had never wanted to hurt me. 

He was an immortal, but he could still die. He knew that, yet he’d risked his life to shield me against the fire from the ritual. It had burned him briefly before Zak had joined him to shield me and taken some of the burn as well. 

Paxton had also made a contribution to diminish the searing within me, but I didn’t want my thoughts to dwell on him. 

He was dead to me.

The demigods might be egomaniacal, self-centered jerks, but Axel and Zak hadn’t been selfish with me. I hadn’t been entirely fair to them when I’d included them on my hate list. I recalled Axel’s and Zak’s rage and devastation when they walked into the training room and saw my injured condition. 

They’d lost their shit for me.  

I’d been mad at them, but I couldn’t deny that part of me was also drawn toward them like a pin to a magnet. I had a particular bond with Axel that didn’t shatter, even when I was with Héctor. 

I didn’t like it. I didn’t like any messy, entangled feelings, emotions, or relationships. But that’s how it was now. 

My insides lit up and melted when Héctor returned wearing only boxer briefs. 

My gaze roamed from his broad shoulders, taut chest, and six-pack abs, to a trail of faint golden hair disappearing into his expensive underwear. My eyes lingered on the hair that conjured up an erotic sensation and sent my imagination in wild directions before I sent my gaze to rove with blunt appreciation over his powerful legs that were all hard muscles.

He was like a statue of perfection, carved out of granite and steel. Only the statue breathed, radiated heat, and burned with lust for me. 

Shamelessly, I stared without blinking at the huge bulge that distorted the fabric of his briefs. Maybe I should tell him that his cock couldn’t wait to be freed. 

The corner of his lips tilted up. The Demigod of Death was amused and pleased by my undisguised, hot reaction toward him. 

What was there to disguise? I acted on my honest interest. 

“Nothing of me you haven’t seen already, lamb,” he said, his scorching gaze caressing me. 

Another wave of desire surged in me. 

“That isn’t entirely true,” I said. “I saw you only in a dream, which was way too brief.” 

“Look your fill then, woman. But it’s my turn to check every inch of you and burn the memory of your beauty into my mind.”

Sometimes Héctor didn’t talk like me, but he was, after all, a demigod who came from another time.  

“And after that?” I purred. 

“After that,” he drawled, lust thicker than heavy rain in his voice. “I’ll taste you and savor you over and over.”  

My blood raced. 

How was he going to savor me? Was he going to use his fingers, tongue, teeth, or all of them? 

He dropped his boxers in one swift, impatient move. 

His enormous cock sprang free. I stared at it, mesmerized. It was velvet smooth and harder than a steel rod. I couldn’t wait to wrap my two hands around it, if that was what it took. 

I licked my lips, and Héctor stepped into the Jacuzzi and settled in across from me. 

“Turn around, lamb,” he said. 

“Why?” I asked nervously. 

But I obeyed, and then perched my buttocks in his lap. His hard shaft pressed against my inner thigh. 

I tensed in thrilled anticipation, my shoulders straightening, as I waited for him to lift me up, spread my legs, and thrust into my heat. 

I expected pleasure to blast through me and nothing less from the Demigod of Death. 

It didn’t go as I’d imagined. 

He poured shampoo onto my head, distributed the cold liquid evenly, and started massaging my skull. 

Well, this wasn’t too bad either. I even moaned as his fingers sank deep into the roots of my hair. 

With the benefit of large hands, he finished washing my hair quickly and moved on to the rest of my body. His touch lingered longer on my breasts and the flesh between my thighs than any other places. 

I writhed a little at his fondling that was both gentle and rough. 

The water rotated itself in the Jacuzzi, and the stream became clean and clear. 

I looked down at my body and saw tiny, crisscrossed lines all over my skin. 

“I hope the scars will be gone one day,” I said regretfully, turning to peer at Héctor over my shoulder. “I hope I can be more beautiful for you.”

Rage and desire swirled in his eyes at the same time. 

“You’re already beautiful, lamb. You don’t need to be more beautiful,” he said softly before his tone turned lethal. “But Paxton and Jack will pay for your scars.” 

“I might have killed Jack,” I said. 

I couldn’t know for sure. I’d been injured badly and hadn’t been able to take in the mess of the training room after my magic had erupted from me. If I recalled correctly, Paxton’s Boy Scout hadn’t moved after I’d dealt him one blow. 

Jack was but a hateful pawn in the game, following Paxton’s killing order to the letter.

“Good,” Héctor said darkly. “I’ll check on the matter, and if not, he’ll wish he were dead.” 

I didn’t want to get Héctor all riled up again, not while we were having a sexy moment. 

I’d seen how darkness—death’s signature—had devoured the light in his eyes when he was enraged by Paxton’s order for his minion to beat me up. A primal fear had risen in me and spread in my veins when Héctor showed his terrifying dark side.  

“You’ve done a good job washing me, Héctor,” I changed the subject. “Do you want me to rub your back? I can be good at it.” 

I turned around in his lap and faced my delicious dream lover. 

“Do not waste your energy, lamb,” he said, his knuckles brushing across my cheek. “You had quite a day. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you. But now I’m here. I won’t allow anyone to touch you. I’ll take care of you.” 

I smiled at him. “And I’ll let you take good care of me.” 

He looked at me with all the gentleness and awe in the universe, but then, I was the only woman for him. 

“You’re really here, lamb. You’re really in my arms.” 

“Where else would I go?” I said. “Now that I’ve found you, I think the universe isn’t such a bad place.” 

I dipped my gaze down to his hard-on. I had been fighting hard not to show my unchaste interest, but in the end, I was a lost cause. 

He was half to blame since his erection had been searing my inner thigh. At the weight of my scrutiny, it jerked up proudly and aggressively. 

I instantly reached for it and curled my fingers around the middle. I had never held a cock before. An idea came to me. When we moved out of the water, I wanted to put his dick into my mouth and suckle it hard. 

The massive size might be a challenge, but I could handle it. 

Héctor gasped in pleasure at my touch, lust darkening his hooded eyes. 

I grinned at him and gave his cock a few more heavy pumps, pretending I was some expert. 

“Lamb,” he said. His large hand cupped my breast, sending tingling sensations all over me. 

Lust boosted in my bloodstream, so strong that all I wanted was to have his cock inside me. 

“Fuck me, Héctor,” I whimpered. 

“I want to fuck you more than anything,” he said, “like how I fucked you in our dream. But I want to court you first. I want you to have the whole nine yards every girl wants before I claim you as my own, completely and thoroughly.” 

My fluttering heart warmed. 

“But—” I said. 

He tensed, his eyes flashing menacing light, then he spewed out a string of profanities. 

I stiffened, narrowing my eyes on him. “What is this? If you only want a woman who agrees with you on your every whim, I’m not that woman. I won’t dance to your tune no matter how badly and how much I want you. So make up your mind on who you want, dude. I, Marigold, have my own mind and always will.”

“We have unwanted company, my spitfire,” he said. “Wait for me here. I’ll get rid of them.” 

He pried my unwilling fingers off his manhood and stood up, showing off his glorious full frontal. 

When he stepped out of the tub, water dripping from his delicious, hard chest and muscle-rippled legs, I was still staring at his impressive cock. 

The death demigod snapped his fingers, and I blinked. 

Full armor wrapped around him like a second skin. 

He could dress and undress himself just like that. He could do the same for me, too, I supposed, yet he had taken the time to take off my panties and pull off his own underwear. 

The Demigod of Death wasn’t always practical. He liked to play. 

He gave me a backward, smoldering glance. “Wait for me. I’ll be back to pat you dry.” And he strode out. 

I wasn’t the waiting type. I definitely wasn’t the damsel-in-waiting type, especially when I caught a whiff of freshly baked bread, roasted rosemary chicken, and wine floating into the bath chamber. 

Héctor had said he had company. 

What company? Did he have female companions he didn’t want me to find out about? 

A stab of jealousy shot to my head, and nausea rolled in my stomach. 

But then, a key fact slid into my mind, and I gloated. Even if he had other girls, they couldn’t touch him without suffering dire consequences. 

The next instant, I was disgusted with myself. 

I’d changed since I’d crossed the gates of the Academy, yet I couldn’t blame that place for ruining me and turning me into this Marigold. If I hadn’t had darkness already inside me, no one and nothing could have brought it up to the surface. 

I jumped out of the Jacuzzi without bothering to dry myself. 

Wrapping a towel around my chest, I stormed after the Demigod of Death. 
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A variety of dishes had been spread across the oak dining table on the other end of the open suite. That was where the delicious smells had come from. 

I didn’t see any mistress or a crew who might have made the food. I’d wronged Héctor. He’d called someone to prepare food for me. 

The demigod had said he would take care of me. Providing for me and bathing me were his old-fashioned ways of doing just that. 

The past three years, it had mostly been me playing a mother hen’s role—taking care of my coven members and shouldering our burdens. The role reversal was refreshing, though it had thrown me off balance for a second. 

My grateful gaze slid to Héctor, who headed toward the door. 

I guess he heard me, even though I’d padded downstairs barefoot, because he snapped his attention my way. His eyes bore into me. 

Water dripped from me to the Persian rug, soaking it. 

I stepped off the pricey decor and onto the marble tile. 

“Uh, sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to ruin your expensive carpet.” 

“I don’t care about the rug,” he said roughly. “But I asked you to wait inside for a reason.”

“I don’t care about your reason,” I said with my usual defiance, which had annoyed the hell out of the other demigods. “I’m not going to hide behind anyone, not even you.” 

Surprise flitted through his darkened eyes. 

Evidently, he hadn’t expected me to contradict him, possibly because of our sweet moment in the Jacuzzi, but most likely because no one dared to oppose a demigod. 

Maybe Héctor was the same as the other demigods, born to rule and take privileges for granted. They expected absolute obedience from their subjects, and they considered everyone in their realm their subjects. 

I nearly sneered, even though it was Héctor in front of me. I was subject to no one. 

Yet the harsh reality started to sink in. 

I didn’t know much about the Demigod of Death. That sweet, sexy hunk in my dream could be just another asshole in real life. 

I trained my defiant gaze on him and lifted my chin. 

“I’m sorry for snapping at you, lamb,” he said softly. 

“Marigold!” an outraged voice roared from outside. 

Damn, it was Zak! Why was Zak here? And where was Axel? 

“Cookie!” Axel shouted next. 

“Fuck off!” Héctor snarled at them through the door. 

Lightning and a burst of wind rumbled and crashed into the door, blasting it open.

The force caused my hair to fly all over my face. A lock got into my mouth, and I spit it out. 

Héctor moved, trying to reset the door to fend off the invaders. 

Zak and Axel, both in demigod armor, charged in through the space before Héctor succeeded. 

“What the fuck?” Héctor growled, glaring at them. 

Zak and Axel ignored him and fixed their utterly stunned gazes on me. 

I stared back, gripping the top of my towel to prevent it from dropping. 

Zak strode toward me, but Héctor shifted and planted himself in front of his path, preventing him from reaching me. 

“Don’t go near my lamb,” Héctor warned. 

Axel took advantage of their confrontation and dashed toward me. He’d always seemed more devious than his cousins. 

“Cookie, are you all right?” he called, checking me all over swiftly before pulling me into his arms. 

I struggled to break free, and when he wouldn’t let me go, I pounded his chest with a rapid fist. It had no effect on his hard muscles. Then his familiar scent of male, wild wind, and burning stars blanketed me, caressing me and calling me. I lolled my head against his broad shoulder and let out a sob. 

Despite my fury, I’d missed him. I hadn’t even realized it until now. 

To be honest, I was disappointed in myself. Being soft toward the Demigod of War wasn’t what I’d had in mind. I’d been determined to knee both him and Zak in the nuts if I saw them again. 

Héctor stormed toward us in a jealous rage. “Leave my Marigold alone!” 

A swirl of dark light and wind crashed into Axel, but the Demigod of War put up a defense with his own wind and storm while he shielded me. 

I darted out of their path. 

The two forces collided in the middle. Furniture flew in all directions, slamming into the glass windows, the walls, and the ceiling. 

Things—expensive things—shattered and littered the floor.  

“How dare you two show your faces here when you didn’t protect her from Paxton’s beating!” 

Both Zak’s and Axel’s faces darkened, distorted by shame, guilt, sorrow, and rage. 

I wanted to hurt Zak and Axel a little, but I also didn’t want to really hurt them. 

“Stop fighting,” I called. “Zak and Axel weren’t around when it happened. They never would’ve allowed Pigston to hurt me if they’d been there. And I didn’t exactly lose in the end. I fought back and I fought hard.”

Zak sent me an astonished look, as if he hadn’t expected me to defend him and Axel. 

I was merely stating facts, though. 

“It was our fault,” Zak said in grief. “Axel and I arrived too late, and you suffered. We made Paxton pay for his crime. We broke dozens of his bones. We’d have broken every single one if we hadn’t needed to come find you.”

“Paxton didn’t even resist when we cracked his bones after you were gone, Cookie,” Axel said viciously as he tossed more energy blasts toward Héctor. “He knew he was guilty. We’ll beat the shit out of him again when we return to the Academy.” 

The windows rumbled; the entire building shook from each impact as the two demigods fought. 

A squad of heavily armed Dominion soldiers rushed in, but they stood by the glass walls, leaving a wide berth for the demigods. 

When the demigods battled, no one wanted to get in the crossfire. 

But enough was enough. 

They could tussle all day, and no one would benefit. And I was starving.

I strode toward them, not caring if I got in the middle of their skirmish, which now had steered away from me and toward the far end of the suite. 

They’d changed their styles. They now traded fists and kicks instead of throwing energy blasts at each other. 

Zak zipped toward me, pulled me against him and held me back. 

“Stop!” the Demigod of Sky thundered. “If you keep fighting, our Marigold will get hurt. Is that what you want?” 

As if he’d dropped the magic bomb, Héctor and Axel instantly paused, and then they ceased fire. Faint electricity crackled the air before fizzing out. 

“Sir?” a Dominion captain chimed in, waiting for Héctor’s orders. 

The other soldiers darted their glances from the demigods to me, then immediately back to Héctor. 

I didn’t blame them for trying not to stare at me. I looked ridiculous and out of place amid the demigods. Water still dripped from my bare legs, pooling at my feet, while I held the towel to keep it from dropping off my breasts. 

I hadn’t had a chance to secure the towel tightly around me yet as I was too worried that either Héctor or Axel would get hurt. 

Héctor waved them away. “There’ll be no more strife here.” 

The Dominion warriors stood at attention before exiting the room like fast shadows. In an instant, they were gone. 

“Did Axel, that asshole, scare you, lamb?” Héctor asked in concern as he strode toward me. 

Axel dashed forward, placing himself between Héctor and me. 

“You know better than to get any closer to her,” the war demigod snarled. “You know you’re lethal to her, to anyone, except us.” 

“I can touch Héctor,” I protested. “We’ve tried.” 

Axel wheeled toward me with narrow, displeased eyes, then his gaze involuntarily dipped from my covered breasts to my bare legs. 

“You tried what, Cookie?” he demanded. “You should know better than to try anything with the death demigod.” 

“It’s none of your business who I touch,” I said, my free hand bracing on my hip to show some attitude. 

At the same time, Axel had turned to Héctor with a curse. “How dare you put my Cookie in danger!” 

Héctor moved, faster than a flash. Before I could blink, he’d reached my other side and pulled me into his arms, away from Axel. 

His lips kissed the crown of my head, which was still wet. But he didn’t seem to mind. 

Axel’s amber eyes rounded at the evidence that I could live through Héctor’s touch. 

Héctor’s smile was as broad as it was smug when he declared. “Marigold is my mate!” 

Violence glinted in Axel’s eyes, like he was about to shove Héctor away and take me into his embrace. 

“Don’t fight again, please,” I said and glared at Axel. “And I’m still mad at you. Don’t make me madder.” 

Zak also joined their rank, crowding me. 

“You have every reason to hate us, Rosebud,” Zak said. “We didn’t protect you. We let you down, but it won’t happen again. We’re here now, and we’ll make it up to you.” 

I gave them a weary look. 

I couldn’t stay mad at them forever. And it wasn’t a good strategic move to push them into siding with the Demigod of Sea. Héctor and I might lose if it was the two of us against the three of them. I didn’t want Héctor to face foes all around. 

To stomp down Paxton, I’d need all three demigods on my side. Besides, Zak and Axel hadn’t passed the point of no return. Despite their flaws and overbearing manners, they cared about me. 

“Now, must you give me a nickname, too?” I stared hard at Zak. “I’m nothing like a rosebud. I’m not a tiny bud. I’m five feet seven inches, which is an average height.”

“You’re my Rosebud,” he said, regarding Héctor and me entwined together. “Héctor can touch Marigold, which only confirms that she’s the one and she’s all ours.”    

“I saw her first,” Axel said, his jaw clenched and eyes flashing darkly. “I discovered her and brought her—” He stopped and darted me a sheepish look, remembering that was exactly why I held a grudge against him. 

The hangdog expression vanished from his handsome face in a heartbeat, and he pressed against me, sandwiching me between himself and Héctor. 

As if it weren’t crowded enough, Zak managed to get his hand into the narrow space and stroked the side of my neck, probably to show that he was part of the group too. 

It was awkward and uncomfortable for me to be pressed from all sides while I endeavored to hang onto a towel that threatened to drop at any time. 

I twisted my torso amongst them with effort, then I shoved and elbowed them away from me. 

“Lamb, did they upset you? I can get rid of them.”

“Cookie, is Héctor too much for you? He’s too needy.”

“Rosebud, do you want to talk? Lay out your worries. Let us share your burden.” 

“Give me some breathing room, dudes,” I said. “I’m not some bone or new toy you’re fighting over.” 

My elbow slamming into them couldn’t hurt any of them since they were demigods, who were built of muscles hard as steel, but they stepped back a couple of inches, which was the widest berth they seemed willing to give me.  

I sighed, because part of me didn’t like the idea of having empty space between us either. 

“You aren’t a bone,” Héctor clarified. “You’re the treasure I’ve been seeking for an eon.”

“Our treasure!” Axel hissed. “Don’t forget we have a pact. Even you must honor it.”

Héctor raised an eyebrow. “The pact was made before you were even born, and I’m not sure I want to keep it. My lamb will agree that I can have her all to myself.” 

“The last thing Marigold wants is for war to break out between us because of her,” Zak said. 

“Thank you, guys, for speaking for me while I stand right here,” I said. 

“My Rosebud is right,” Zak continued. “We must work together instead of attacking each other. We won’t win this war if we’re divided. Isn’t that what Lucifer wants? And Héctor, you never thought the pact would come to fruition, since you never believed you’d find that one woman who could be a mate to us all.”

Mate to them all? 

That was ridiculous! And didn’t he hear the sarcasm dripping from my words? 

Then something clicked as the quarrel between Zak, Axel, and Paxton in the Hall of Olympia swirled back. They’d decided back then that they would share me. 

I had never dated any man in my twenty years, and now all the demigods wanted me. Even the demigod of sea, my sworn enemy, thought he could have a piece of me. 

If I was being honest with myself, I had to admit that I was drawn to all of them, but letting them share me? 

I didn’t live in the world of fantasy. 

I might be ahead of my time now and then, but I wasn’t that advanced.  

And what did they take me for? 

I needed to get out of this hot mess. 

I darted a glance at the open door. Zak and Axel had blasted it down to reach me. Suddenly, the idea of leaving them sent a sharp wave of pang to my gut, so I remained glued to where I stood instead of making my way to the exit.   

“It’s not safe to leave the door open,” I admonished. “You said this building was warded, Héctor, so how could Axel destroy your door?”

Axel gave me a look. “I didn’t do it alone. Zak played a big part in blowing it up, too.”

“It’s warded against demons,” Héctor said, “not against my rude cousins. But I assure you, lamb, I’ll add ancient spells to fend off unwelcome demigods.”

He turned to Zak and Axel with a growl. “Fix your mess. My lamb doesn’t feel safe with the door hanging open like that.” 

Zak stalked toward the entrance with a nod. “Rosebud’s safety is the priority.”

Lightning flew out of him and lifted the toppled door, shoving it back into its former place. Just like that, he fixed it. 

My jaw dropped. 

I’d thought his lightning had only one purpose: to strike down his foes or anyone who irritated him.  

There was so much I needed to learn about the demigods and their powers. Just then, my stomach grumbled, reminding me how hungry I was.  

“Cookie is starved,” Axel said, stretching a hand toward me. “Let’s get you something to eat.” 

He didn’t wait for me to place a hand in his, but quickly took mine and led me toward the dining table, as if he was the one who had prepared all the food for me. 

Héctor gritted his teeth, clearly not happy his cousin was taking credit. 

He strode on my other side and held my elbow since that hand still gripped the towel. 

“Let’s get you properly dressed, lamb,” he said. 

“Okay,” I said and swept a glance at all three demigods. “I’d appreciate if you’d stop calling me Lamb, Cookie, or Rosebud. I have an image to keep in this hazardous world. I’d like to give people a tougher impression. An inaccurate pet name won’t help build me up, just damage my public image. You may all call me Marigold. But if you really feel the need to call me something else fondly, you can pick a name between Icy Steel, Silent Blade, or Iron Dagger.” 

“You’re none of those cold, hard things,” Zak said in disapproval. “You’re my rose, my rosebud.” 

Why did I even bother trying to communicate with them? From day one I’d learned it was impossible to argue with any of the demigods. It didn’t even matter if he was an asshole or not. 

“Hands off, Axel,” Héctor warned. “I need to get my lamb dressed.”

See, why did I bother correcting them about pet names? The demigods weren’t accustomed to taking advice from anyone. 

I had a very bad feeling that they’d all already become set in their ways before I was even born, except for Axel. But he was just as hopeless as the rest of them. 

Axel reluctantly released my hand. He hadn’t been this clingy last time. Seeing me beaten to within an inch of my life and then disappear must have snapped something in him. He looked terrified of losing me. 

Zak was less hard-assed as well. 

“Aren’t you going to snap your fingers and dress me now, Héctor?” I asked. 

“We’ll do it the traditional way,” he said, scooping me up and carrying me toward his upstairs bedroom. “I’m a man who holds to tradition.” 

“I don’t even know what traditions are anymore,” I murmured. “We live in the age of the Great Merge, don’t we?” 

He gave me a chastening look. “But it doesn’t mean we have to lose ourselves.” 

“What are your traditions then?” I asked curiously. 

“When it comes to you, it’s about respecting women and cherishing them by doing things like opening doors and pulling up a chair.” 

I grinned. “I have no issue with you keeping those traditions.” 

“Respecting and cherishing women is my forte,” Axel said, following us up the stairs. 

Zak pulled him back. 

“Let Héctor have some time with her,” the sky demigod said. “He’s earned it.” 

“I won’t let him have her all to himself,” Axel said in a hard, unforgiving voice. “That asshole is a fucking schemer.”

“If it hadn’t been for Héctor, the demons would have gotten her before we found her,” Zak said. “And we’d have lost her forever.” 

I peered a question at Héctor. How had Zak known about me encountering demons? 

“The four of us don’t get along,” Héctor said. “All demigods are notoriously territorial. It’s our nature. Zak is our arbiter. He opens part of his mind to us, and in return, he can get into our minds to retrieve information that isn’t personal. With the open channel running, he’s kept us from having a civil war amongst ourselves while we fight Lucifer and his demon army. Ares is the ultimate leader, but the four of us all have our own armies.”

“Thanks for explaining,” I said, beaming at him for not keeping things from me. 

He stared at my smile, his throat bobbing up and down as he swallowed, and then he pressed me tighter against him, his heat radiating to me.

I hadn’t known that my smile could have such an effect on him. I made a mental note that I could use my smile as a lethal weapon, instead of leading with scowls and a tough attitude, which no one appreciated or listened to anyway. 

He strode into his bedroom and reluctantly put me down. 

I darted my gaze to the vast bed, which could host at least seven big guys. 

Pink spread across my cheeks at the picture of tangling with Héctor and possibly Axel and Zak between the sheets, and Héctor’s eyes grew hooded at my reaction. He was thinking of sex, too. 

“Why is it taking them so long?” Axel’s shout from downstairs shattered my wild imaginings. 

“Marigold needs time to pick an outfit,” Héctor barked back harshly. “She’s a girl!” He murmured more to himself, “One day I’ll punch all his teeth out, and he won’t think himself so pretty.” 

“You can try,” Axel shouted in challenge. 

“Ignore him,” Héctor told me. 

When he returned his attention to me, he was an angel again. 

“Come, lamb,” he said, his voice low and gentle as he led me by the hand to a walk-in closet. 

I opened it before he did. I liked to look into people’s closets even when I lived in Crack. 

Casual and formal dresses and fashionable shoes, all in my size, filled the space. 

“Are they all for me?” I shrieked, giddy. 

All my life, I had only worn three outfits in rotation. 

“Yes, lamb,” he said. “I’ve never bought dresses for any other women.”

“How did they get here? They don’t seem to have legs.” 

“I have an efficient crew and a team of elite guards working around the clock,” he said, watching me in satisfaction at my gaiety. “They stay out of sight, but they get the job done.” 

“I like how you operate,” I said in appreciation.  

When I was in the Jacuzzi, he’d left to take care of my business. During that brief time, he must’ve arranged everything, including the food and clothes. 

No one had ever taken care of me like this. 

“You’re safe with me, lamb. Anyone who wants to hurt you will have to go through me. They’ll regret even having the idea, for I’m worse than a nightmare.” 

“Uh, that’s nice,” I said. “I don’t mean the nightmare part, but you aren’t a nightmare to me. On the contrary, you’re the opposite of it.” I wanted to press my hand to his chest to let him know what he meant to me. “However, Héctor, I have to warn you. I’m not some kind of damsel from some old romance novel you read.” 

“I don’t read romance novels, lamb. In fact, I don’t read any novels.” 

I waved a hand dismissively. “The point is, I fight my own battles, and I won’t take it kindly if you scare away my game and spoil my fun.” 

He stared at me, not expecting that kind of speech from a sweet lamb. 

I don’t know why I had to assert my independence in the middle of a tender, sexy moment. The last thing I wanted was to ruin the warm feelings between us. 

Maybe I’d panicked that I wouldn’t be in the driver’s seat. 

Maybe I was just bad at relationships. 

Or maybe I wasn’t the only one who would have to wake up from a dream fantasy I’d once shared with my knight in shining armor.

“Well, Héctor, listen,” I said regretfully. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate your chivalry, but I was a born hunter. You’ll eventually see more of my tough side, so you’d better brace yourself, if you don’t want a culture shock and personality clash with me.” 

Downstairs, Axel roared in laughter.

“It’s impolite to listen to other people’s private conversations, Axel,” the death demigod grated. “If you don’t stop being a jerk, I’ll make you.” 

“Welcome to the new age, old boy,” Axel said. “My Cookie will never be that decorous woman you were so used to in your time. Among all of us, I’m the one who truly gets her. Old age doesn’t come with all the benefits.” 

Héctor hissed. 

“That isn’t the way to make Marigold favor you, Axel,” Zak warned. “You don’t want to alienate me, and you have much to prove and improve on yourself.” 

Héctor shook his head, as if disgusted with his cousin. He shifted his attention back to me. The unwavering attentiveness was new and unnerving. 

I dug into the closet and dragged out a pale-green, silky shirt, which went well with my green eyes, and a pair of washed-out designer jeans. 

When I stuck my feet into flat sandals, Héctor pulled my towel off, then added in a hurry, “May I?” as if he’d just remembered my declaration of independence.  

He didn’t wait for my permission, though, and carted me toward the bed. I didn’t protest either. I was too busy trying to calm my erratic heartbeat. 

He lounged at the edge of the bed and placed me on his lap, as if he’d decided that was where I belonged, and started drying my hair with the towel. 

My face burned hot while my blood raced and heated.

“I’m dry now,” I said. 

“So, he got to see her naked?” Axel grunted from downstairs. “She’s mine, too.”

“Ours,” Zak said. “Don’t start a war now, Axel. This is new to us all. It requires delicate care, a long negotiation, and everyone’s cooperation.” 

My stomach grumbled again, and I didn’t bother to feel embarrassed anymore. 

I jumped off Héctor’s lap and quickly shrugged on the shirt and jeans with his assistance. I offered him a sweet smile and led him by the hand toward the door. 

Axel met us in the middle of the stairs with a scowl for Héctor and took my other hand in his, ignoring Héctor’s irritated look. 

At the foot of the stairs, Zak roved an appreciative gaze over me, faint lightning flashing in his blue eyes. 

For gods’ sakes, would it always be this intense? 

One thing I was sure of: none of the demigods would let me go before they got what they wanted. 
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I trotted into the cafeteria in my new Academy uniform. The monkey suit consisted of one-third gray and two-thirds silver cotton, with the demigods’ crest of an eagle and lightning embroidered on the top left of my chest. 

It came with a gray skirt that barely covered my mid-thighs. I was content as long as it covered my ass. Underneath the skirt, black tights wrapped around my legs. Even so, I reminded myself not to bend down—not for my sake, but for Héctor’s. 

He wouldn’t take it lightly or kindly if any dude took a peek at my ass. 

There were hundreds of students inside the canteen. Some had settled in with their groups at the tables and some still walked through the food counters with their trays, selecting their breakfast dishes. 

A few students, whose faces I wasn’t familiar with, spotted me and whispered. Their words spread as if they had wings, and then everyone stopped talking. All eyes trained on me in stunned silence. 

I bet everyone had heard about me being beaten to near death in the training room. Well, I still breathed, and I stood here, as good as new. Actually, I looked better, thanks to the healing and energy potion Zak had shoved down my throat, despite its disgusting taste. 

“Asclepius, god of medicine, brewed the elixir,” Zak had said when he offered me the vial.  

I rolled my eyes, as if that had any meaning to me. 

“Don’t roll your eyes at us, Cookie,” Axel said. “One day you’ll be stuck with a face just like that.”

Héctor glared at him for that prediction. 

“If so, will you leave me alone?” I asked hopefully. 

“Never,” Axel and Zak answered at the same time. 

“I’ll just have to put up with your new look,” Axel continued. 

“The elixir is valuable,” Héctor coaxed in a velvet voice. “Only the demigods are allowed to drink it, and we only consume it when we’re badly wounded in battle, since we don’t have many bottles left.” 

My heart clenched at the harsh truth that the demigods could perish, too, if they weren’t careful. 

“If a mortal took the medicine, they’d enjoy a long life,” Axel said. 

“All the more reason why I shouldn’t take it.” Also, the smell was seriously off-putting. “I’ve shown you that I can regenerate all by myself. And I don’t care about having a long life.”

Immortality could be a curse. 

Yet none of the demigods would listen to me. In fact, they wouldn’t let it go until I’d drunk up the bottle. 

That was the thing with the demigods. They always got what they wanted. 

So after the elixir event, after I felt stronger from absorbing the potion, I’d come up with my own code of conduct. 

Headline: I, Marigold, wouldn’t let the demigods have their way with me if it wasn’t what I wanted. 

Sub-headlines: 

	Finish the term at the academy, as I’d negotiated with the demigods last night. 


I didn’t exactly have a place to go if I left. My old hunting life wasn’t an option since my old teammates had moved on and settled down in the Other Academy. 

	Try not to sleep with the demigods, no matter how much I may want to.

	Stay optimistic. And give Pigston and all the bullies Hell.


Bearing those mottos in mind, my confidence wheeled back as I scanned the sharks in the hall. 

My boots clicked on the floor, which now seemed to be the only sound. 

Look your fill. 

I wasn’t embarrassed or afraid of being the center of attention, though I didn’t enjoy it. I didn’t care for any of the students, except for my few friends, and I searched for them.  

A short-haired girl with faint freckles dotting her creamy face shot toward me, and a good-looking guy who wore his dirty-blond hair in a manbun was right on her heels. 

A slow grin broke across my face. 

We crashed in a group hug. 

When she’d gotten control of her sobs, Yelena raised her misty gray eyes to study me. 

“Miss me, pip?” I asked, my spark returning. You gotta have some of that in order to survive here, or this place would chew you up and spit you out as a drone. 

“Welcome back, Mari,” Nat said, returning a grin as we broke our embrace. “Now let’s go eat.” 

Guys were more practical when it involved filling their stomachs.

I nodded in approval. “I have no intention of missing another breakfast.”

“You girls go pick a table,” Nat said. “I’ll bring food. What do you want, Marigold?”

In the day I’d been gone, they must’ve found other people to sit with. They’d probably made new friends.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “I can get my own food and join you later.”

“No, Mari,” Nat said, heavy guilt flashing in his eyes. “This is the least I can do. Let me do it.” 

I nodded. “Two pieces of toast, two pancakes with syrup and butter, scrambled eggs, hash browns, cheese, and lots of bacon,” I said, then mused for a second. “Well, just pile everything on my plate, and I’ll eat it all.”

“And coffee with cream and no sugar for Marigold,” Yelena added. “Black coffee for me.” 

I widened my eyes. “How did you know that’s what I want?”

“You talked in your dreams the first night you spent in our dorm,” she said in amusement. 

“Gotcha,” Nat said, rushing off. 

“Isn’t he the best?” I said. 

Except for maybe my new boyfriend Héctor, who fed me a great dinner last night. 

I wasn’t exaggerating about being a girlfriend. Héctor preferred to call me his mate, though it was too early for that kind of commitment, in my opinion. 

Romance didn’t last in the age of the Great Merge.

Personally, I didn’t want to fall for any guy blindly, not even for Héctor. My dream Héctor and reality Héctor could be miles apart from each other. 

Yelena and I sauntered toward an empty corner table that was as far away from anyone as possible. She linked her arm with mine. 

“Tell me everything,” she said. 

“I can’t tell you everything,” I deadpanned. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said, tears suddenly misting her eyelashes. 

“Hey, stop that,” I said, squeezing her arm. “I was teasing you. But you have to understand that telling you everything might put you in danger. Haven’t I warned you not to sink with the ship?”

“We’d rather sink with your ship if we had a second chance,” she said. “We—Nat and I—are sorry that we haven’t been good friends to you. We didn’t watch your back as we’d promised. You almost died, Marigold. We should have stopped Jack. We should have rushed him together, and the three of us would have taken him down. We were too afraid of the demigods and were shocked at P”—she lowered her voice to a whisper—“Pigston’s attempt to break you. We were cowards. We don’t deserve your friendship.”

“Stop, Yelena,” I said softly. “Everyone put distance between themselves and me as if I were a leper, but you and Nat stood by me. I’m just glad you guys still have a healthy sense of self-preservation, unlike me. If you’d defended me that day, Pigston would have taken you down.”

“If it’d been one of us getting bullied, you’d have stood up for us,” she said softly. “You wouldn’t have cowered.” 

I smiled at her. “I might cower. I’m not as crazy as you think.” That was a lie. I would’ve stood between them and Paxton. I wouldn’t allow anyone to hurt my friends. 

“You are the craziest chick I’ve met, probably even crazier than One-eighth.” she said. 

“Hey!” I called. “Remember rule number one: Don’t throw insults before breakfast. And that was the worst slander I’ve had thrown at me all week.” 

She giggled and quickly wiped tears from the corners of her eyes with a folded napkin. I grinned at her. I liked to hear my friends laugh.

Her laughter dropped, and her face became solemn too soon. 

“We were sick to our stomachs with worry,” she said. “And then we heard the shouts about you disappearing. Half of the Dominions were sent out to look for you. Nat and I joined the search. We covered the entirety of both campuses. We were out of our wits, and then the Dominions wouldn’t let us look anymore and sent us back to our dorms.” 

We’d settled down at a rectangular table. I pushed a tray that had an empty mug and a plate with a half-eaten bagel on it to the corner. 

“Why can’t people just put away their own trash?” I asked. 

“And here you are,” Yelena said, studying me with half-relieved eyes. “You look better than ever. You’re—glowing.”

“Am I?” I asked with a stupid smirk on my face. I couldn’t help it. My mind drifted to the three demigods, who had fought to pamper me last night. 

“Oh my gods.” Yelena nearly tossed the napkin she’d used to wipe off her tears at me and jumped to her feet. “You had sex, Marigold. While we were all so worried about you and lost sleep over it, you’d had the best sex ever!”  

My face flushed pink, and she caught that right away. 

Yelena was one of the most observant people. 

She blinked. “So, it’s true.”

“What is true?”

“Who’s the lucky guy?” 

“Shush.” 

The other students had resumed chatting and eating after their initial shock at my appearance, but plenty of them still trained their eyes on me or pricked their ears trying to catch the thread of my conversation with Yelena, despite that we’d picked a corner table trying to avoid just that. 

“Sex? And who’s the lucky guy?” Nat arrived with two large trays of food and three mugs of steaming coffee. 

Yelena and I rose to help unload his burden. 

“I got this,” he said, fending us off and swatting our hands away as he arranged the dishes and coffee before us in order. 

“Did you ever wait tables, Nat?” I asked, arching an eyebrow. “Or are you a control freak?”

“Both,” he said. “I bartended at an upscale bar in downtown Chicago. It’s an excellent place to pick up cute dudes.” 

“Were you underage when you tended bar?” I asked. 

He arched a well-manicured eyebrow. “Who follows rules in the age of the Great Merge?”

I grinned at him. “Hey, I don’t judge.” 

The world hadn’t been about peace and order for centuries. In this age, the rules were made by Lucifer or the demigods. 

And three demigods wanted to be my boyfriends. 

“Sex?” Nat returned to our disrupted topic, his hazel eyes brightening. “Tell me all about it.” 

Everyone was interested in sex. 

I shook my head. “I’ve never met anyone who loves to gossip more than you.” 

He smirked instead of taking offense. “I’m the source of intel at the Academy.”

“No, I didn’t have sex,” I said, biting my lip in disappointment. “I didn’t get any action at all.” 

Last night, I’d stayed in Héctor’s suite in central Manhattan, the war-free zone where Lucifer also had an apartment. Zak and Axel had refused to leave after supper and spent the night in Héctor’s place as well. They’d insisted it was because they wouldn’t let Héctor take advantage of me, but it was pretty obvious they just didn’t want me to sleep alone with Héctor. 

Héctor had gritted his teeth, and then I’d had to step in and stop another battle between them. 

So amid threats of violence, we’d talked, bargained, and made compromises as we arranged what sort of future they wanted for me and what future I insisted on for myself. 

We’d all calmed down after we’d had some dessert. 

In the end, I’d gone to bed alone. The three guys had gone to sleep on the floor of the same bedroom. But when I woke up, all three of them were on the vast bed with me. They sprawled around me with their trousers hanging low around their perfect hips. Apparently they’d all climbed into the bed in the middle of the night. 

They were all gorgeous men who could melt any girl’s panties anytime of the day, but they hadn’t melted mine—I’d checked. 

But I’d ogled all of them, taking in their cut chests, taut muscles, and every defined ridge. 

Zak and Axel didn’t know that Héctor and I had shared wild passion in a dream. All three of them had reached an agreement at the dinner table that they should court me first and take things slow to show me their gentlemanly sides. 

As if I needed to see that side over their smoldering wild ones.  

But then I’d also decided not to sleep with them, to the best of my ability. I had sympathy for Héctor, though. He hadn’t touched anyone for millennia, except for sending his foes to an agonizing death with a touch. 

And now I turned out to be the only woman he could touch, yet he paddled back just to show me he would be worthy of me, though his every gaze told me how he wanted to explore every inch of me. 

If any girl in my position believed that the demigods actually held a chivalry code, then she was a fool—even if they believed in and were pleased with their noble intentions. But I’d bet all my money that the taking-it-slow and courting-Marigold-first deal had everything to do with their rivalry and their ancient pact. 

None of them wanted the others to have me first. So they’d labeled me as forbidden fruit and placed me on a high pedestal. 

I tore my irritated thoughts from the demigods and refocused on my friends. 

I told them how I’d fought demons and Héctor had rescued me, then flown me to his Manhattan apartment. 

I didn’t and couldn’t tell them everything, especially not the awful, worrisome part where the demon captain had insisted I was the “Lost One” and put a mark on me.  

Nat and Yelena blinked really hard. 

“The Demigod of Death touched you and flew you around and you’re sitting here with us?” Nat demanded. 

I grinned. “He isn’t that bad.”

“He’s panty-melting hot. I get it,” Yelena hissed. “But no one touches him and lives.”

Nat nodded in agreement. “He’s the number one hottie at the Academy—probably on Earth—but even I wouldn’t want to tempt death.” 

So I dropped the bomb. “He helped bathe me in his Jacuzzi before Zak and Axel showed up.” 

Nat and Yelena widened their eyes, then narrowed their eyes in unison. 

“Nothing really happened, though,” I explained. “It was just a bath. He was a gentleman, so he focused on getting me clean.” 

“Wake up from your daydreaming, girlfriend,” Yelena said with a wince as if it pained her to say so. “You’ll need to be in the right frame of mind for your first class, considering your past classes didn’t go so well.” 

Nat studied me. “Marigold is anything but delusional. Normal things don’t happen to her. Extraordinary things happen to her. The demigods have been drawn to her since they saw her. And remember how the Ritual of the Runes reacted to her?” 

Yelena sighed. “So you touched the Demigod of Death and survived. Who are you really, Marigold?” 

“I’m the same ol’ girl you helped climb up the stairs because my feet hurt,” I said. 

Or was I? 

“If you get involved with any one of them,” Nat said, “the news will soon be all over the demigods-controlled hemisphere.”

“It’s not just one,” I sighed. “It’s three of them.” 

Yelena rubbed her temples, not knowing how to solve this headache for me.

“Actually,” she peeked at me cautiously, “There are four.” 

I put down half-eaten toast and pulled my lips back in a snarl. “I dare the fucker to come near me for a rematch. I wasn’t able to burn the pig last time, but I’m ready, well-rested, and fully-charged—”

I stopped as I noticed Demetra lead her clique toward me in a beeline. 

“Incoming,” Nat warned. 

I arched a brow in surprise. “They haven’t had enough of me?” 

“One-eighth is worse than Jack,” Yelena said wearily. “She’s venomous, scheming, and fearless.” 

I snorted. “I can be worse.” 

And I needed a punching bag. 

I was sexually frustrated after the demigods had drawn a line last night. Now the more I thought about it, the more I was convinced that Zak and Axel were preventing Héctor from fucking me. If their rivalry game kept rolling, shit would go down.   

“You hurt my friend, you psycho bitch!” Demetra fumed, approaching our table. 

She hadn’t said killed. She’d said hurt, which indicated that Jack was alive. 

“You mean Jackie?” I asked with a vicious smile. “How is he? I meant to ask you useless bunch of mean girls. You might not believe it, but I’ve missed him. I’d love to get into that ring with him again. If he can’t show up, you’d be a welcome, if less satisfying, replacement.” 

Now that I’d hidden a dagger on my person, I was bolder. I’d never go anywhere without a weapon again. I couldn’t completely rely on my volatile magic, though it was impressively powerful when it worked. 

“He can no longer attend the Academy because of you,” she shouted. “You should have died out there!” 

“That’s callous and uncalled for, even from you!” Nat scolded. 

Yelena glared at her. “Watch your mouth!” 

Then all of her clique started screaming the B-word at us and throwing threats. 

“Fuck off, viper,” I said lazily. “Now. Or I’ll show you what the word psycho really means. Come at me or my friends again while we’re having a meal, and you won’t be able to eat—or sit on the toilet for a few days.” 

Fear flitted through her eyes, and Demetra stepped back. “Jack’s family won’t let this matter drop. They’ll come after you.” 

“Anytime, bimbo. And I’ll take all of you bitches full-on,” I said. “But haven’t I told you to get lost? You want me to do a fucking countdown, or what?”

“You don’t belong here,” she said, but she scurried away. Her minions followed her as they shot me daggers, as if that would really kill me. “I’m more powerful than you can imagine, and I’ll make sure you don’t fit in here.” 

“Someone needs to shut her up, or I will,” I said, shaking my head as I picked at my hash browns. “Fuck, these aren’t crunchy anymore.” 

“Marigold!” Marie, the Dominion soldier who had frisked me and taken all of my weapons in the van, stalked toward me. 

“Marie,” I said, half-grinning at her. “Can’t a girl like me at least have some peace over breakfast?”

When I was in the ring, she’d tried to help me. She’d tried to stop Paxton from going further and killing me altogether. 

“That’s why they sent me,” she said, her careful gaze falling on the faint scars on my knuckles. After I’d drunk that elixir, most of my scars had vanished. “They bet you most likely wouldn’t throw those plates at me.” 

She appeared genuinely glad that I was alive, but for the first time, there was uncertainty in her brown eyes, as if she wasn’t sure how to act around me anymore. 

I spread my palms before I formed fists, then opened them again. 

“Like my scars?” I smirked. “I like them, but I’m afraid they’ll fade. I had a free spa treatment last night, if you want to know how.” 

It was the effect of the elixir that the demigods had forced me to drink. 

“The headmistress needs to see you before class,” Marie said, making no other comments. 

“Why?” I raised my voice. “Why does someone always want to drag me into trouble when I’ve done nothing seriously wrong?” 

Was it because I’d tried to burn the swimming boy and destroyed school property—the ceiling—in the process? But I’d been provoked and threatened. 

The school should send the bill for the repairs to Pigston. 

Nat and Yelena swallowed, worry wheeling in their eyes.

Demetra flashed a snake-like smile. She’d lingered with her clique when Marie came to deliver the news, and I hadn’t had time to shoo her off.

Demetra must have thought the Academy was going to kick me out. Being expelled was the least of my concerns. If she knew what three of the demigods had promised to keep me in the Academy, she would have wanted to shoot herself in the head. 

Both Héctor and Axel had demanded Paxton return to his territory in Russia, but the jerk had refused to oblige on the phone. 

“I’ll wait until you finish your coffee, and then we go?” Marie asked, ready to bargain. She pulled a chair from the neighboring table and perched on its edge near me before snapping at Yelena and Nat. “You two. Go to your class.” 

Yelena and Nat shot to their feet without needing to be told twice. 

“Hey, don’t yell at my friends,” I warned, putting down my coffee mug. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Marie?” 

“They need to go to their class,” Marie said. “I don’t want them to be late because of you.” 

“We’ll save a seat for you, Mari,” Yelena said while Nat nodded in confirmation, and the two of them took off. 

Marie trained her stern gaze on Demetra and her minions. No smile or kindness softened her hard face. “Get lost. Now.”

Demetra’s face turned beet red. She sent the Dominion soldier an injured look, but she dared not talk back. She stormed off, as that was the best she could do for the moment. 

“We’ll make sure the rogue bitch realizes that she doesn’t belong here before the end of the term,” said Britney, Demetra’s wing woman. 

I heard that she had a thing for the Demigod of Sea. He deserved all the snakes.  

“Bring it on, insects,” I said. 

I put down my coffee mug and stood to face Marie. “Let’s get this over with, soldier, and see if this headmistress has two heads.” 

Marie snorted. “I caution you not to say that in front of Headmistress Esme Von Rouche. She won’t put up with that. She’s the most trusted consul to the god of war, even more so than the demigods.”

I grinned at her. “Don’t worry about me, sweet Marie. A least I didn’t say the magic words: three tits. And if she kicks me out, I’ll go live with Héctor in his big Manhattan suite. I can bartend somewhere to pay rent.” 

Marie gawked at me. “You met the Demigod of Death already?” 

“Yeah, Héctor is my new favorite,” I said, “due to his gentle nature.”

Marie now blinked hard. “The death demigod is gentle?”

“Let’s see if he stays that way.” I smiled. “I have faith he will.” 
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Marie knocked on the door as if it’d bite back, and a mature woman’s firm voice answered, “Come in.” 

Marie pushed the door open, and we stepped through at the same time, banging hips. She sighed and moved to the side to let me pass first. 

“Thank you,” I said, forming a fist to bump hers, but when she refused to play along, I stalked into the room. 

Marie followed like a good soldier, closed the door, and stationed herself by it. 

I stopped in my tracks, my smile wilting when I saw who else was in the room. 

I’d gotten ambushed. 

All four demigods lounged on large, white leather chairs in a cozy office setting. The most distinguished decoration was a giant painting of a snowy landscape on the wall. I wanted to ask if the painting was real or a print, but I bit my tongue. 

The demigods were dressed casually in T-shirts or polo shirts and jeans, showing off their delicious, manly bodies. 

A gorgeous woman in a white suit jacket and skirt sat primly behind a large, shiny mahogany desk. Her auburn hair had been pinned stylishly to the top of her head. Her green eyes, a few shades lighter than mine, regarded me with open curiosity. 

That made me like her a bit more, even though I was ready to defy this authority figure if she gave me a hard time. 

“Is the air conditioning on, Headmistress Von Rouche?” I asked, testing her and flashing a mocking, friendly smile as I swept another gaze over the demigods. 

As soon as I’d stepped in, all of them straightened on their chairs and focused on me like hawks watching a single dragon egg. 

“Sorry, but don’t you think it’s a bit too hot in here?” I followed up with the headmistress. 

Axel chuckled, and Marie snorted, but she dropped the noise immediately, as if she’d remembered who she was and whom she stood before. 

I was indeed a bad influence on her, as she’d claimed. 

Pigston, the asshole, remained stony, but his violet eyes stayed glued to me, too. 

I saw red at the mere sight of him, but I tried to keep my rage at bay for the moment—which was nearly impossible. Before I lost my shit, I reminded myself not to let him win. I wouldn’t allow him to get under my skin. So I did the best I could—I completely ignored his presence, as if he never existed. 

But why the fuck was he even here? Hadn’t the other demigods promised to keep him the fuck away from me? But then, only a fool would believe a demigod’s word. 

Zak smiled at me. He had a stunning smile, though he was never flashy. I’d learned from last night that he wasn’t used to competing for anyone’s affection unabashedly. But he’d never miss a chance to display his male merits in front of me. 

“How was your breakfast, Rosebud?” he asked. 

Marie looked taken aback. She would have more shocks today. I hoped she’d survive all of them. 

The demigods set the rules for this world—the half they ruled with Ares, anyway—so they were above them. This apparently meant they didn’t care about social norms of humans and supernaturals, like not calling me by a pet name whenever and wherever they felt like it. 

The headmistress remained unmoved. As the head of the Half-Blood Academy, she must have had plenty of dealings with the demigods. 

“How do you think my breakfast went, Demigod of Sky?” I answered. “I was summoned. I had to leave my delicious bacon behind.”

Héctor turned his stern gaze on Marie, and the poor soldier shrank back. 

“Hey, it’s totally not Marie’s fault,” I called. “She was taking orders from you guys.” 

Axel smirked mischievously, unwilling to let go of any drama. “Did you drag Marigold from her seat while she was having breakfast, Marie?” he asked. 

“No, sir,” Marie said. “I waited. Marigold was bantering with a fellow first-year, and both of them traded some serious threats. She ordered the other girl to fuck off in the end, and then she made a few jokes with her friends at the table while she sipped her coffee. Her jokes weren’t funny, in my humble opinion. Her friends didn’t laugh, either, and that just proves my point that Marigold might have many talents, but telling jokes isn’t one of them. And she’d had at least a dozen rashers of bacon before I approached her.” 

My jaw dropped at how she really perceived me. 

“So, you like bacon, Cookie?” Axel asked with interest. 

The mischievous, amused look in his golden eyes warned me that he might change my name from Cookie to Bacon. 

I gave him a steely look that announced, “Don’t you dare.” 

“Is the air conditioning on, Esme?” Héctor asked, but he wasn’t looking at her. His heated gaze kept roaming over me, threatening to combust me. I appreciated that he was more attentive to my comfort than anyone else, but I should probably ask him to restrain from looking at me like that in public. “If it’s not on, please have someone turn it on right away.” 

The headmistress rolled her eyes. “The air conditioning is fine, Demigod Héctor.” 

When her green eyes rolled back, they landed on me with unexpected warmth in them. 

“Marigold,” she said, leaning forward. “We need to discuss a few matters with you. Please take a seat.” 

I squinted my eyes. “You didn’t call me here to discipline me or kick me out?”

She blinked in confusion. “Why would I want to do that? Did you do anything horrible that I’m not aware of? I was away and just returned last night.” 

That was why she hadn’t been around during the Ritual of the Blood Runes. 

She gave the demigods a sweeping gaze, and they all put blank masks on their handsome faces. 

“No!” I said. “Of course not. I don’t even know how to do horrible things, except for telling bad jokes.” I sent Marie a chiding glance. 

She pretended not to see that, but Axel chuckled. The headmistress gave him a stern look. 

“I was just having breakfast with my friends when One-eighth came to harass and threaten me,” I continued, using the chance to rat out that bad apple. “To protect my honor, I told her politely to take a hike.” 

Marie stifled a snort. 

The headmistress raised an eyebrow. 

“Sorry, not many people know who One-eighth is,” I murmured on a sigh. 

Marie opened her mouth, ready to explain who the heck One-eighth was, but Héctor stood up and beat her to it. 

“Expel this One-eighth or throw her into the dungeon,” he said coldly. “Then she’ll know better than to threaten my lamb.” 

I nearly squirmed at the pet name he’d called me in front of everyone. But Héctor took my every word seriously. I’d better watch my mouth from now on if I didn’t want to get anyone else in trouble. My Héctor was an overprotective alpha demigod, and he was ancient. I wouldn’t tempt the fates by thinking it was possible to change him overnight. 

I didn’t even want to change him. He’d accepted me as a whole package, so I’d return the same courtesy. 

“Relax, Demigod Héctor, please,” Esme said dryly, rubbing her temples with her long, elegant fingers. “My hair is going to turn gray with all of you gathered in my Academy. What Marigold had was just a harmless girls’ fight, which is absolutely normal. There are mean girls in every school, and I’m not even sure if Marigold is meaner or this One-eighth.”

“If my lamb ever bites, it’s for a sound reason,” Héctor said. 

He was really confident in me, but the others in the room didn’t seem to share his faith.  

“None of you demigods have tended to the administrative duties in any Academy,” Esme said. “We all play different roles. As warriors, you focus on leading our armies to battle Lucifer’s demons, so you might not realize that a catfight on campus is different than fighting fiends from Hell.” 

“Are you being condescending, Esme?” Zak said. “We could easily reverse roles and send you to the frontline of the battlefield so you can set a good example there.” 

Axel grinned. “You can’t win this argument even if Ares interferes, Esme, no matter how tight you are with my father. Ares is only one god, and the four of us can override him if necessary.” 

“I’m not picking a fight with you,” Esme sighed. “I have no ill intentions toward Marigold, but it’s also my duty to protect every student here.” 

“Since you mentioned it, headmistress,” Héctor said. “From now on, I’ll tend to the administrative responsibilities in this Academy. I’ll give my former burden to Paxton. The Demigod of Sea can lead the army and stay away from my lamb. I’ve fought this war for centuries. It’s my turn to sit back and relax.” He gave me a doting look, which implied he’d decided to relax and enjoy life with me while the war raged. 

My face burned red as my thoughts wandered to how he’d washed and caressed me in the steamy Jacuzzi in his suite in Manhattan. I’d like very much to revisit the scene if possible. We could set a date for the weekend. 

An irritated and jealous look rippled across Paxton’s stony face as he darted his menacing gaze between Héctor and me. A derisive noise emitted from his nostrils. 

Esme groaned and shot Paxton, the coldest demigod, a pleading look as if to say, “Someone save me please.” 

Axel sighed. “It’s always like this. Nothing can get done when the four of us are in one place. That’s why we almost never get together. If it weren’t for Marigold this time—”

“We aren’t a lost cause,” Zak said. “Now that Marigold has come into our lives—”

Damn, he’d better not broadcast his idea of sharing a mate—and me being that mate. They might not give a rat’s ass about propriety as sovereign beings, but little folk like me didn’t have the luxury to do whatever I wanted. 

I might’ve shrugged off what people had said about me so far, but I wasn’t entirely notorious yet either. 

“Dudes,” I chimed in urgently. “You don’t need to be here. You should all leave and do whatever you usually do, since this is a private meeting between Headmistress Von Rouche and me. Seriously.” 

I restrained myself from shooing them away like a school of ducks.  

“Cookie wants to get rid of us,” Axel said, rubbing his chin with his thumb. “I wonder why.” 

“You’ll learn to get used to it, Rosebud,” Zak said. “Anything about you concerns us.” 

“She doesn’t want you all to be here,” Héctor said. “You’re crowding my lamb. I can tell that you’re making her uncomfortable. She needs her space. You three should make your exit now. I bet all of you have somewhere else to be. I’ll supervise this matter alone.” 

“Marigold made a valid point,” Esme said. “She’s my responsibility and under my protection as well. While my student and I further discuss her educational plan, the four of you are welcome to leave to take care of more important business, like our defenses, war strategies, pushing Lucifer’s army further back, and protecting Earth.”  

“No business is more important than Marigold,” Zak said softly, yet the lethal undercurrent could cut into a blade. 

All the women in the room—Esme, Marie, and I—dropped our jaws at the same time, which would’ve been comical, if the situation wasn’t so ridiculous. 

I raised my hand in the air in a gesture of surrender. “Don’t look at me,” I told the headmistress sincerely. “I didn’t bewitch them. They denied my request to join the Other Academy. They’re responsible for their own words and actions.” 

“Don’t worry about our business, Esme.” Axel flashed his teeth, and not in a kindly way. “We have many generals and minions running the show in our absence. And they take their jobs seriously. Peace on this land won’t be achieved in one day, and we’ve been at war for centuries. Now that Marigold has come to the Academy, we’ll stay where she stays. If you have an issue with her being enrolled in the Half-Blood Academy of North America, we can take her to the Academy in France.” 

My eyes brightened. “Paris, you say? Do they include crème brulee on their Academy’s lunch menu? If we can also have it for breakfast...” I snapped my fingers, forgetting I was still in the headmistress’s office. “I’ll go to Paris! Nat and Yelena would love to go with me as well.” 

“You crave crème brulee, lamb?” Héctor asked. 

“Yes, crave!” I said. “I’ve never tried it, but—”

“It’s been half an hour, and all we’ve talked about is air conditioning, a catfight, and a dessert,” Paxton said in disgust. “Are we going to keep at this and waste more time? Are you all pussy-whipped and letting a girl take the lead now?”

“We specifically voted you out and asked you not to be included in anything that has to do with Marigold,” Axel said coldly. 

“You can’t vote me out, cub,” Paxton sneered. “I’m part of the pact, which is magically binding. You stay, and I stay. I won’t let you—not with your power, your fists, or your blades—cut me out of my share.” 

He still had faint bruises under his eyes and all over his chin from the beating my three demigods had given him, yet he was recovering fast. 

What the fuck was his share? 

Then the argument between him and Axel and Zak in the Hall of Olympia rushed back to me. I hadn’t understood the meaning of their conversation since I hadn’t been in the best shape, but I vaguely remembered that Paxton had insisted he had a pact with the other demigods so he could have a piece of me, too, or something like that. 

At that thought, I lost my shit. 

“What share, asshole?” I glared a death threat at him, my fingers balling into fists and biting into my palms. 

Unable to contain the next wave of rage rolling through me, I called for my power to attack him. No fair warnings for him. With a sneak attack this time, my fire might just get him. Even if it couldn’t kill him, I intended to melt his scalp and turn him bald. 

And damn the consequences!

“Think you’ll get a piece of me,” I yelled, “you fucking delusional dipshit?” 

A muscle twitched angrily in his jaw. The Demigod of Sea still had a hard time reining in his anger. I bet in his long existence, I’ve been the only one who kept cursing him and lived. 

Too bad for him that he’d failed to get his pawn to take me out.

Let me be the bane of his existence and the thorn he was unable to pluck from his sour side. 

Esme widened her pale green eyes. She might’ve heard of my reputation, but she’d never seen how I butted heads with one of the demigods. 

Paxton growled, and I snarled, louder than him, ready to battle him again. 

Marie shifted her feet nervously, moving closer to the door as if ready to flee. No one wanted to be a casualty in the war between the sea demigod and me. They’d all learned. 

Héctor moved like a flash and placed himself between Paxton and me. 

Zak and Axel shot to their feet, too, cursing and ready to charge Paxton. 

“Don’t. Think. About. It.” Héctor told Paxton, death fire twirling in his eyes as they bored into my enemy. “I’m Marigold’s shield. I’m her forever armor. I don’t care if you’re my cousin. I don’t give a fuck that you were once my ally. Touch my lamb again, and I’ll tear you to pieces.”

I didn’t need to fight alone anymore. At the realization, warmth swelled in my chest. I stepped forward to stand beside Héctor and wrapped an arm around his waist to show that I appreciated his unconditional support and loyalty. 

My other hand twitched, sparks of fire igniting at my fingertips. 

“Marigold,” Marie warned from behind me. “You can’t touch his skin.” 

I knew how much courage it took just for her to throw that warning at me. 

“He’s fine,” I assured. “I’m fine.” 

“You don’t understand, Mari—” Marie cried. 

Pleased with my gesture, Héctor pulled me closer to his side and traced my cheek with his knuckles. 

My skin tingled, and my toes curled. I parted my lips, wanting more of him, and Héctor traced my bottom lip with his thumb.

“Later, lamb,” he said, a satisfied smile ghosting his lips. “We have time.” 

Sadly, he was right; this wasn’t the time for a hot, indulgent kiss. 

Marie’s eyeballs nearly dropped out, and Esme studied me intently. 

“Héctor,” I whispered. 

“Yes, lamb?” He lowered his head so I could whisper in his ear. 

I rose up on tiptoe and put my lips near his ear, and he shivered in pleasure. 

“Don’t call me lamb again in public,” I said. “If others hear that endearment, they’ll think I’m a helpless kind of girl. They might even try to victimize me.” 

“Nobody would dare,” he said, straightening and shooting Paxton a warning look.  

Paxton glared back with ice cold rage. 

Axel reached me in a flash, lifted me up, and placed me in the space between him and Zak on the large, white sofa. 

Zak immediately had my hand in his. “No one will touch you, Rosebud.”

I blinked at him. “You’re touching me, Zak.” 

“This is harmless,” he said before putting my hand to his lips and kissing the back of my knuckles to display just how harmless he was—to me, anyway. 

As I’ve said, the demigods considered themselves above the rules. 

“This meeting is going longer than we expected,” Axel said, ignoring Héctor’s scowl. “There’s no need for Cookie to tire her legs.” 

Héctor darted his gaze to where I sat, but there was no room to accommodate him, which I’d bet had been exactly Axel’s design. Héctor stormed to a nearby chair and sank into it. 

I didn’t retrieve my hand from Zak’s while his thumb ran slow circles on the back of my hand to massage me. The touch was pleasant, appeasing. Faint lightning sparked between us, thrilling and energizing me. 

Axel seized my other hand and put it into his pocket along with his. I didn’t protest that either when pleasure crept up my arm. 

“Stay wherever you want, demigods.” Esme heaved a sigh. “You don’t want to ship Marigold to the Academy in Paris where Ares resides.” 

A dark warning resonated in her tone. I didn’t know what the deal was with the God of War, but goosebumps prickled over my skin, and my hackles rose in alarm. 

It felt as if Ares was more of a danger to me than Lucifer and his demons. 

“Agreed,” Zak said, and no other demigods objected. 

Okay, so this Ares dude might really be bad news. 

“Isn’t Ares in Manhattan negotiating a deal with Lucifer?” I blurted out. Paxton had leaked that intel before he dragged me to class. “Isn’t he going to visit here since he’s nearby?”

“He intended to,” Esme said, “especially after Axel told him how the Ritual of Blood Runes went awry with you. That’s never happened before.” Her eyes trained on me sharply. “I was part of Ares’s negotiating team.” 

Wasn’t she something? Even the demigods weren’t invited to the negotiation table with the devil. I wondered if Lucifer had horns. Rumor said he was incredibly beautiful—the once brightest star fallen to Earth. 

“The meeting wasn’t conclusive or productive,” Esme continued. “And Ares had to return to Paris right away due to a crisis there. Somehow, the Paris Half-Blood Academy was breached. Lucifer is probably playing another game.” 

I was a first-year nobody in her first week, yet the headmistress shared the classified information in front of me as if I was someone as important as the demigods. I had a feeling it wasn’t because she saw that three of them favored me and one hated me. 

An unsettling feeling crept into my head, and a warning slithered up my spine. My senses always spiked when I was in danger. I’d thought it was because I was faster and smarter than most people. Now, though, I knew I wasn’t a human and had magic in my blood. 

It seemed like the headmistress knew something about me that even I didn’t know. 

She shifted her firm gaze to the demigods. “This is still my Academy. I have a final say in Marigold’s education and training. She’ll stay here and have special courses tailored to her needs, as we all agreed before her arrival.” 

“Agreed on what?” I asked, not liking it. 

“Be patient, Rosebud,” Zak said with an affectionate smile. “We’ll get to it.”

“Asking my Cookie to be patient is like asking a scorpion not to sting,” Axel said. 

I glared at him and tried to take back my hand from his grasp, but he wouldn’t let it go. 

“I’m not a scorpion!” I said. “I sting only when someone attacks me first. It’s all self-defense. What’s wrong with defending myself? I refuse to put up with someone else’s shit.” 

“Axel, I want you to apologize to my lamb,” Héctor said. 

“I didn’t mean it in a bad way, Cookie,” Axel said with a disarming smile. “I like scorpions a lot. They have personality.” 

“It’s surely an excellent way to flatter a woman,” Paxton commented sarcastically. 

“What do you know?” Axel dropped his smile and barked back. “From what I can tell, you’re only good at hitting women.”

Paxton hissed, but Zak raised a finger toward him to stop him from further aggravating Axel and me. 

Axel’s and Héctor’s hostility toward Paxton raged fiercely, but Zak tried hard to stay in the neutral zone. As the Demigod of Justice, he didn’t want the band to disassemble, despite his personal likes or dislikes.

“Can we please not get sidetracked again, lady and gentlemen?” Esme asked. 

“It’s always like that when Marigold is involved,” Marie offered. “Chaos breaks free from every corner ...” She covered her mouth with a hand at the headmistress’s hard look. “Sorry, Headmistress, I didn’t mean to say that. I didn’t know what got into me.” 

I grinned. 

People usually got loose tongues around me. 

But I disagreed with her about me being the bringer of chaos. I’d had bad luck in the past, but everything was going to change. 

I’d met Héctor. 

“You’ll continue your education at Half-Blood Academy in North America, Marigold,” Esme said. “We’ll pave your path to becoming a productive member of society.” 

I wasn’t sure about being a productive member of society, but I played along. Words were only words. 

“We’re here to help you achieve your potential,” she continued.  

“That’s very nice of you,” I said, biting my bottom lip. What else could I say? 

A faint smile danced in her eyes. 

“You’re unlike any others, Marigold,” she said softly. “It’s not in me to waste such a talent as you. To be honest with you, we still don’t know what you are or which house you’re from. We attempted to trace back your history before you joined the Academy, but you don’t have a birth record. No one seems to know anything about you, other than the general consensus that you are crazy, feared, and trigger-happy.” 

I gritted my teeth at her depiction of my reputation, and Axel chuckled. 

“We talked to your former team,” Esme continued, “but they had nothing to contribute either. Their mouths are sealed like clams. Of course they’re loyal to you. But I have a hunch they don’t know much about you either. You remain a puzzle to us.” 

At the mention of Circe and Jasper, a tight lump formed in my throat. 

“Has my team settled down well?” I asked. “When can I visit them?”

“In three weeks,” Esme said. “They need space so they can adapt to their new environment, fit in, and find their places with their own kinds.” 

I wanted to say that they were my kind, but I’d learned that there was no point in arguing. 

This was our new reality now. Our lot in life was different. 

“We can figure things out together,” said the headmistress. “You have great potential and we can’t wait to help you realize it....”

My thoughts jumped to the memory of the demons calling me the lost princess. If Esme and the demigods ever thought I was the “Lost One” the demons had been hunting...

A chill cut into my spine. 
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“Are you cold, Rosebud?” Zak asked. “Your palm is cold.” 

“I’m fine,” I said, extracting my hands from both Axel and Zak. “I need my hands back for circulation purposes.”

I didn’t want them to sense my anxiety and dread through my cold hands. 

Héctor nodded in approval, loving that I had the desire and a strong enough will to break away from the two demigods. 

“Here’s a tablet that shows your classes,” Esme said in a hurry, likely afraid of the demigods and me continuing our side show in her office. In her hand was a thin piece of metal and glass that looked a lot like a phone. “Carry it with you at all times. It’ll remind you of the time and place of each class. Also, when we have need of you, we’ll message you through the tablet.”

I grimaced. That meant I had almost zero freedom while I held that thing in my hands. No way was I going to check their messages and do their bidding. 

“I have no need for fancy stuff,” I said. “You can just print out a piece of paper that shows my schedule. I’m more old school in that way.” 

“Take a look at the classes first,” Esme said, and the tablet floated toward me. 

Whoa! She had telekinetic power, able to move things by a thought. 

What house did she come from? 

“The house of Athena,” she said with a faint smile, as if reading my thoughts. I didn’t think she was telepathic though. I’d been staring at her hard to study her. 

Athena was the Goddess of War and Wisdom. 

I dropped my gaze and browsed through the list:

Powers from the Twelve Olympian Gods’ Houses

Combat Techniques

The Original Gods–Hidden Truths Recovered.

Magical Theory and Practice

Combat Magics from the Twelve Houses

Light Magic vs Dark Magic

Demon Mythology and Powers

Spells and Potions

Intro to the Demonic Language 

Swordplay and Martial Arts

Magical Training with the Four Demigods

Witchcraft

Working with the Others (shifters, vampires, fae, and witches)

......

And there were twelve more classes like that. 

I squirmed. “Must I attend all these classes? That looks like a lot!”

“You need to equip yourself,” Esme said. “In addition to these classes, you’ll also attend some regular classes with other first-years.” 

“You don’t understand, Headmistress Von Rouche,” I cried out. “I’m not exactly cut out for school! All I have is attitude and not much else.”

Axel threw his head back and laughed so hard. I glared at him. Esme glared at him, too. 

“Then use your attitude and rise to the top of the class,” said Esme before she scolded the Demigod of War. “You’re one to laugh, Demigod Axel. You skipped most of your classes all four years. We shouldn’t have even let you move up to the fourth year. And I doubt you’ll ever graduate.” 

“I don’t need to graduate,” Axel said with a shrug. He was more arrogant than I. “I can wait right where I am for Marigold to catch up, and then we’ll go to the same class together every day.” 

“There’ll be no fourth year,” Paxton cut in in a hard tone from where he’d been lurking in the corner since our clash. 

Why couldn’t he just shut up?

“We’ve condensed the terms to three years,” he continued. “We need soldiers quickly in this war. All the students will have extra loads of study and practice.” He turned to me, his gorgeous face cold. “There won’t be preferential treatment for you either, Princesa.” 

“Why are you even talking to me?” I asked in a flat, bored tone, before I swept my impatient gaze over the other three demigods. “Didn’t you promise you’d keep him out of my sight? And that I could get a restraining order served to him if he ever got too close to me?” I narrowed my eyes. “How can I ever trust your words when you can’t even get that jerk to behave?” 

Icy steam emitted from Paxton’s eyes. If I hadn’t had other demigods as my allies, I believe he’d have murdered me. I bet he would try again when they weren’t around. 

“He won’t touch you, Rosebud,” Zak said lethally. “If he lays a hand on you, he’s dead.” 

“He doesn’t need to lay a hand on me,” I said. “He can have his punk minions do his dirty work.”

Paxton snorted. “I won’t sink that low.”

“You sank that low yesterday, you lying fucker,” I said. 

The icy steam in his eyes boiled, and the window shattered. 

“Rein in your temper, Paxton,” Zak said. “Or you’re out! I don’t want to keep reminding you. It’s tiresome.”

I shot to my feet at the aggression of the sea demigod. Twin streams of flames whooshed out of me, tracing down my arms. I gathered them in my palms. 

I was keyed up to attack him, but I wouldn’t assault him first in front of everyone. That would be considered a true offense, especially when my opponent was a demigod. 

I was learning to play a better, dirtier game. 

Zak, Axel, and Héctor all shot to their feet in defensive positions around me. 

Axel wrapped an arm around my waist, and I sensed his invisible shield surrounding us. His other hand shot up as he readied his own power to slam into the sea demigod. 

Héctor wheeled toward Paxton, his death shadow hissing at his feet, and his sapphire eyes burning with death light. 

Paxton leaned back in his chair, the storm receding from his violet eyes. 

“All of you gang up on me—your brother of centuries—for a woman you met a day or two ago?” he asked bitterly. “It this how you’re gonna roll?”

“She isn’t just any woman,” Héctor grated. “When you speak to her, you’ll show respect.” 

“Yet she’s shown me none,” Paxton said. “In my immortal existence, not even the devil has badmouthed me as she has.”

“You provoked her,” Zak said. 

“If it were any other woman, you wouldn’t have lifted a finger to defend her,” Paxton retorted. “This one is more dangerous than you think. I’ve never seen any of you lose your head over a woman, and now you only think with your dick when you’re around her. Especially you, Héctor. You used to be a hard-core warrior. I used to admire you, look up to you. And now you’re just like a cub, juvenile, and pussy-whipped. What sick twist of fate made her the only woman you can touch?”

“Don’t blame me for choosing my fated mate over you,” Héctor said. “You’d have done the same if she were yours.”

The veins on Paxton’s temples jumped while rage and jealousy burned so intensely in his eyes I nearly stumbled back. 

Then, the storm in him was gone. 

“Marigold is mine as well,” Axel said. “Don’t forget that, old boy.”

“Certainly mine,” Zak confirmed. “You need to learn to be less possessive, cousin.” 

Héctor clenched his teeth, his jaw tight. 

Marie and Esme traded a look, and Esme let out a resigned sigh. 

“If this family quarrel is over,” Esme said drily, “we need to get back on track. This meeting isn’t about Marigold’s love life, but her academic future. I appreciate that the four of you, now five, haven’t destroyed my office. The four of you should never be in the same room, especially with Marigold in the mix. She’ll be the spark of fire that will ignite everything. I wonder how long my Academy will stand, seeing as the four of you won’t leave while she’s here.” 

“I’m not that bad,” I said. “I was a law-abiding citizen and a great and fearsome hunter before Axel dragged me here against my will.”

Axel sighed exasperatedly. “You still hold a grudge, Cookie? I thought you got over it last night.” 

“What happened last night between you and her?” Paxton demanded. 

“It’s none of your business,” Axel barked back. 

Esme shook her head before refocusing on me. “I watched the videos of the ritual and yesterday’s training over and over. There’s a possibility you belong to all the houses, though that shouldn’t be possible. You’re an exception to everything inside our textbooks. You could be our best weapon against Lucifer, or you might be our worst nightmare. For now, I’ve decided to look on the bright side.”

I swallowed. What if one day she decided to look on the dark side? I knew the ritual had awoken something dark in me. 

“So, here’s the deal,” she continued. “You’ll learn and train harder than anyone. You’ll also train with all four demigods.”

“I don’t want—” I started to protest. 

“You’ll need the Demigod of Sea for the training, believe me,” she said. “I know it’s not easy for you, but you’re a soldier. So suck it up. Despite your unimpressive record so far, Marigold, I know your heart is in the right place. I know you’re loyal to your friends, so don’t you want to protect them while this war is ripping our world apart? But to do so, you need to grow stronger and let your power become your second skin.”

Before I could issue an opinion, she raised a finger to stop me. 

“You’ll put down your personal grudge, train hard, and become the best—not the worst—this Academy has ever had. Your next class, House Magic, will start in forty-seven minutes. Use the luxury of your break until then to reflect and meditate. It’ll do you good. You’re dismissed.” 

I raised a hand, surprised that I even behaved. “With so many classes, what about weekends? Do I get to have weekends free?” 

I shot a quick glance at Héctor. I could spend some time in his Jacuzzi on weekends and overlook the great Manhattan from his suite. Héctor smiled at me, a promise in his smoldering eyes. 

Axel growled, and I darted a quick glance at him and Zak. If they wanted to tag along, then so be it. The Jacuzzi was big enough. 

I ignored a cold stare from the sea demigod. 

“There’ll be no weekends,” Paxton hissed. “While the war rages on, we need more soldiers. There’ll be no time for any kind of leisure entertainment.” 

Sure, because the leisure entertainment wouldn’t involve him, but I didn’t bother to argue with him this time. 

“You’ll have Sunday afternoons off,” Esme said graciously. 

And I didn’t feel grateful at all. 

I bit my bottom lip before releasing it. “Who’s going to teach me Demonic?” I asked, my heart pounding. “There are no demons in the Academy, right?”

Please don’t tell me we have a demon professor here. 

“I am,” said the headmistress. 

My heart skipped a beat, and Esme looked at me expectantly, as if she knew something that no one else knew. 

Was that because of the fire I’d summoned? The flame had looked more like hellfire than divine fire. I hoped the headmistress wouldn’t remotely connect me to some kind of Lost Princess from Hell. 

“With all due respect, Headmistress Von Rouche, could you at least cut half of the history classes?” I attempted one last time. 

“No,” she said. 

I sighed. “One-third then.” 

“No,” she said. 

“Then I won’t do homework,” I said, deciding not to back down this time. 

“There’s no homework,” Axel said, grinning at me. His thumb traced the line of my stubborn jaw in fondness, and pleasure sizzled across my skin. “There never is.”

Damn, I should have bargained for cutting the classes about demons. I wanted nothing to do with those creatures or their linguistics. And I had a bad feeling that those classes were new and tailored for me. 

“That’s all for now,” Esme said. “I have a conference call with Ares in five minutes.”

I jumped up and strode toward the door. 

“And Marigold,” Esme called before I exited. “Welcome to the Half-Blood Academy.” She smiled at me like a feline to a squirrel. “We’re all so excited to start this new journey with you.” 
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I wasn’t that excited to start this new journey Esme had promised. I treaded down the path to a pond half-concealed by ancient trees. 

I now had forty-three minutes before my next class, and according to Esme, all four demigods would be there. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to see them so soon, but I was still feeling a bit overwhelmed. 

I just needed to catch a breath before they whisked me to gods-knew-where. 

The other students were in classes now, so I had all the quiet beauty of the campus to myself for a change. 

There was something odd about this pond, though. Despite its clear, blue water, dotted by white lilies, the only residents were a family of black swans. 

But this place drew me in, calming my nerves. 

I strolled off the path and toward the water’s edge as conflicting thoughts and emotions whirled through my head. 

Then, I felt a tug, both strange and familiar.

I followed the beacon. 

The wind and soft leaves of the willow trees along the narrow trail brushed against my face until I stopped before a gigantic, ancient, and beautiful tree. 

The tree trunk opened from the center as if someone was inviting me into another world through it. The tug came from inside the tree, magical and enticing, and an echo of longing throbbed within me. 

I didn’t feel danger or menace coming from the place but an odd kinship. It was the opposite of how I’d felt in the presence of the demons. So despite logic insisting I not do anything rash and foolish, I couldn’t help but step through the open tree. 

However, I wasn’t completely naïve. A trace of flames rose to my fingertips, ready for any monster. And even if my magic failed me, I could always use the dagger hidden in my boot. 

As long as I had a weapon with me, I was golden. 

In front of my eyes was a fairy world, featuring a starry night that reminded me of the painting made by Van Gogh. Only this plane was lovelier, more surreal. I was almost sure that I could reach the sky, even though the space stretched to infinity. 

Little fairies with transparent wings flew around the silver trees, spreading fairy dust with giddy giggles. 

There was a hidden world in the Academy, and the tree was the portal. 

Or was it a dream? Should I slap my face to make sure—?

“This is no dream, Marigold,” a voice like a melody sounded in my ear. 

I wheeled around, my flames hissing on my palms, but I didn’t spot anyone other than the harmless little fairies flying around. 

They were harmless, right? 

“Show yourself!” I said. 

“I bear no shape or form, and I don’t need one,” the musical voice said. “Your mind is conditioned by human teachings. To reach your greatness, you’ll have to learn to free your mind.” 

“I have no greatness in me,” I said. “And the last thing I want is to reach greatness. It won’t do me any good.” 

I didn’t want to become the ultimate war machine this Academy was trying to forge me into. Esme’s speech, no matter how noble it’d sounded, was all about making me a killer, a weapon. 

I had fear in me, and my mind was conflicted—I wanted to be at the top of the class, yet I was also afraid to draw any more attention to myself. 

The voice laughed as if I amused it. 

It? Or she or he? 

“Neither,” the voice answered my thought. 

I sniffed. My ability to detect magic and power sharpened, and I honed my senses to focus on the being. 

Primordial power crashed into me. 

“You’re older than the Academy, than this land,” I said, inhaling the finest magic. “Your existence is as ancient as Earth. But you’re no longer as powerful as you used to be, because your magic didn’t originate from this planet. You’re starved because Earth’s magic can’t feed you anymore, since it’s also weakening and fading. You’re trapped here, and you can’t go home. The portal shifted and was sealed a long time ago.” 

“My kin’s child,” the elemental said. “I didn’t draw you in here to pity me. I bring you a warning. Under no circumstances will you reveal your birth secret. Never allow anyone to know who your mother is. The knowledge of your maternal side will place you in grave danger. You’re an impossible breed—or so the gods believe. Yet despite them, you were conceived and survived. And the fates brought you here.”

“What are you talking about?” I demanded. “I’m now more confused than ever. If you truly know who my mother is, why don’t you just spit it out?” 

“The walls have ears,” said the elemental, “even in my realm. If either side finds out who you really are, they’ll hunt you to the ends of the universe, literally, until you’re ash that no one can piece back together.”

I rubbed my arm. “You give me the creeps.” 

“They solidly decreed that such an abomination and threat like you shouldn’t exist and should never be allowed to exist. But the seal has been broken. Your power isn’t cloaked anymore. It’s been leaking in all directions, and soon it’ll be a beacon to draw all the hunters on your tail.”

“Peachy. Do you have any more great news?”

“No great news, child. But bear my warning: no one can protect you. Don’t rely on anyone, child. Don’t trust anyone.”

“People usually tell me to work on my trust issues,” I said. 

“I’m not a person.” 

“Of course. But let’s circle back to my question. Who are my parents? If you’re going to tell me they were murdered, I need the murderers’ names. I don’t take murdering lightly or kindly.”

“I’ve said enough, Princess Celeste,” said the elemental. 

“I’m not Celeste, and I’m not a princess.” 

“I’ve risked a great deal by revealing the truth of your heritage to you.” 

“You only left more puzzles.”

“I can say no more, child,” the elemental said. “My last counsel to you is not to show anyone the Living Flame in you.”

Héctor had mentioned briefly that he’d been looking for the Living Flame in Manhattan, but I didn’t think he and the elemental were talking about the same thing. 

“They haven’t recognized the true nature of your flames, but they will when you tame the two opposite forces within you and merge them.” 

“You asked me not to trust anyone, then why should I trust you?”

The elemental chuckled.   

“I like you, child. If you hadn’t come at the end of my time, I’d have taken you on as my pupil and kept you as my companion.” 

I shivered, chilled by those words. I believed that it had the power to do so. This realm was beyond beautiful, but I would rather not be trapped here. 

I belonged to the wilderness with my demigods. 

I needed to get the fuck out of here before the elemental decided it liked me too much to let me go. 

But instead of moving, I asked in concern, “You’re fading. What can I do for you?”

It had been suffering from magical starvation for millennia.

“Nothing you can do,’” said the elemental, a tinge of weariness in its beautiful voice. “Now off you go, child. And you can’t come back here.” 

A violent wind shoved me toward the entrance in the tree. 

“Wait a second,” I shouted, screaming and kicking, fighting its elemental force. “You never answered my questions about—” 

I landed back by the pond, in front of the enormous, round tree, its silver leaves shivering in the chiming wind.

Were I weak-willed and easily manipulated, I’d have believed that the elemental was a fabrication of my imagination. But I was sure I’d been inside the tree, talking to an elemental, despite how the whole scene felt like I’d been in a trance. 

I inhaled deeply. Old magic was still potent in the air, like aged fine wine from eons ago, when the Earth had been young and vibrant, as had all powers, energies, and magics. 

Leaving, being cut off from the connection I’d felt, physically hurt so much I could barely stand it. And I still needed to clarify a few things. 

“Thank you for the courtesy! At least I didn’t fall on my ass,” I murmured as I stepped toward tree trunk and pressed my palm to it, hoping the elemental would open the door one more time. 

“Hey, listen—” I started. 

“Marigold,” a human voice called. 

I snapped my head in the direction of the voice. Marie jogged toward me from the other end of the trail. 

“Now you’re talking to a tree?” she asked, light amusement sparkling in her brown eyes. 

“Why are you following me?” I asked. “I’m not late for class.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “They didn’t ask you to police me, did they? If so, tell them you quit ’cause this will be an awful job for you.”

She smirked. “Your demigods assigned me as your personal guard.”

“Very funny.”

“There’s nothing funny about it. It won’t be peachy. It won’t be easy, as you said. But when the demigods’ big, adoring eyes aren’t on you, it’ll be my job to keep you out of trouble.” 

“I’m everything but trouble.”

“Keep telling yourself that.” 

I gave her a mocking onceover. Her Dominion uniform of red and blue was spotless and without a wrinkle. 

“Seriously, they think you can be my guard?” 

“Why not? You’re a bit high maintenance, but nothing I can’t manage.” 

I arched an eyebrow. “High maintenance? Are you serious?” 

“I won’t say it’s an honor to guard you,” she said. “To be honest, you’ll likely give me a stomach ulcer. But at least things stay interesting around you.” 

Something clicked. “You called Axel and Zak when I was about to fry the swimming boy, didn’t you?”

“I called Axel when the fight between you and Jack got out of control,” she said. “Demigod Axel wasn’t available, and my message went to his voicemail. That was why he and Zak arrived late to your showdown with the Demigod of Sea.” 

“You knew you were risking Pigston’s wrath by calling Axel,” I said. “What about not sticking your neck out for anyone?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t want you to die. You crack me up sometimes.” 

I sneered. “You told the headmistress that my jokes weren’t funny.” 

“You’re funny, but that doesn’t mean you know how to tell jokes properly.” 

“I don’t think you’re qualified to guard to me,” I said. “First, you don’t give a fuck about my reputation. Second, you don’t give a rat’s foot about my comfort. Remember when you refused to lend me your boots when I badly needed them?” 

“I might not give a fuck about your reputation or comfort, but I do give a rat’s ass about your safety. As for the boots, if I’d given them to you, my feet would have hurt. So, between us, it was better you than me. Now, if your brooding time is over, let’s get you ready for your House Magic class. I’m excited to start this part of the journey with you.” 

I stopped groaning and my eyes brightened when I caught sight of magnificent wings.

Héctor strode toward me, his defined muscles flexing under his full armor. His every line exuded masculine beauty. 

Last time we were in the Jacuzzi, I’d planned to lick the droplets off his toned, smooth chest, but before I could act on my whim, Axel and Zak had crashed our date. 

I wanted to explore my Héctor thoroughly one day.

Marie gasped beside me, also awed at the death demigod’s mere presence. 

I wouldn’t blame her as long as she didn’t act on that impulse and try to steal my man. Who wouldn’t drool over the beautiful, lethal Demigod of Death?

But Héctor only had eyes for me. 

He smiled widely, waiting for me to go to him. Meanwhile, his hungry, possessive gaze roved over me inch by inch.

“Héctor, how did you know I was here?” I asked. 

I sprang toward him and crushed into his hard, warm chest, and he picked me up without missing a beat. I clasped my hands around his neck and wrapped my legs around his waist. 

“I always know your location, lamb,” he said, “because you’re mine. I came to tell you that I can’t train you at the magic class today. I received a tip from my source. I’m searching for a particular weapon in Manhattan. Only after I possess it will I be confident that I can make the world safer for you. Demons are already at the location where we met, ransacking the place, and my team has engaged them.”

A memory rushed back. When I’d teleported to the abandoned street between Manhattan’s Chinatown and Little Italy, the demons who besieged me had mentioned that they’d been looking for the fabled weapon that a prophecy said would tilt the balance of the war. 

“Let me go with you,” I said. “I have a knack for finding things. I used to be a great and formidable hunter.” 

I didn’t want him to be surrounded by danger. In the Great Merge, we all lived on borrowed time. Our numbers could be up any second, and our lives could go out like the last flicker of candlelight.

Even the Demigod of Death could be killed. The priest had said so. 

“I’ll never put you in danger, lamb,” he reprimanded me. “You should know better. The Academy is the safest place for you. And I have a few elite guards here watching over you.” 

I darted my eyes around, and he laughed, indulging me. 

“They’re all excellent at blending into the environment,” he said. “I handpicked them. And Axel and Zak had better be vigilant in your class.” His eyes darkened for a second. “If you lose or even break a hair, they’ll have to answer to me.” 

“I don’t want any more people to watch me.” I squirmed and jerked a thumb at Marie, who stood frozen behind me. “I already have one, and I’ve already planned to ditch her.”

“She works for Zak and Axel,” he said. “I’m using my own people.”

That wasn’t the point. 

“I’ll be the laughing stock of the Academy if anyone knows that guards follow me everywhere,” I said urgently. “I don’t want that!” 

“Nonsense,” he said. “Your safety is everything to me. Last time when I saw you surrounded by those filthy demons, covered in blood...” His fist clenched, and his eyes burned with fury and fear. “I won’t let it happen again.” 

It was utterly infuriating and frustrating to talk to a demigod lots of times. It was worse when they all got overprotective at once. 

“This isn’t cool, Héctor!” I shouted. “All my life I’ve been good at kicking ass. I don’t need—” 

He dipped his head and slanted his mouth over mine. 

All of my thoughts, protests, and hot temper went out the window. 

Pleasure ripped through me in waves, and I never wanted it to stop. 

Mate with him. The thought, full of desire, buzzed in the chambers of my head. Need to fuck him. Right here. Behind the bush. 

Héctor pried me off him, smiling at me with pure male satisfaction, while dark lust swirled like infinite galaxies in his sapphire eyes. 

“I’ll return to you soon, lamb,” he said. “This courting is going well.” 

And then he was gone. 

I stood there dazed, the frosty wind unable to cool my flaming cheeks or the raging longing in my blood. 

“What a world,” Marie said, jerking me back from my dazzling daydreams as she fell into step beside me. The Dominion soldier punched her palm in bitterness. “You’ve been in the Academy for only a few days, and you’ve landed three demigods no one else can have.”
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“Why are your lips swollen, Cookie?” Axel demanded as soon as I walked into the large classroom with Marie trailing closely behind. 

“Uh,” I said, darting my eyes around at the other students as I tried to come up with an excuse. 

“Demigod Héctor did that,” Marie answered for me. 

I sent her a frantic glare—the last thing I wanted was drama—and she pretended not to see my hard stare. But there was a smirk in her eyes. 

“That womanizer,” Axel hissed, anger darkening his amber eyes. “He sure knows how to take advantage of naïve girls!”

He got control of his temper a second later.

I bet that was because of their pact. None of them could get too mad at each other when one of them got close to me, though they didn’t like it. 

But to be fair, Héctor was the opposite of a womanizer. He hadn’t touched a woman for an eon, unless he wanted her dead. And I was barely naïve. Being a virgin didn’t make me that innocent either. 

I’d been daydreaming about all sorts of dirty, wicked things with the demigods, sometimes with one of them and sometimes with all three of them. 

The things I fantasized about would make anyone blush. 

I was glad that, powerful as they were, they couldn’t penetrate my mind, or if they could, at least they had the courtesy not to violate my mental privacy. 

“Héctor came to say goodbye since he had business to attend to in Manhattan,” I said, sending Axel a meaningful look. 

“He should never neglect his duties,” he said testily. “It’s better now that he’s gone. I don’t like it getting too crowded. Especially when he shows off his wings; they take extra space.” 

From the center of the training room, Zak’s gaze alighted on me like a sunbeam, yet silver lightning flashed in his blue eyes. Everyone else claimed he didn’t show much emotion, but whenever I was around, his feelings leaked out. 

“Gather around,” he called, mainly to me since everyone else had already formed up in a horseshoe around him, awed by his presence and hanging on to his every word. “Stop fooling around, Axel,” he snapped when he noticed that Axel had sneaked his arm around my waist. “Show the soldiers a good example!”

Dozens of students, some of them seniors, turned to look in our direction. 

Yelena waved at me, and Nat winked. They both looked relieved that I’d returned to class after missing a couple this morning. I understood their worries. Usually when a student was called to the headmistress’s office, it was for disciplining. Everyone seemed to know I had trouble following the school rules, thanks to that jackass Paxton dragging me across campus to my class yesterday. 

I waved back and smiled at my friends.

Demetra and her clique looked daggers at me, probably wishing their glares would kill me on the spot, since obviously no higher power had listened to their prayers for the headmistress to kick me out. 

Other students looked stunned at my closeness with the Demigod of War. 

If they could see how the Demigod of Death kissed me, their eyeballs would probably pop out and drop to the floor. 

“Axel, the class has started,” I whispered to him, hoping he’d unwind his arm from around me. 

My will was a bit weak at the moment after Héctor had kissed me then taken off like that. I needed physical comfort. The demigods seemed to want constant physical contact with me as much as I did with them. If I was a moth to their flames, so were they to mine.

“So?” Axel arched an eyebrow. “I’m one of the instructors. I don’t need to do the gather-around thing since I don’t train the other students. I’ll train only you, so we’ll stay where we are and you don’t need to fall into formation either.” 

“You haven’t graduated,” I said. “Didn’t the headmistress say that you’ve missed most of your classes? I think she’s pondering demoting you.” 

“I’m a demigod,” he said. “I know everything. I don’t need to go to any classes. I was born with all necessary practical knowledge as well as mighty power. Have no doubts, Cookie.” 

“Humble much?” I asked. “I have more doubts now.” 

“Then you’ll hurt my feelings.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m not sure you even have them.” 

“I have plenty for you, Cookie—only you,” he said softly. “But I have to hold back. I’m afraid the weight of my feelings would crush you before you’re ready. A demigod’s feelings aren’t easy to inspire, but when it happens, they’re very intense.”

My heart fluttered. I’d experienced how intense the demigods could be, and I was drowning in their high energy and secretly loved it. 

But would I be able to take it when all of them unleashed their desire and powers on me? 

“Let’s go to them,” I said in a lower voice. “I don’t want you and Zak to get into a stupid fight before the class even starts.”

“As you wish,” Axel said, letting go of my waist, but he immediately held my hand and led me to the group of students, who fixed their eyes on our entwined fingers. 

The Demigod of War could steal thunder from the Demigod of Sky just like that. 

Under the other students’ heavy gazes of envy and hatred, I tried to lift my chin to show some attitude, but for the first time, I failed to demonstrate it. 

Axel had no qualms about showing his affection for me in public, and I had no qualms about beating the crap out of anyone. But I was a bit reserved when it came to public displays of affection. Mostly it was because I wasn’t entirely sure how my relationship with either Axel or Zak was playing out. 

With Héctor, it was clear. He was my ultimate shield. He was courting me, and I was letting him. If the Academy didn’t work out, I would move in with him and bartend somewhere to pay rent. 

Okay, he probably wouldn’t allow me to pay rent, but I wouldn’t let him compromise my independence and integrity. 

With Zak and Axel, we’d gotten off on the wrong foot at the beginning. It was going to take a while to mend our relationships. On the surface, we appeared fine now, but there was still a knot in me—a reservation about them. 

Even if I was emotionally reserved, it didn’t mean I would swat Axel’s hand away and hurt his feelings in front of everyone. He was probably three years older than me. Age-wise, we thought alike a lot of times, and I had more in common with him than with the other demigods. 

“C’mon, Cookie,” Axel barked, as if he wasn’t loud enough. “Everyone is waiting for you. You don’t want to be the center of attention.” 

He’d already made me the center of unwanted attention. 

From across the room, Paxton’s cold, fuming stare cut into me. He stayed away from everyone as if it was beneath him to mingle with us. But he lurked there, like a big nasty wolf that just wouldn’t go away. 

I didn’t spare him a second glance, yet I could still feel a pull toward him, the same pull I felt to the other three demigods. I hated that it also existed between the asshole and me. 

So, I pushed the pull away, but when it insisted on tugging at me, I mentally bashed it with a brutal fist. I didn’t know if Paxton could feel the blunt force of my attack or not. 

I didn’t care. I wouldn’t look at him again. 

Axel and I strode to the rear of the crowd, and everyone in front of us parted ways like the Red Sea, split from the middle. 

Then, all of a sudden, I was staring at Theodore as he stared back at me. 

“I’ll be your main instructor for the class House Magic,” he said. “Some of you have heard this already, but I’m going to say it again for the benefit of the new students. Later, you’ll be separated into groups according to your house. You’ll practice the specific powers that the gods’ Blood Runes activated in you. 

“The third years will be your team leaders as you practice your house magic. I want this class to go as smoothly as possible.” He gave me a look. “No violence against other students will be tolerated. Whoever picks a fight will be punished. This is the introduction to House Magic. It isn’t Advanced Battle Magic, and we aren’t on the battlefield today.” 

I hoped he remembered that last time it wasn’t me who had started the fight. I’d been a victim of the violence he referenced. I’d been the one who was beaten within an inch of my life. Only in the end, I’d put Jack and Paxton in their places. 

“Understand?” the priest asked, looking at me again. 

I really wanted to flip him the finger. 

Demetra and her clique swept their hostile stares to me to emphasize Theodore’s point while answering loudly with everyone. “Understood!”

Despite their hate, I noticed a veiled fear coated their eyes. They’d seen how I’d taken the fight to a demigod and lived.

You didn’t want to mess with my crazy. 

Theodore graced me with a harsh look, probably because I didn’t open my mouth and shout some ridiculous “Understood” to show that I was one of his sheep, too. My mouth had better uses, like kissing and suckling—

Not here and not now, Marigold, I warned myself. 

Axel didn’t loosen his fingers from mine, despite Zak’s frown and Paxton’s glare. Instead, he brought my hand to his mouth and brushed his lips over my palm, caressing a slow-burning desire inside me. 

I managed to put on a blank mask, despite that my toes curled, and Theodore pretended that he didn’t see us. 

“Our powers are different than those of other magic users, such as witches, mages, druids, fae, and many other kinds,” Theodore continued. “Other magic users draw their magic from this planet. They harvest and manipulate the earth’s energy and elements. Your power doesn’t come from Earth but from the Olympian gods. Your power is in your blood, a heritage the gods graced you with. The ritual of the Blood Runes confirmed your birthright and enhanced your power. Now it’s up to you to become as strong as you can be and make the power your second skin.” 

He clasped his hands. “Team leaders, take your groups with you. I’ll supervise overall. And today, the Demigods of Sky, War, and Sea have honored us with their presence. They’ll observe your progress.”

The students straightened their backs, looking proud, all wanting to impress the demigods. 

Demetra and her clique constantly shot flirty gazes at Zak and Paxton. Mostly they fixated on Paxton, knowing well that he was my enemy. 

All the students, except me, followed the team leader from their own house and spaced out. 

Yelena fell into a line behind a tall third-year student, who played with two columns of water, twisting them in the air as if the streams were solid. I didn’t know whom his performance was for, but a few students from Poseidon’s house looked impressed. 

Nat trailed after a brunette girl whose hands suddenly turned to blades, which was really cool. I hoped I could get a pair of hands like that. 

Demetra went with a pretty blonde who had vines around her neck and arms like hissing snakes. She made me think of the legend of Medusa. 

It seemed everyone had a house to go to, except me. 

“Cookie, stop pouting as if you don’t belong,” Axel said. 

“But I don’t belong, Axel,” I said in a small voice. 

“You belong with me,” he said. “We didn’t come here to train the others. We’re here only for you. You’re our task.”

“I don’t want to be your task.” I extracted my hand and planted both hands on my hips. “Nothing good will ever come out of it.” 

He grinned while veering me away from the others. 

“Your arm is heavy.” I looked at his muscled arm draping over my shoulder. 

“Good, that means that your spunk is back,” he said. “You’ll need it, Cookie.” 

Zak headed directly toward us. “Don’t lead Marigold too far away from the other students. She’ll need to observe and see which house she feels an affinity to.” 

Don’t let me be in the sea god’s house. I silently prayed. I’ll even amend my past sins, though I don’t know what they are, but I’ll figure it out. 

I could feel Paxton’s eyes trailing after me, as if he could hear my prayer. 

Then I relaxed, thinking of the fire I possessed. No way could I belong to his house. He was water and storm, and I was fire. They were opposite forces. They were enemies to each other, just like Paxton and I.

That must be the fundamental reason we couldn’t stand each other. 

None of the Olympian house’s specialty was fire. 

Apollo had sun power. I heard that he could use solar blasts to destroy his foes, but solar blasts and fire, though they both contained intense heat, were different elements. 

The elemental’s warning not to show anyone the Living Flame in you, rang in my head, along with its next words: They haven’t recognized the true nature of your flames, but they will when you tame the two opposite forces within you and merge them.

I swallowed. Somehow the warning echoed true deep within me, even though I had no idea what the elemental was talking about. 

A chill like no other sank into the marrow of my bones. 

“Show me what’ve you got, Rosebud,” Zak said, motioning for me to start. 

“I don’t know what I’ve got, Bolt. Sorry to disappoint you,” I said, but I’d just decided not to show him or anyone the fire again. 

I also decided to give each of them a pet name, too, since they refused to give up calling me ridiculous names. 

Axel roared with laughter, and Zak blinked at his nickname before a trace of lightning crackled in his ocean-blue eyes. 

I shrugged. Others might be terrified of his lightning, but his bolts were harmless to me. They actually rejuvenated me like the best energy shot, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. 

“What about trying that fire you played with, Cookie?” Axel said sweetly. He enjoyed it very much whenever I stood up to the other demigods—particularly if I added sharp words and snarls. “We’ve never seen that kind of fire. We can study it and sort it out, and then we’ll know which house you belong to.”

The Demigod of War had wanted to figure me out since the first time I’d brushed off his compulsion and refused to kneel in front of him like everyone around us. He’d been willing to put me through the trial, which could’ve killed me, to test what I was made of—though he insisted that he’d known I would survive it. 

“I’m working on it, Casanova,” I said. 

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Casanova? I killed him!”

“So now you replaced him. Congratulations,” I said. 

Zak snickered. 

“Fire,” I called while I secretly commanded it to stay put and never rise to the surface unless I was in mortal danger. 

“C’mon out, fire,” I added meekly. 

I waited, and Zak and Axel stared at my fingertips and waited. 

Across the room, Paxton stared at us like a vulture. 

My fire didn’t stir, just as I wanted it to; my power slouched like a sleeping lion at the bottom of my magic well. 

Cold air travelled through the room, and it wasn’t from me. 

“Fire, won’t you get the fuck out to pay the demigods some respect?” I said without heat. 

Zak and Axel pulled their gazes from my fingers to my face. 

I shrugged. “I don’t have any fire anymore. I bet it was like a one- or two-time thing. It blasted out of me because some asshole pissed me off.” 

“Do you need motivation again, Princesa?” Paxton snickered, stalking toward me from the other end of the room. 

The students ceased their practicing and looked at me. 

All of them had something nice going on. Their powers had manifested. Water, dust, lightning, and air currents wheeled through the room. Some objects, like rocks, floated in the air and circled like asteroid belts. That was really cool. 

Yelena got a current of water to dance around her. 

In Goddess Demeter’s house, Demetra commanded plants and vines to wrap around her practice partner’s ankles. The ivy dragged her partner forward. The guy fought to untangle the vines but lost his footing and fell on his ass. 

Demetra giggled in vicious delight. 

Damn, her power was strong. I had a bad feeling that she would use that stunt on me soon. She’d be more than happy to have poison ivy close in around my neck instead of my ankles. 

Just then, Demetra turned to me with a snake-like smile. She called back her ivy vines from her partner and headed toward me. 

Was she going to be Jack’s replacement and offer me motivation, since her master Paxton had just given permission for someone to fuck with me again? 

I nearly shrank back, musing on the humiliation that she could cause me. If I wouldn’t use my fire, then how was I going to fend her off? 

If I ducked behind Axel, it would make me look bad. Plus I might lose respect from the Demigod of War, who was all about charging into and hacking at your enemies without an ounce of fear. 

I didn’t like to admit it, but fear had always been rooted deeply in me, even in my hunter years. I just didn’t allow it to paralyze me. 

Axel snapped his head at the gawking students. “Don’t you have anything better to do than stare at Marigold like idiots?”

The students, including their tutors, immediately resumed their activities. Fire, water, rocks, and metal rose into the air again. 

The tutors started barking their instructions loud and clear to make amends for getting distracted by the drama between the sea demigod and me. 

“Focus! Call your center power gifted by the gods.” 

“The harder you train, the stronger your power grows. Prove that you’re made of steel.”  

“Harness your power. Now. You control your magic; your magic doesn’t control you.” 

The instructions all sounded well-placed. The third years knew their shit. They were experienced at training, unlike the demigods who were good at the battlefield but not at coaching a first-year. 

The demigods’ method was to toss any non-swimmer into the waves and let her figure out how to swim. 

Since I had no house to go to, I was stuck with them. 

But I eavesdropped on the other instructors’ advice and borrowed a few techniques. 

I shut my eyes, calling my power to me—whatever I had that wasn’t fire. But only the fire responded, raging through a dark, barren landscape in my mental realm. When I looked closer, I staggered back. 

Just as the elemental had warned me, my flame didn’t come from the light magic possessed by the Olympian gods. 

I dove into the dark realm, tracking down the source of my own magic, until I stood on the bank of a sea of burning coals. 

This was the realm of Hell, the core of the inferno. 

How did I know that? I couldn’t have travelled to Hell, could I? 

I wasn’t a Hell spawn!

My fire surged across the sea of burning coals, inhaling as if feeding. 

Fuck! It was hellfire.

I had found my magic’s origin and understood its nature. 

It raged at having been forgotten for so long. 

It needed to hunt and feed on life and living energy. 

It wanted to hurt and destroy. 

In the inferno, all I felt was ice clogging my every vein. I tried to escape the mental realm and felt my physical body nearly drop backward on my ass.

I wouldn’t let my hellfire out. I must keep this dirty secret of mine forever. 

I snapped open my eyes, only to find Axel gazing at me with dark hunger. 

He didn’t know who I was. None of them knew, but his longing for me was the last straw.

“Axel,” I whimpered. 

His gaze turned molten as he sensed my need for him. 

I stepped toward him, needing to touch him, needing his warmth and comfort to expel the ice in my veins. 

This time, instead of rushing to grab me, he waited, looking at me as if he would promise the whole world if I asked. He’d probably hand me the world even if I didn’t ask, because for the first time ever, I showed him my vulnerability. 

Magic and chemistry rippled between us like an invisible wave. We gazed at each other as I moved toward him, forgetting where we were. Or maybe we just didn’t care. 

“Demigod Axel, sir,” Demetra called. “I have a question for you.” 

The spell between Axel and me shattered. 

One-eighth had come around while neither of us was paying attention. 

She showed off with her vines twining around her breasts, caressing her. Her sultry gaze roved over Axel. Judging from the way she thrust out her perky breasts, she was challenging him to have his large, powerful hands fondle her instead of the plants. 

I growled. 

Maybe I should just call my hellfire to burn her vines and hair and think of the consequences later. Then she’d learn how it would work out for her if she kept trying to steal my man. 

My man? 

Somehow, I’d included Axel as one of mine. 

I darted a quick glance at Zak. 

He appeared zoned out. A thought hit me. He was probably having a telepathic conversation with Héctor since the Demigod of Death was racing against the demons to find the prophesized weapon. 

“Don’t you see I’m busy here, first-year?” Axel snapped, baring his teeth. “Do not fucking interrupt us again.” 

Demetra’s face turned beet-red, and her eyes widened in shock. She hadn’t expected any man to reject her outright like that. She’d come to the Academy with a purpose—to get her claws into a demigod, marry him, and produce the next generation of Olympian babies. 

I hissed, “Get lost, One-eighth. Now.” 

She glared at me with pure hatred but dared not engage me in front of Axel. I bet she pictured her poison ivy tightening around my neck until I ceased to breathe. 

She turned on her heels. 

The girl never ceased to amaze me with her attempts to ruin everything for me. 

“You’re territorial, Cookie,” Axel said in approval. “You’ll fit right in with us.” 

“You’re welcome to ask me any questions, Demetra,” Paxton’s deep voice boomed from several yards away from us. 

He waved Demetra toward him. 

Demetra flashed me a supercilious smile before scurrying toward the Demigod of Sea as if she’d just grown a pair of fairy wings. 

Well, score one for her. My immortal enemy had just rescued my other enemy. 

The nasty attracted the nasty. 

I shouldn’t care that she was going to land the douche swimming boy. But then why was I enraged, as if someone was taking something that belonged to me? 

I couldn’t help but dart a glance in Paxton’s direction, only to find that his gaze was glued to me, locking with mine. He wanted to see how I would react. He didn’t even bother to look at Demetra as she nearly flung herself at him. 

I despised the sea demigod more than anyone, even more than the demons. I shouldn’t have these fucked-up possessive feelings toward him. He had never been one of mine and never would be. I would make sure of that, no matter how much he insisted that he would have a piece of me, according to the pact he’d made with the other demigods. 

If Pigston wanted a reaction, I would give him one. 

I grinned at him viciously, then I showed him my pinky. He didn’t even deserve the middle finger. That was how low he was in my eyes. 

Axel chuckled, enjoying watching me humiliate his sea cousin. 

Rage flashed through Paxton’s violent eyes. 

I broke my eye contact with him and focused on Axel. 

“That nasty pair will breed super nasty babies,” I said with a shrug. 

“I hope so,” Axel said. “But it won’t happen.” 

Since our magical, sexually charged moment had been broken by the unwanted third party, he remembered he needed to train me and frowned. 

“For a starter, maybe don’t curse when you call your power. You gotta respect your birthright, Cookie, if you want your magic to cooperate and obey your command.” 

Just then, Zak snapped out of his private zone and strode toward us from his quiet corner. Silver lightning flashed within his eyes as his gaze fell on me. 

My heart fluttered. 

“Héctor needs you in the battle zone, Axel,” he said, darting his glance to Axel before fixing it on me again. “Two archdemons brought a troop of seventy demons to undermine Héctor and his Dominions.”

Axel’s face darkened. 

Theodore was suddenly in front of us, too, his face paling. “An archdemon only comes out under Lucifer’s direct orders. It shows that they’re desperate to get their hands on the weapon of the Living Flame before we find it.”

My mind went blank for a second, and my blood rushed to my ears. 

Not this goddamn Living Flame again! 

Axel raised his hand to call for something, and a spear appeared in his grip, its spearhead emitting icy steam. The next second, silver and gray armor formed around him. 

“Take our elite sentinels with you,” Zak said. 

Axel nodded. 

“Shouldn’t we all go to aid Héctor?” I cried, worry for both Axel and Héctor twisting my stomach. 

“If all the demigods show in a battle zone, Lucifer will come,” Theodore said. “We’d like to avoid a direct fight with the devil himself.” 

Axel cupped my face and slanted his mouth over mine. 

The kiss was hot and hard, and it seared my skin, sending tingling sensations all over me. I wanted more, but I didn’t want it to feel like a farewell before battle.  

Axel parted his lips from mine reluctantly, and I gazed at him with feelings I no longer disguised.  

Paxton jogged toward us, leaving Demetra behind. 

“Axel, be careful,” I called. 

Axel sent me a lopsided grin. It was damn sexy, but I was too anxious for its potent effect to work on me at the moment. 

“Already worried about me, Cookie?” he asked tenderly. “I’ll be back before you know it.” 

A flash of wind and light passed through the space where he stood, and he was gone. 

“They’ll keep me updated,” Zak told me. “Now, what did Axel teach you?” 

“He spent more time flirting with her,” Paxton said in distaste. 

Though I still felt lost at Axel’s departure, rage rose in me right away at hearing the sea demigod’s voice. 

“Why don’t you just get the fuck out of my face?” I said. 

“Careful, little girl,” hissed Paxton. 

Every team leader and all their students ceased their practice and turned to us again, since Axel was no longer here to snap at them. All of them, except my friends Yelena and Nat, were eager to see Paxton and I get into another fight. 

“The demons that Héctor and I slew called me ‘little girl,’ just like you did,” I said, pulling my lips back to bare my teeth. “They tried to eliminate me, to finish off the job you failed to do, and they didn’t succeed either. The only difference between you and them is that you still have your fucking head attached to your neck.” 

The training room became deathly quiet. 

Even Zak blinked. 

I was obnoxiously bold, and right now I was mad as hell. I lashed out at the Demigod of Sea because I didn’t know how to handle my fear and worries for Héctor and Axel. The devil had sent out two archdemons to fight them. 

A windstorm wheeled around Paxton, ready to stamp me out. 

“You dare to threaten a demigod?” he asked. “Not even Lucifer has threatened me.” 

Cold menace rolled off him in spades, whipping the air. 

The students dropped to their knees. Theodore bent his knees at an awkward angle. 

I stood my ground, puffed up my chest, and summoned my hellfire. I let it surface just a little, barely noticeable. If shit went down, my hellfire, despite its despicable origin, might be the only thing that could save me. 

Zak stepped in front of me, lightning sparking off him in abundance. 

“Cool off, Paxton, or get out,” he said. “We’ve talked about this.”

“You aren’t on the receiving end of her offenses,” Paxton hissed. 

“I don’t care,” Zak said. “No matter what she says or does, no matter how provocative and aggressive she is, Marigold is off-limits. Either you suck it up or get out of our contract. Touch her in any way without her permission, and you’re dead. I might not be able to take you down alone, but I assure you, the three of us won’t allow you to breathe if you hurt what’s ours.”

“Who said I wanted to hurt her?” Paxton snarled. “Stop making me the villain.” 

“No one’s making you one when you are already one,” I said. “So, why don’t you—”

Zak wheeled toward me. “You can lay off a little, too, Rosebud.”

Paxton snorted. “Those pet names—Rosebud, Lamb, Cookie, etcetera—are utterly ridiculous and inaccurate. She’s everything but those things. Have you seen how she bares her teeth? Give her a predatory, carnivorous pet name, if you must pick one. She definitely bites.” 

“Yeah, like your pet name for me is spectacular, Pigston,” I retorted. “I’m everything but a ...princess.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked. “If you don’t want to be a princess, I can call you she-devil shark, or she-bulldog. Either seems fit.” 

Dark amusement shone in his violet eyes. 

Then I realized I was having a conversation with the asshole in the form of verbal jabs. That was what he wanted. He wanted my attention, even if it was negative. He couldn’t stand that I ignored him. 

Seeing through his tactics, I decided not to give him another inch of satisfaction. 

I wrapped an arm around Zak’s waist and turned him away from Paxton. Zak had made his point about me very clear, so I didn’t think Paxton would attack me from behind. Even so, I didn’t totally relax. I called my fire to rise in case an attack was coming. 

“Shall we learn some magic, Zak?” I asked sweetly, smiling at him. 

I needed to bypass my fire magic and find something else that was equally powerful. I’d proved that I had more than one kind of magic, though nothing other than my hellfire had showed up again since my last faceoff with Paxton. 

Zak looked stunned by my smile, but he recovered the next second. 

“Yes, Rosebud,” he said, hugging me into him. “That’s why I’m here. But you’re the one who’s learning, and I’m the one teaching.” 

I’d bet money that Zak didn’t have any training in the department of sense of humor. Nor was he good at flirting. He probably never bothered. His good looks and incredibly hot body guaranteed that he didn’t need those skills. 

Axel, on the other hand, was the king of flirting. 

Zak swept his gaze over a group of students, who loitered around, gawking at us.

Demetra and her clique stood at the front, looking bitterly disappointed that Zak had put a stop to the escalating aggression between Paxton and me. 

Zak fixed his blue eyes on Demetra, and she parted her scarlet lips, dazed by his attention. Heat rose in her eyes, as if his mere gaze had melted her panties. Zak might act all detached, but he was every bit the son of the King of the Gods. 

His hard body was utter perfection, and his face had inspired artists to create beautiful, masculine statues all around the realm. 

The plant vines started dancing around Demetra again, playing with her thick blonde hair and pulling the top of her uniform open to reveal her cleavage. 

That chick was mean and nasty, but she knew how to seduce. 

“Why are you all here instead of practicing, first years?” Zak asked sternly. “Do you not understand that discipline is fundamental for a soldier?” 

Paxton had learned Demetra’s name, but Zak hadn’t. 

Demetra’s face paled a little, and she shot daggers at me instead. She seemed to want to point out that I wasn’t exactly a model soldier who followed any rules, but when she looked at the lightning in Zak’s stern eyes, she recoiled. 

That was comical. 

Bullies were all fucking cowards in their blood. 

“I apologize, Demigod Zak,” she said, darting her sultry glance at Paxton. 

I doubted she’d given up on Zak. She’d keep trying to find a crack in his steely demeanor. Before the trial, she’d confidently declared to her clique that every man had a weakness and the demigods were hers to pluck. 

“We’re here to support the revered Demigod Paxton,” she said purposefully. 

“Support Paxton?” Zak asked in confusion. 

“I’m not sure what One-eighth meant by revered,” I told Zak with an amused smirk. “But she and her gang are Pigston’s groupies, or probably his secret girlfriends, for all I care. If those mean chicks aren’t careful, they’ll end up the swimming boy’s squeeze toys and snacks, considering his reputation.” 

Zak traced his thumb over my cheek. He really liked my smile, no matter what form it took, no matter if it was dark or light or had teeth and claws. 

“They’re yours, Pig—Paxton?” Zak corrected himself quickly and motioned his chin toward the clique. 

Paxton snarled as he waved Demetra and everyone away dismissively. “Go back to your posts. Idle again and you’ll receive punishment.” 

Power rolled off him, sending all the students flying and crashing into each other or to the ground. As soon as they got up, they scampered away. 

The Demigod of Sea wasn’t just malicious toward me. 

“What do you know about my reputation, Princesa?” he followed up with a snort. 

He wanted to further engage me, but I wouldn’t give him that. I wouldn’t give him the time of day. 

I pulled Zak farther away. I didn’t want the sea demigod in my proximity. 

Theodore, however, fell into step beside us. 

“You haven’t briefed me about fighting the demons, Marigold,” said the priest. “None of the first years who faced off the battle demons lived to tell the tale. It’s clear that you’re a wild card, and I’d like to join the demigods in training you. We need to solve the mystery of you.” 

“I’m not sure it’s safe for me to accept you into my team to ‘solve the mystery of me,’” I said. “Last time you let fire jump on my person. It wasn’t pretty at all. It hurt a lot. The memory still brings me nightmares and night terrors. You also tried to persuade the demigods to strike me down for my insolence before the ritual.” 

“Give it up, Theodore,” Paxton said from a distance away. He had found a chair to settle into and watched us with his muscled arms folded over his broad chest. “She won’t forgive anyone for even a petty offense.” 

That pain in the ass loved to keep harassing me. 

However, Theodore didn’t take his advice to give up on persuading me. He studied me, not as hard as before, though. “The fire of the Blood Runes acted on its own. I didn’t send it after you. I couldn’t even if I wanted to.” 

Both Zak and I looked at him harshly, and he cowered a little and chuckled nervously. 

“I wouldn’t want that ritual fire to burn anyone,” he added. “I’m still puzzled why it happened that way. I’ve been doing research, digging into ancient texts. I have no answer, and it bugs me.”

“Observe from the sidelines, Theodore,” Zak said. “If I need your input, I’ll let you know.” He then turned to me with a mini-lecture. “We must put aside our personal likes and dislikes to focus on training, Rosebud.” 

I shrugged. But he had a point. I needed to train hard and become powerful. That was the only way to survive in the Academy.  

“Show me what you’ve got,” Zak said. 

I closed my eyes, avoiding another trip to Hell’s landscape, but I didn’t see any other powers lurking inside me, waiting for me to pluck them. 

I opened my eyes and stared at Zak. “I’m trying, but I don’t feel anything.” 

“Try harder,” Zak commanded. “And talk less.” 

He was pulling rank. 

I sighed and shut my eyes again. 

“Concentrate,” I murmured. “Go deep. Yes, deep. I think I’m deep enough since I’ve just hit the bottom. Pull now and harness your powers graced by the Olympian gods. Wait! There isn’t a wrinkle in time or a ripple in the well. Okay, let’s keep looking. There’s nothing here, but I’m not giving up. Knock, knock. Who’s there? It’s Marigold, the Silent Blade. I’m calling the house of the god that gifted me with this incredible, awesome power, though I don’t know which house exactly and what power. Knock again, but no one is home. This is interesting. I don’t think any of the gods have bestowed on me a power.” 

I opened an eye and looked at a livid priest glaring at me, so I opened both eyes, in case he wanted to do something stupid to me. 

I hadn’t been lying. I hadn’t felt any stir of power. All I’d felt when I made a detour to steer clear of my fire magic was this empty echo in the endless, bleak landscape and faint mockery in the echo, calling me a coward. 

For the first time, I was afraid of facing who I truly was. 

I pushed down an unsatisfied feeling and spread my arms. 

“I have nothing to show you, Bolt,” I said. 

“That’s not the right attitude for a Dominion soldier,” Theodore snapped, despite that Zak had just told him to only open his mouth when his opinion was required. 

Zak glared at the priest. 

When the demigod returned his attention to me, his blue eyes softened. “You have power, Rosebud. You survived the trial. You brought out a kind of fire no one has seen before. You put up a shield that even I couldn’t easily take down.” 

“You healed yourself and teleported, two feats beyond belief,” Theodore added hopefully. “And you did it before anyone taught you magic.” 

Zak nodded, and Theodore puffed his chest out. 

“You just need to have the right attitude and try harder, as the Demigod of Sky said,” Theodore emphasized. 

I twirled my index finger in a circle. “Let’s rewind a little there. You said that my power helped me before anyone had even taught me magic. Maybe my magic can’t be taught. It acts and reacts. And the last time it reacted was to defend me because I was in mortal danger.”

I started to string pieces together. 

My magic had been veiled for twenty years for a reason. It wasn’t supposed to be discovered until the threat was too great for my natural abilities to handle it. 

The instructors only knew their set ways since there had never been a case like mine before. They followed the same script and formula that worked for everyone else but not for me. I was the unknown, the abnormality. 

I had to figure out another way to communicate with my magic. 

Also, I had a feeling that my magic didn’t want anyone to take a peek at it. 

“I can’t practice my magic the way everyone else does,” I said. “You know I don’t belong to any house and my magic isn’t like theirs. So, no pressure. Why don’t we call it quits and let me figure it out myself—”

A tidal wave of icy wind slammed into me, like knives cutting into my face. 

My eyes snapped to Paxton. “Fucker! You—” 

I threw up my hands instinctively to fend off his attack, but I was too late. All of a sudden, I was in the center of a churning storm. It felt like the Demigod of Sea had dropped the entire ocean on me. 

In a nanosecond, all around me, the waves of water turned to hard ice. 

Layers of ice kept forming around me rapidly, leaving me trapped alone inside. 

“What the fuck are you doing, Paxton?” Zak roared outside the wall of icicles. 

Lightning flashed and thunder rocked the room, but the ice kept thickening until the barricade became impenetrable. 

“This is not the way to train Marigold,” Theodore called in alarm. “She needs gentler care. We saw how it ended when she was pushed into a corner last time.” 

I heard a few giggles from Demetra and her clique, then gasps from other students, then Yelena’s and Nat’s cries of outrage. 

“Let her out!” Yelena shouted. “You can’t treat her that way.” 

“Let Marigold out,” Nat joined her shouting. 

They pounded on the ice wall to try to crack it. Metal hit the ice. I bet Nat had turned his hands into blades, since he was from the House of Metal and Blacksmiths. 

My friends were risking their lives by angering Paxton. 

Then, all the sounds faded except for Zak’s threatening. Not even a soundproof barrier could stop the voice of the Demigod of Sky. 

“Remove the ice box, Paxton,” Zak raged. “I’ll have your head if she’s hurt!” 

Lightning struck the exterior of the ice walls, seemingly bouncing off. 

To my terror, unbreakable ice sealed the top as well. 

All the voices and noises faded away until it was just me inside a tomb of ice. 
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The motherfucker put me in an ice cage.  

Rage burst in my veins, and I pounded my fists into the wall. With each piece of ice I managed to chip off, more of my blood dripped to the floor. That didn’t stop me from punching into the ice block again and again and again. 

The room tilted. The ice tomb trembled from lightning strikes, yet Zak wouldn’t reach me in time. 

The air inside the tomb became thinner every second. 

Magic emanated from the ice. Paxton must have warded the tomb, so Zak couldn’t teleport in and get me out. He was now battling Paxton. 

Something heavy fell onto the top of the ice tomb. I’d bet the ceiling was crumbling, a casualty to the brawling demigods. 

Yet my coffin remained intact with me buried alive inside. 

The Demigod of Sea had truly made me an example. Before long, I would become a living mummy. 

My useless magic hadn’t aided me. It hadn’t stopped him. 

Rage pounded in my blood, and something snapped in me, just like the last time when I’d crawled beneath Jack, beaten within an inch of my life. 

Only this time, I was different. 

I was stronger. And I had more to live for. 

Héctor had come into my life. 

And I wanted to kiss Axel again. 

I also had a score to settle. 

Those assholes wanted to see what I had. I would let them see, but they weren’t going to like it. 

I didn’t need hellfire to beat them. 

I searched within me. I raged inside. I laid myself bare to face my true self, to see what I was made of. 

Purge the fear. 

If I was a freak, so be it. 

And if I wasn’t strong enough, the demigods were going to change me, forge me, and twist me into the shape they wanted. The sadistic sea demigod had started it. 

I delved deep within me, searching, calling for the Marigold who had true magic, who had been shoved aside, who had been caged in the void. 

No more chains. No more cage, I promised her. 

And she rose, wearing two faces—the face of an angel and the face of monster. 

She stood on the land of firestorms, death, light, and darkness—the harbinger of a galaxy of chaos. 

A message went through me, flowing within my bloodstream: He blinded and burned Cronos. He should have been the breathtakingly beautiful king, the light of the cosmos. But it was not power he pursued but legacy, carried by his heir.

I didn’t understand the meaning, but cold clarity ran through my mind with those words. 

Flame lit my lavender hair. Only this time, it wasn’t the hellfire. 

It consisted of twelve colors: crimson, black, white, yellow, blue, green, purple, orange, indigo....

“Sunder!” I commanded and thrust my hands toward the ice blocks. 

The flame of twelve surged against the ice walls, eating through the enemy’s ward. 

Then it shot up and tore through the ice ceiling. 

I ascended along the column of flame and landed in a crouch atop the ice tomb. Rainbow fire twirled in my hair, and the twelve runes of all the gods’ houses radiated on my skin. 

I spread my arms, where flames entwined like living veins, and I searched for my enemy. 

Part of the room had been destroyed by the duel between the two demigods, by their ice spears and lightning. 

Zak and Paxton stopped tearing into each other and turned to me in unison. 

The Demigod of Sky took a step toward me, alarm in his silver-blue eyes that still flashed furious lightning. 

“Marigold? Rosebud?” he called. 

“Oh my gods!” Theodore stared at me. “She has a flame of all twelve colors. I thought it was a myth.”

“I told you this would work,” Paxton said. “That this would get her to function.” 

The students peeked from outside the broken door with Yelena and Nat at the front. Paxton flicked a wrist and sealed the door with his ice, preventing everyone from looking inside. 

My fiery eyes fixed on Paxton. “Yes, it worked perfectly. And now I want you to show me how to swim in my flame.” 

I threw my hands up, pushing the waves of flame toward him. 

This time I doubted that his fucking ice and magic could shield him. My blaze had broken through his ward and the ice tomb he’d made for me. So now he would live inside a tomb of flames after I made him swim a few laps in the scorching current of my fire. 

A streak of lightning struck him first, driving him out of the path of my rampaging fire and sending him crashing through the broken window. My flame instantly changed direction and surged after my enemy. 

It engulfed him and ignited his armor. 

But then he teleported. 

My flame raged at the absence of my enemy and melted every shred of glass and concrete in its warpath. 

My incensed gaze trained on the Demigod of Sky, who had saved his demigod cousin. And now he would suffer my wrath. 

“How dare you take away my prey, Zak?” I drawled. “Do you want to take his place?” 

Zak leapt up, as lithe as a panther, and landed on the ice roof by my side. 

“I might not know your power source, Rosebud,” he said. “But your power won’t burn me.” 

“You want a test drive, Bolt?” I sneered. 

“Just like my lightning nourishes you instead of harming you,” he said, reaching for me. “My power recognizes you as my mate.”

“You need to stay away, fool,” I hissed. 

I didn’t really want to burn him, even though I was still pissed at his interference. 

He pulled me into his arms before I could withdraw my flame, before I could shove him away. 

My fire blanketed us, licking him in glee as if he was delicious. It didn’t scorch him, just as he’d claimed. 

“This fool is yours,” he said. “I once tried to resist you. I won’t be that fool anymore.” 

He slanted his mouth onto mine, his kiss raw and demanding. He wouldn’t take no for an answer, and my flame approved, encircling us like rainbows. His scent of sky, sandalwood, and pure male rose in the flame like the finest spice. 

His kiss turned possessive and bruising. Hunger also arose in me. 

At his urging, I opened my mouth for him, and his tongue invaded, catching mine. 

A tingling sensation and pleasure sizzled over my skin, and I clenched him. 

I stretched against his hard torso in eager offering, and a beastly groan tore from the back of his throat. 

The sky demigod would no longer be an aloof, apathetic being. His kiss told me so as it scorched me.  

Another kind of flame, hot and liquid, leapt between my thighs, licking and twirling and licking again, just like I wanted Zak’s tongue to play there. 

The temperature grew uncomfortably hot.  

I called off my flame. There was no enemy at present, just a prospective lover whose lips were burning enough. 

My fire didn’t withdraw. It refused to depart.  

It wouldn’t return to the well of powers deep within me, where it belonged. 

It burned brightly and furiously, draining me.  

Terror struck me. 

I grasped Zak’s face with my palms and pulled away from him. 

“Rosebud?” he asked. 

“Zak, something is wrong,” I said. “I can’t stub out my flame.” 

Panic flitted by his blue eyes, and the lust in them vanished in an instant. 

“Close your eyes, Rosebud. Focus and pull the flame back to your center.”

I followed his instruction, but the flame leapt higher, lighting up my hair like a lavender Christmas tree. 

“Paxton!” Zak shouted. “I need you to put out her fire!” 

Paxton materialized right away. He wore a new outfit since my fire had ripped apart his leather armor. Burn marks on his jaw, neck, and arms showed that he hadn’t fully regenerated.  

The Demigod of Sea conjured up icy streams and poured them down on me to douse my fire. 

I glared at him, but I couldn’t do anything other than tremble in weakness in Zak’s arms. 

Paxton didn’t seem concerned that I might try to fry him again. 

“She used too much power breaking out of the icebox,” he said. “She hasn’t learned how to control her magic.” 

“You forced her to draw that power before she was ready,” Zak roared. “I’ll fucking strangle you to death after this!” 

Paxton’s current of ice couldn’t do a damn thing to my fire. 

I turned incorporeal before solidifying again. I turned to a shadow in my flame, then back. 

“No, no, no!” Zak shouted in panic. “Rosebud, you can’t fade off.” 

“My cells are breaking down,” I said, tears flowing down my face, but my fire licked them off at once. 

Never thought I’d die this way—consumed by my own flame. 

The words of the ancient elemental in the tree echoed in the back chambers of my head. Such an abomination... You’re an impossible breed.

I was never supposed to exist, but somehow I’d been conceived and born into the world. 

And now nature was going to correct its mistake and unmake me. 

“No, Marigold! You must hang in there,” Zak cried out, slapping at my fire in an attempt to draw it to him. 

The fire ignored him and kept feeding from me. 

“I’ve just found you. You can’t leave me,” Zak called as I faded in and out of his arms. He turned his head to Theodore and shouted with all the menace in the world. “You’re supposed to be an expert on Olympian powers. Come up with a solution, or you die.” 

I collapsed against his chest when I regained my solid form for a moment. 

“I want you, Zak,” I sniveled. 

My magical flame sapped me, but the other flame between my thighs also consumed me, raising a carnal need in me, even though I was being unmade. 

In my last moments, my need to mate with this demigod only increased. 

“The problem is that her power might not come from the Olympian gods,” Theodore said in awe. “It doesn’t seem possible, but she might be beyond the Olympians.” 

It no longer mattered what I was. I wouldn’t make it. I was being broken apart, cell by cell. 

My ghostly form slipped through Zak’s embrace. 

Out of his wits, Zak infused his lightning into me. I turned solid at the energy feed. 

It wouldn’t last, though. My fire drew more energy from me than he could supply. But while I lasted, I needed to get my last words out. 

“Tell Héctor, Axel, Yelena, Nat, and my old pack Jasper and Circe in the Other Academy that I said goodbye. Tell them I went out fast and I didn’t suffer. Tell them to live long and prosper.” I tried to make a gesture like Spock did from Star Trek, but my fingers turned transparent at the moment I raised my hand. 

“I won’t let you die, Rosebud,” Zak said furiously as he kept pouring his lightning energy into me. 

And then another energy source joined him— storm, dark and delicious. It came from the Demigod of Sea. 

I didn’t want his fucking power. I would rather die—

But my body took them both in greedily, and my back arched at the satisfied sensation of the feeding. 

“You’re only prolonging the inevitable, Zak,” I whispered. “I’ll drain you, too. Now let me go. There’s no need to go down with a sinking ship.”

“I’ll never let you go,” he said and kissed me. 

Lightning rolled down my throat from his tongue. 

Paxton sent another wave of his life force into me. 

“I heard a theory. The only way to truly sate a primary, powerful goddess is through mating,” Theodore murmured. “She feeds while she mates, and the hunger stops...” 

“Take her to our apartment, Zak,” Paxton said urgently. “She needs to feed in another fashion if we want to keep her alive.” 

Zak grabbed me to him and teleported. 
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We sank into a rooftop pool. It made sense that Zak had sifted us from the top of the icebox into water since my flame would burn anything else, except for Zak and myself and our clothes. 

Water soaked my uniform, yet my flame still burned. 

“I’ll take care of you, my Rosebud,” Zak said, undressing me.

Fire licked between my thighs, making my tender flesh ache with savage need. I grabbed his shirt, tearing it. 

“Let me, Rosebud,” he said. “Preserve your energy.” 

The Demigod of Sky efficiently undressed both of us. In no time, we were naked. He poised firmly in the water with my legs wrapped around his waist. Half of my ass was under the water and half above it. 

Water lapped around us. 

His erection pressed against my belly.

His eyes flashed with concern and primal male lust. 

I didn’t know him as well as I knew Axel and Héctor, yet my heart lurched and ached at his harsh, masculine beauty. Hunger and lust for him coursed through my racing bloodstream. 

Then a sliver of guilt flitted through my mind at the thought of Axel and Héctor. I needed them, but they weren’t here. They weren’t available for me. Only my savage need rampaged within me, as if my survival depended on what Zak could provide for me. 

I’d been reduced to a creature purely driven by animalistic lust and dark hunger. 

“I planned to court you first, Rosebud,” Zak said. “But this is an extreme circumstance. I need to feed you, and the best way to feed you—”

“Just fuck her already, Zak!” Paxton shouted from the edge of the pool. “She isn’t going to last forever. By the time you finish your noble speech, she might have faded. If you aren’t man enough to do it, let me take care of her. I’ll feed her.”

My awareness swirled back to the present. 

“Why is he here?” I hissed. “Get rid of him.”

If I wasn’t climbing Zak and unwilling to leave him, I’d do it myself. But I might be too weak to assail the sea demigod. 

“Stay the fuck away, Paxton. I warn you,” Zak roared. 

When he turned to me, the sky demigod’s rage shifted to a storm of lust. 

“I need to taste you before I have you,” he said. “This mating fever has me in its grip, too. If I lose control completely, I’ll end up hurting you.”

He dipped his head, his mouth finding my tit. He suckled it fiercely before he allowed his lips to move down toward the valley between my thighs. 

He placed me flat atop the water, his large hand supporting my back to keep me afloat. Then he went down on one knee, his face buried between my thighs. 

He started licking me, up and down. His wicked tongue flicked at my clit before his teeth nipped at my sensitive nub. 

I rolled my eyes back and cried out in pleasure. I could never get enough of this. 

His mouth moved down and devoured my sex. He kissed it hard, and my legs jerked on his shoulders. Without warning, he thrust his tongue into my liquid heat. 

I felt like I was going to explode, yet I wasn’t there yet. 

The buildup was killing me and unmaking me. 

I moaned deeply. “I need you, Zak.”

He raised his head, silver lightning flashing in his galaxy-blue eyes and twirling along my thighs. 

“What do you need, my Rosebud?” His voice was laced with lust. 

“I need your big cock to fill me inside, fill my every inch,” I said, then let out a series of unintelligible pleas and demands. 

He kissed my pussy again. He couldn’t get enough of me either. 

“You taste like sweet rose, my Rosebud,” he said in satisfaction. 

Then he lifted me from the water, let my legs wrap around his thighs, and crashed his mouth into me. While I tasted myself, he nudged his cock at my entrance. 

His hard cock glided inside my narrow passage. His thick, blunt head kept pushing in toward my depths. It felt damn good. 

His shaft was massive, but I’d been wet a long while ago. 

There was no resistance to his entry. My body eagerly, desperately took him in deeper and deeper. 

He removed his lips from mine and concentrated on thrusting into me, pulling out a little and thrusting back in. His pace was steady, smooth, and vigorous.   

All the demigods were rumored to be excellent lovers, except for Héctor, who couldn’t have anyone save me. But I’d learned how superior he was in the bedroom through our shared dream. 

I had no doubt that in reality my Héctor would be even more fabulous than in a fantasy. 

“I’ll make it up to you, Rosebud,” Zak said. Lust distorted his face, yet he still managed to be articulate. “I was supposed to offer you a sensual lead up first, but—” 

“Give her multiple orgasms already and let her feed,” Paxton called from the far end. “Instead of sweet-talking her to death.” 

“Why is that pervert watching us?” I demanded, half-opening my hooded eyes, which brimmed with intense desire. “Why do we need an audience?” 

“He’s guarding us. We’re vulnerable at the moment,” Zak said, thrusting into me rapidly. “Ignore him.” 

I wanted to protest more and curse Paxton, but waves of pleasure from Zak’s powerful thrusts hit my every nerve ending. I arched my back, my breasts pressing against his chest. 

Zak drove into me faster and harder, filling me and stretching me. His lightning weaved and flashed over my body like an amazing light show before it sank into me, giving me a power boost. 

Lust and pleasure muddled my mind, leaving me with no thoughts for anything else. 

“You’re so beautiful, Rosebud,” he whispered, fucking me with blinding speed. “It hurts me to look at you. You’re forever mine.” 

He switched to rapid, short thrusts, and I moaned louder, soaking in pleasure. 

“Yes, Zak, my Bolt, fuck me just like that!” 

He wasn’t my Héctor or Axel, but it still felt right to be with him. 

Maybe the demigods had told the truth, and I belonged to all of them. So who had me first shouldn’t matter, should it? Would they fight over who took my virginity? 

Technically, Héctor was my first. Even though we mated in a dream, it had felt more real than reality. 

Zak pounded into me with abandon. He couldn’t rein himself in anymore. 

His large, hard cock thrust in and out and in, dominating and possessive. From the way he looked at me, it seemed he’d never stop fucking me. 

My blood heated and raced. 

My pussy squeezed him hard, milking him, and a low groan rumbled from his chest. 

His lightning infused with my flame of twelve colors, and a new wave of energy poured into me, nourishing my every parched, damaged cell. 

I hadn’t known that the magical me had been starved for so long. How had I even survived? 

Zak thrust into me deeper, feeding and giving me pleasure at the same time. 

A new Marigold rose from the ashes, powerful, ravenous, and vicious. 

My senses heightened. 

I felt every inch of Zak’s large, hard cock stretching me to the limit. He rammed into my depths repetitively, claiming me.  

“Don’t stop,” I moaned. 

“My cock has never been so hard,” he gasped. “I haven’t fucked a woman for a long time. From now on, I’ll fuck you every night. I’ll fuck you every moment I can have you. You and no one else.” 

“I’m fine with that,” I purred. 

My liquid heat spilled around his cock, my sex milking it hard as I started feeding on him. 

He felt it, his eyes wild in dark fascination, yet he didn’t stop thrusting into me. He pumped deep into me, reaching my very depths and offering me everything he had. 

He offered himself. 

I didn’t take everything from him, but I took a lot. 

My strength grew, and I yanked back my flame of rainbows. It resisted, but it couldn’t match my will anymore. 

I sent it back to the depths of my well, roaming in a sea of embers. I’d have to learn how to tame it quickly. 

If I couldn’t get a grip on my power, I’d drown in it—or worse. 

With my destructive fire leashed, lust blazed in me. 

Zak let out a string of pleased curses, feeling every blunt hit of my burning desire. In response, he pounded into me with renewed vigor, his speed blurring with each vehement movement. 

I learned in to kiss him hard before I pulled away and declared, “It’s my turn to ride you, Bolt.” 

“Ride me however you want, my savage little mate,” he said in satisfaction.  

My hands grabbed his shoulders and my feet planted on his waist to anchor myself, then I started fucking him. 

I propelled my hips toward him, riding along his impressive, hard length, pulled back a little, and slammed into him again, not caring that he rolled his eyes back in intense pleasure. 

I was in control. I rocked back and forth, swayed a little, and swirled my ass, letting his hard cock hit my G-spot. I played him like a musical instrument, like I’d known in my blood how to play this sensual game. 

I took him in deeper. 

I rammed into him repetitively without mercy. 

I was definitely not a damsel in distress at this moment. 

An animalistic sound rumbled from his chest that sounded like a mating call, and Zak’s lightning streaked all over my body. It would hurt anyone but me. It sizzled across my skin, giving me intense pleasure, and fed me with the nutritious part of this world and part of the other world. 

“Do you like me fucking you like this, Demigod of Sky?” I purred sultrily, like a temptress.  

I was the new Marigold. 

“Yes, my Rosebud,” he hissed. “I’m yours to fuck. This is the best fuck I’ve ever had.” 

I shifted my position and dug my knees against his waist as I rode him hard. 

A mortal man wouldn’t be able to handle this new me, but Zak was a demigod. 

He let out a string of ancient Olympian curses, obviously having the time of the century. 

The corner of my eye caught a flurry of movements.

Paxton inched closer, watching us. His dark, thick lust permeated the air. 

If he came any nearer, I’d take him down. 

But while I was having my way with Zak, I didn’t mind the sea demigod watching from the sidelines. He was the villain, he was an asshole, he was my enemy, but he was also hot as fuck. 

Zak’s control slipped. He needed to dominate. It was in his blood, in every demigod’s blood. 

I didn’t fight him. I was dominant enough, and I liked my partner the same way. 

He waded through the water and carried me to the edge of the pool, our flesh still joined. There, he laid me on the marble, bent my legs, and bared my sex for his view. Without missing a beat, he pounded into me, possessively and mercilessly.

“Now you’re getting fucked, woman,” he said, lust twisting his beautiful face and making him so erotic and beastly. 

I moaned deeply. 

He started feeding me again, his demigod essence pouring into me, and I inhaled. The Demigod of Sky had endless vigor. If he were a mortal, I’d have drained him. 

“Zak,” I whispered his name in gratitude. “You give too much.”

“Take all you need, mate,” he commanded. 

His cock drilled into me, filling every inch, pounding pleasure from the heavens into me. I watched my sex glove his cock tightly.  

“You’re so hot and tight. You keep sucking me in as if you’ll never let me go,” he said in approval. 

“You’ll go until I say you can go, how’s that?” I breathed out between my sultry moans and locked my legs behind the small of his back.  

“So dominating,” he chuckled.  

He drove into my molten core, his pace brutal. The erotic sound of flesh slapping flesh stoked waves of heat in me as his relentless thrusts pushed me to the edge. 

“You’re mine, Rosebud,” he said with raw emotion, “to eternity.” 

“Eternity is too long, Bolt,” I said, and I exploded. 

He roared at the same time, riding through my release, and found his. 

His hot seed, filled with the pure power of thunder and lightning, nourished me like no other food. I was no longer in danger of being unmade. 

Zak heaved me up from the pool’s edge and pressed me tightly against him as he kissed me, his cock still hard inside me. 

Radiant runes shifted and swirled on my skin like a star chart. 

“Do you want more, my Rosebud?” Zak asked gently against my lips. 

“Yes?” I responded dreamily, then lolled my head on his broad, solid shoulder. That was a good place to rest, and I was a bit sleepy after being fed. 

A violent, electric wind tore across the rooftop, sending trees and plants flying into the air. The water in the pool churned. 

Héctor and Axel materialized, one on either side of me, rage burning in their eyes. 
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I yelped, suddenly more awake than a shark smelling fresh blood in the water. 

I snapped my head to Axel, then to Héctor, my eyes widening, my lips apart. 

“When, when did you get back?” I shrieked. “What happened to Manhattan and the demons?”

Then I realized that Zak was still rock hard inside me. 

Shit!

Zak slowly pulled out of me, but still held me tightly against his chest. 

My face burned furiously, and I bet my ears were all pink, too. But at least we weren’t as locked together as before. 

And I was safe with my flame tucked in the bottom of my magical well. 

“I briefed you before I took Rosebud here,” said the Demigod of Sky. “I’m sorry you’re late. It had to happen like this.” 

He didn’t sound sorry at all. 

Without a word, Héctor tore me from Zak and pressed me against him, as if harm would come to me from the Demigod of Sky.

He strode along the bank with me naked in his arms. 

“Brief this!” Axel barked, ramming his fist into Zak’s face. 

I winced and twisted in Héctor’s embrace. “Stop fighting, please. It’s not his fault. I needed him. You weren’t around. I needed to...feed, and he fed me.” 

It seemed Zak was no longer interested in explaining. He punched Axel back. 

A sheet of water surged into the sky. The structure of the pool cracked at the impact of the two demigods’ crashing forces. 

“Quit it, you idiots!” Paxton shouted from a bench. 

For the first time, he proved to be relatively useful. Or he would’ve been if he hadn’t called his cousins idiots, which further fueled their wrath. Then the Demigod of the Sea sent waves of current to separate Zak and Axel. 

“She was fading away,” Paxton yelled. “Zak fed her to bring her back. We found out that mating to one of us is the best way to give her energy.”

Axel, however, not caring for the sea demigod’s reason, flew toward Paxton and kicked him in the chest. 

“Fucker, you caused all this again!” he shouted in a rage. “You locked her inside an ice tomb, so she panicked and her power went haywire. She wasn’t prepared for such a power outburst. She could’ve died from your careless, stupid act.”

Héctor took off his long coat, wrapped it around me, and carried me away from the scene of destruction. 

The rest of the demigods were still on the warpath. 

“Héctor, stop their fight please,” I said. “I didn’t plan for this to happen, but it happened. I’m sorry.” 

“You have nothing to be sorry for, lamb,” he said. “But I’ll have words with those two fuckers and beat the shit out of them with Axel later.” 

Once again I learned the harsh reality that the demigods couldn’t be reasoned with. If I was going to have a relationship with them, I had to accept that drilling some sense into their bullheads would be the biggest challenge of my life. 

But wasn’t I the same way? 

I’d lost myself to the mating and feeding frenzy. 

“Héctor, are you going to hate me?” I asked in a whisper. 

“No, lamb,” he said. “You need to rest in my bed after what you went through. We’ll sort things out tomorrow.” 

As he said it, sleepiness rolled over me. I yawned, pressing my cheek against his jaw. 

“After you sort things out, are you going to dump me?” I asked before I shut my eyes, anxiety flooding my stomach like waves of acid. 

“Never,” he said. “You’re mate to us all. I’ve accepted it, but I was hoping to be your fist. I blame myself for not being here to take care of you when you needed me.” 

“You were my first,” I said softly. “What happened in that dream was every bit as real as this.” I kissed him.  

“We didn’t finish,” he said regretfully when I pulled away, then gritted his teeth. “And that was Paxton’s doing as well. The fucker will pay!” 

I’d told him that Paxton had invaded my dorm and yanked me out of the dream, while in fact my new best friend Yelena had awoken me for class.  

“Héctor, I’m still sorry,” I breathed. 

I had such a strong bond with him. The last thing I wanted was to hurt him. Yet somehow I had still hurt him. 

“Axel and I accessed Zak’s mind,” Héctor said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you. I needed to make sure our soldiers retreated to safety. I couldn’t let them be slaughtered. And I know Zak was taking care of you. We left the hot zone to the demons for now, but I’ll go back in and take the territory back after I’m certain you’re safe and well.” 

Tears pricked against my eyelids. Instead of blaming me for giving myself to another man, he blamed himself for not being available. 

He needed to find the ultimate weapon so he could keep their half of Earth safe. It was his responsibility. Yet, in the end, he and Axel had given up the battlefield and rushed to my aide. 

Héctor loved me unconditionally.

While I wallowed in guilt and gratitude, another thought occurred to me. Axel and Héctor had known all about Zak being intimate with me. How much could they pry into our mating? Had they been present in Zak’s head, just as Paxton had been watching from the sidelines while guarding us? 

I swallowed. 

While I felt embarrassed, the new Marigold felt thrilled and hot at being watched. 

“If you and Axel understood why I had to mate and feed, then why did Axel still fight Zak? I thought they were allies. They got along.”

“We’re demigods,” Héctor said. “Rules and reasons don’t apply to us. We each follow our own code. And no alliance lasts forever.” 

He’d broken his alliance with the Demigod of Sea for me. 

I clung to him. Now that he’d said he wouldn’t dump me, panic seeped away from me. 

“Worry no more, lamb.” He kissed the crown of my head. 

“I need to comb my hair, Héctor,” I said. “I want to look good for you. Or you can thread your fingers into my hair and brush it, if you want.”

“You’re forever beautiful to me,” he said. 

But he followed my instruction and got his fingers into my hair. I moaned at the tingling, electrifying sensation. 

The Demigod of Death gazed down at me with lust. 

My heart fluttered and my blood heated. I wanted him more than I wanted anyone. 

I wanted to pick up where we had left off in that dream. I wanted his cock inside me.

“It’s nicer to be called beautiful than a crazy bitch or cunt, you know,” I said. 

“Who dared call my gentle lamb those bad names?” he snarled. 

Well, I was gentle toward him, but I wasn’t exactly meek and sweet to a lot of people, particularly not to assholes and jerks. And I forever had issues with anyone in authority. That was just how I rolled. 

Héctor, on the other hand, had shown me respect and consideration right from the beginning. He’d never pulled his demigod rank and shit. 

Next thing I knew, I was inside a large cottage in the woods. 

“Where are we?” I asked. 

With my newly heightened senses, I felt the pulses of a few living beings around the cabin, but I didn’t feel that they were threats. 

“We’re in my house just off campus,” he said. “I’m the only one who lives here. The other demigods reside in the poolside apartment we just came from.”

Héctor liked his solitude. 

“I sense people around your house,” I said. 

“They’re my people,” he said. “You’re growing into your power, lamb, so your senses are probably as sharp as a demigod’s.” 

He brought me to his master bedroom, laid me on bed, and pulled the blanket over me. 

“Rest, lamb.” 

He didn’t need to compel me. I could no longer fight to open my eyelids. 

I knew I’d always be safe with Héctor, so I closed my eyes and slept. 

Héctor kissed my lips. 

Even after he left the room, his sweet, masculine scent stayed with me, curling around me. 
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Fire crackled in the next room, probably from the fireplace in the chic living room.  

The demigods had something in common: their living spaces were enormous. Lots of space was wasted. I should talk to them about opening some rooms to refugees. There were plenty of misfortunate people in the world, a byproduct of the war between the demons and the demigods. 

“I know you two are tight with her.” Zak’s voice drifted to the bedroom, where I was wrapped in a blanket on the satin sheets. “She’d have chosen either of you first, given different circumstances. But we’re still a united front, and she belongs to us all.” 

“You two can’t stay mad at Zak,” Paxton chimed in. “Neither can she be mad at me forever.” 

Why was the fucker here? Couldn’t he just stay away from me? 

“Oh, she’ll stay mad at you forever, swimming boy Pigston,” Axel said. He was using my insult nickname for Paxton. “You have no idea how long my Cookie can hold a grudge. She barely forgave me. As for you, you can wait for another eternity.” 

“I don’t have another eternity,” Paxton said in a clipped tone. Obviously, he wanted me, too. But he would never change his asshole manners. “Everyone knows we can’t stand each other most of the time, but we’ve defended Earth together. We can’t have a civil war between us and destroy everything. All four of us must honor the pact, which states that when we find our one true mate, we’ll bond in a forever brotherhood. She’s finally come. I won’t give up my share, no matter how you try to make me. I won’t give her up, no matter how much she hates me.” 

So, all this time, after all these centuries, I was the only woman they’d picked? 

The concept of sharing was still unconventional to me. But I was drawn to all the demigods. I had felt shame and guilt for craving them all. I’d felt terrible for betraying Héctor. But if they all agreed that I belonged to all of them, except for Paxton, then it wasn’t cheating. 

And I wouldn’t have to feel torn by choosing one of them in the end. 

“So all of a sudden, you’re an advocate of the pact?” Axle said, his tone dripping with sarcasm. 

“I might not be Marigold’s ideal man,” Paxton retorted. “But she’ll need me. So, face it, cub.” 

Hell can freeze its ass before I’ll accept or need you. I almost bolted up in bed and shouted it at Pigston.

I wasn’t the kind of woman who easily forgot someone’s feud or debt with me just because he was hot and powerful. 

“We’ve seen her power,” the sea demigod continued. “At least Zak and I saw her power outburst. Theodore figured out that she doesn’t come from any of the Olympian gods’ houses. And he’s right. Marigold is more primal than an Olympian god. She’s shown herself to be the ultimate predator in the universe—she feeds from us, the most powerful beings walking the Earth.” 

The fucker always saw the worst in me. I sneered. This was just one of those cases where a thief believed everyone stole, a cheater thought everyone lied, and a murderer insisted that everyone had blood on their hands. 

I held my breath, not even daring to turn my face to inhale Héctor’s intoxicating scent on the pillow as I kept listening to the demigods talking amongst themselves.

They wouldn’t talk so openly if they knew I was awake. 

“I felt her deep magic when I first spotted her,” Axel said softly. “And her scent called me to her. It’s fire in my blood. I had to bring her here to keep her with me. She hated me for that. But I couldn’t resist her even if I wanted to.” 

“From the intel we’ve collected in order to solve the mystery of where she came from,” Zak said, “it’s clear that Rosebud isn’t in the system. She lived in Crack as an orphaned human her whole life, never knowing that she had magic—until the blood runes blew away the seal that cloaked her power and unleashed it. Our mate is our equal in every way.”

“Or greater,” Paxton said. “Zak was spent after Marigold fed from him. None of us alone can sate her. She needs all four of us.”  

“I’m more exhilarated than exhausted,” Zak said. “Being with her like that was the best day in my existence. I can’t wait to have her in my arms and to claim her as mine again.” 

Both Axel and Héctor growled their threats. 

“Get over it already,” Paxton chided. 

“Why do we let him be among us?” Axel hissed. “We don’t need him. The three of us can take care of Cookie.” 

“We’ll need him at some point,” Zak said. “I’m not happy that he’s among us either after what he did to our mate, but I’m thinking long term.”

Really? The demigods think they can decide my fate and future path just like that, while I’m not even present? I snorted, though I pulled the blanket up to cover my nose as I made the noise. 

Yet my logic agreed with them. 

I’d survived the trial, but it had also burned away the human part of me that I’d clung to for twenty years.

I’d gone through a transformation again through mating with and feeding from a demigod. 

I’d reached a new phase where I was out of my depth. 

“She isn’t a human,” Paxton said. “She isn’t a descendant from any Olympian gods. She isn’t anything anyone thinks she is.”

“I don’t give a fuck what she is,” Héctor, who had been silent, snarled. “She’s my mate, my woman. Whatever she is won’t change a damn thing about my love for her.” 

I knew that he loved me, but this was the first time he’d admitted it openly while I wasn’t there to receive his confession. 

“Our mate, Héctor!” Axel corrected him. 

“And our mate will regularly need to feed from us,” Zak said, “mostly through sexual intercourse. It’s the most effective way for us to connect to her and let her take what she needs to sustain her and her ever-consuming power.” 

“None of us is up to the task or even qualified to sate her alone,” Paxton said. 

What did they take me for? A succubus? A leech? 

I shivered in dread. 

I could no longer lie still while they labeled me a monster.  

I swung my legs off the bed and stalked to the closet.

“I need to check on my lamb,” Héctor murmured. 

He must have heard me despite my attempts to stay quiet. 

I dug my nose into an armful of his clothes on the racks, trying to find a shirt or something. Héctor’s whole wardrobe had only two colors—white and black, and mostly black—though everything looked expensive. 

I grabbed a white, cotton shirt off the rack and shrugged it on. I inhaled cinder, night, and harsh male—Hector’s signature scent—before I buttoned up the shirt. The hem dropped down to right above my knees.

Then Héctor stood in the doorway, watching me. 

His sapphire eyes glinted in the dim room since he’d closed all the curtains to make sure I slept undisturbed. His dark hair was tousled, and his striking features were as solemn as a moody melody from a finely tuned cello. 

He was ruggedly gorgeous, and it tugged at my heart. 

His large frame filled the space. Power rolled off him—the death power that terrified all others but excited me with its beautiful caress. 

My pulse instantly spiked. 

My gaze roved over the taut muscles that stretched his shirt, to his narrow hips, then his powerful legs. The memory of his naked torso flashed through my mind. 

I also remembered how massive, silky, and hard his cock had felt in my hands.  

I licked my lips in regret. Damn, if I’d known he was coming, I wouldn’t have gotten off the bed. I would have pretended to be asleep or half-awake and tossed the blanket off my naked body to get his blood heated a little. I’d have been able to get him into bed with me after that so I could enjoy riding him too. 

A sensual smile tugged up a corner of his curvy lips. 

“You’re awake, lamb,” he said. 

I smiled at him. “A little.” 

We gazed at each other, and the heat between us could melt anything in our path. It was a wonder that the floor was still intact. 

“Cookie, are you up?” Axel called as the sound of his footsteps approached. 

I couldn’t have two of them at the same time, could I? 

But with all the demigods in the same house, it might be wise to avoid any conflict or drama. One heated word would set them off into a battle mood. I didn’t want them to destroy Héctor’s beautiful house in the forest, just because I was horny and wanted to get dirty and sweaty with a demigod or two. 

I planned to visit here often. Héctor and I would find time for each other. 

It wasn’t like I was running out of time, or was I? 

I stalked toward my Héctor and wrapped an arm around his waist. 

“Let’s go meet the others,” I said. “If you guys have any opinions about me, I want to hear them. Say them to my face.” 

Héctor sent me a cautious yet casual look—only he could manage something that contradictory. 

“I don’t care about others’ opinions,” he said. “It won’t change a thing between us.” 

He wrapped an arm around my shoulder protectively. We strode to the living room and met Axel. 

The Demigod of War gave Héctor a look of displeasure before he found my hand and pulled me forward. 

Zak and Paxton sat across from each other on ivory leather sofas, a glass table, gilded with gold, between them.

Paxton stared at the trio of us with an unreadable expression, and I ignored him as my gaze alighted on Zak. 

“Hello, Zak,” I greeted, my face turning a bit pink as I remembered our mating. 

Zak smiled at me, heat instantly rising to his sky-blue eyes. “How do you feel, Rosebud? Are you resting well?” 

I swallowed. I didn’t know how I felt exactly. I was different now. That I knew. I was still a bit confused and disoriented. Yet I didn’t feel lost anymore. I don’t know how it was possible, but somehow the demigods anchored me. 

I had to let go of the hunter Marigold who used to hide in Crack. 

After twenty years of living as a human girl, I suddenly found I might not have any humanity in me. When I searched within me, all I saw was chaos, endless flames, darkness, aching, and insatiable hunger.

I hadn’t asked for this. I hadn’t created myself this way. 

My gaze held the demigods’, unfaltering. “Talking about me while I was sleeping?” I purred, not very friendly. “I might be a monster, but I assure you I’m not some ancient, primal monster who roams the Earth and pounces on every being in sight. I’m only twenty fucking years old.” My eyes moistened. “And I just lost my virginity.” 

The demigods all became deathly still and quiet. That was a first. 

I’d pointed out the elephant in the room. To that degree, I was still that old Marigold. 

“Let’s get you coffee, Rosebud,” Zak said gently, breaking the silence. “And we’ll sort all this out together.” 

He did sound like a man of reason. And I did need coffee after all this. 

“Coffee would be great, thanks,” I grunted. 

Zak rose to his feet and left the table. 

“If you’re a monster, Cookie”—Axel grinned at me—“you’re our monster.” 

“I don’t care if my lamb is a monster,” Héctor agreed. “She’s my lamb-monster—sweet, gentle, and gorgeous.” 

“Gorgeous I might agree with,” Paxton snorted. “But sweet and gentle?”

“Why are you even talking?” I hissed, then sent both Axel and Héctor encouraging glances. “Why don’t you throw him out? I might need you three, but I’ll never need him.”

Paxton didn’t argue. He actually looked somber at my declaration. 

“Let’s stop fighting for a change,” Zak said, strolling toward me with a mug of steamy coffee in his hand. 

“Cookie is sweet,” Axel said, “if you know how to flip the right switch or ruffle her feathers the right way.”

He leaned in to prove his point by kissing my cheek, but Héctor was faster, so Axel got to peck his lips at the empty air. 

The Demigod of Death lifted me up, lounged on a loveseat, and sat me in his lap. 

Zak handed me the coffee, and I thanked him, feeling a bit spoiled at the moment. 

Axel sank onto the couch next to Héctor and me, his hand stroking my back as if I had a hiccup. 

“Let her have coffee in peace,” Héctor snapped at him. “I don’t want her to choke due to your clumsiness.”

Ever since he’d found me, the death demigod had treated me like fragile glass, as if afraid that if someone dropped me, I’d shatter. 

“I’m fine,” I said before taking a swig of the coffee, then I sighed in satisfaction. 

Every demigod looked at me, eyes hooded, and their heated gazes fell on my bare legs. 

My face flamed as I suddenly remembered I wasn’t wearing panties. I closed my legs together and pulled the hem of the shirt straight to cover more of me. 

“She isn’t yours only, Héctor,” Axel snapped back. “You won’t steal her from me. I won’t allow it. I discovered her and brought her here in the first place.” 

I stopped sipping my coffee and glared at him. 

Then he remembered that was why I’d had an issue with him, and he looked sheepish for a second. 

“Maybe I shouldn’t have brought you here, Cookie,” he said with a sigh. “I took your choice away and forced you to go through the trial because I could, because I’ve wanted you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone or anything from the moment I saw you. You would have had a quiet, peaceful life in that small town with your pack, as you wanted, and you wouldn’t have gone through all this suffering.”

I studied his amber eyes. He was clearly remorseful, but at the same time, he was glad that I was here with him. 

Axel was only a few years older than me. He was a gorgeous man who had lickable, sun-kissed skin and vibrant energy. When I’d first seen him, I’d thought of him as a golden angel who’d descended from the glorious Heavens. I’d lusted after him at first sight, despite all my attitude and resistance toward him. 

“If you hadn’t brought me here, how would I have gotten to meet the three of you?” I asked, giving him, Zak, and Héctor a purposeful look, but I ignored Paxton as if he wasn’t in the room. 

Axel blinked. “Cookie?”

“But that doesn’t mean you don’t owe me one,” I added. 

Why not? If I could take advantage of a demigod and make him owe me a favor, I wouldn’t miss the opportunity. 

“I’ll gladly pay the debt with a lifetime of labor,” Axel said and pecked a kiss on my nose. 

When he smiled like that, a dimple appeared on his chin, and my stupid heart fluttered. It was impossible to remain steady when the knockout demigods surrounded me. 

“Let’s get back on track.” Paxton made a snide comment. Clearly he didn’t like how cozy I was with the other demigods. 

“Who made you the team leader here?” I challenged him. “You aren’t even a crew member.” 

“They really can’t be in the same room,” Axel said. “Maybe we should just remove Paxton.” 

“Like Hell—” Paxton started. 

“Stop!” Zak said. “This is about Marigold, our mate.” He turned to me. “We know you’re young. You shouldn’t have any qualities of a primal goddess, but you do. Have you ever learned the history of the Olympian pantheon?”

“You mean the Titans, the first gods?” I asked. 

Vi had homeschooled me. In fact, she’d devoted every minute of those three years to me, teaching me history and training me how to survive, before she abandoned me without a trace.

“They ruled the universe before our fathers defeated them in the famous one hundred-year gods’ war,” Héctor said. “Cronus was their leader.” 

“Wikipedia says it was a ten-year war,” I offered. 

“Mortals never get any facts right,” Paxton snorted. “But what do you expect from mere mortals?” 

His arrogance and condescension irked me as always. 

“Just a few days ago, you called me a mortal,” I sneered. “And you think we should now value your opinion?” 

He smirked. “You remember all that, huh?” 

I stared at his sexy half-grin, and it dawned on me that he was using every opportunity to get me engaged in a conversation with him. So, I’d better just ignore him altogether from now on. He wouldn’t get anything from me, not even a word.  

“We have reason to believe you’re either the heir of Cronus, the Primordial God of Time and Chaos and once the God of the Cosmos,” Paxton continued as if he was the speaker for the demigods, despite my cold attitude, “or the daughter of Hyperion, Titan of Power, Light, and Fire. Hyperion should have been the leader of the Titans, as he’d once burned and blinded Cronos in a power dispute.” 

My heart skipped a beat as I remembered the words that had run through my consciousness. “He blinded and burned Cronos. He should have been the breathtakingly beautiful king, the light of the cosmos. But it was not power he pursued but legacy, carried by his heir.”

And now this bunch thought I could be a daughter to this Hyperion. 

“We don’t know how it’s possible,” Zak said, his cerulean eyes gazing at me with protectiveness. “The Titans have been locked in the Void that’s beyond this world eons ago. Yet you carry ancient, deep magic that can only come from one of them.” 

Paxton nodded his agreement solemnly. “I’d lay bets on Hyperion. The fire Marigold used to try to kill me is the same one that Hyperion used to teach Cronos a lesson. My father saw the fire of twelve rainbows once and described it. Cronos’s fire had only three colors.”

“No one can ever travel to the Void and return,” Axel said. “So how was Cookie even conceived in the first place?”

“My lamb’s mother must be very powerful to make such a thing happen,” Héctor chimed in. 

“Who could be that powerful?” Axel asked. 

“You tell me,” Héctor challenged him as he adjusted my position, resettling me firmly on his lap. I had been wiggling a little as the demigods tried to unveil my heritage. 

The warning of the ancient elemental from the tree rang in my head. It’d warned me that even the demigods would kill me if they knew who my mother was. 

“Her mother obviously came out of the Void and gave birth to Marigold twenty years ago,” Paxton said. “It sounds impossible, but Marigold has proved the existence of the impossible. So far, she’s defied all logic and laws of magic.”

What he’d said almost sounded like a compliment, but I didn’t care about his opinions of me. I drank my coffee and looked at the demigods blankly. The coffee had lost its taste on my tongue. 

“Now I recall,” Héctor drawled, “Hades mentioned that Atlas, the Prophet of the Titans, predicted the birth of a Titan’s daughter in this era.”

“Apollo also warned of the possibility eons ago,” Zak said. “He regarded it as the worst thing for the gods. We can’t let the gods know about Rosebud.” 

Now all the demigods gazed at me in wonder, intrigue, and anxiety.  

I squirmed. “You all are just guessing,” I said, then squinted at them to show a little defiance. “You can’t know for sure.”

“We’re pretty sure, Buttercup,” Paxton said. “The way you need to feed from us only confirmed a legend that I’ve learned. You’ve been starved long enough, and soon you’ll need constant feeding from us. Not just from one of us, but from all of us. Right now, we don’t want to feed you too heavily in the beginning and tip the balance. We need to observe you carefully and closely if we don’t want to screw up this new dynamic. You’ll be with one or two of us during mating and feeding. We have to be cautious so you don’t take too much and drain one of us. It’ll be a disaster on both sides if we lose control in the throes of passion. Gradually your control will increase, and then you can take more of us—or all of us—at the same time.”

My face burned furiously. Pigston just had to make everything worse. The way he depicted me made me sound like a mindless, dangerous she-beast in heat. But then my thoughts turned to the prospect of having two or three of them at once. 

What would it be like? How would that feel to have two cocks—

My pussy clenched in need, and I squeezed my legs. 

Stop, Marigold. Stop! I ordered myself sternly. 

“Like you’re some expert,” I shouted at him, suddenly very angry. “And stop calling me names!”

“I’ve studied you closely since you came to the Academy,” Paxton said, ignoring my outburst. He probably had gotten used to them. Considering that I’d tried to burn him to death a few times, yelling at him was like a breeze against his ear. “When you fucked Zak, I observed the whole mating process and took in every detail.” 

“Pervert!” I roared, ready to toss my remaining coffee in his face. 

“I thought you were a no-nonsense girl who wasn’t afraid of the raw truth,” he said leisurely. 

I might be that girl, but he had no idea how hard I was trying to hang on to the old Marigold I was familiar with. But that Marigold was slipping away. 

“Do not rile up my lamb again,” Héctor warned. 

“Let’s focus on what’s important,” Zak said, sending me a caressing gaze that cooled my temper. “From now on, the four of us will have to train Rosebud in secret. No one can know her true heritage and powers.”

“Especially Ares. He can never know about her,” Héctor added, staring hard at Axel. 

“Don’t worry about me,” Axel said. “I trust my father less than you do, and Cookie is more important to me than anything, than any of you, even.”

I turned to him and held his gaze, which was at once gentle and fierce. He indeed regarded me as his match. I offered him one of my best smiles before sweeping a harsh look at the Demigod of Sea.

“Pigston should not be in our ranks,” I said. “I’ll never trust him.”

This time he didn’t rebut my statement, just smirked a lazy, predatory smile at me. 

“He won’t be so foolish as to betray you, Rosebud,” Zak said. “His own interests are on the line. And you know we’ll do anything in our power to stop anyone, even each other, from hurting you.” 

Though I wanted to have nothing to do with Paxton, I couldn’t deny a magnetic pull also existed between us, which sickened me and aroused me at the same time. At least I was still able to smash that desire down and didn’t allow that heat or any spark to stay in my system. 

Too bad my body often rebelled against my commands and reacted of its own accord. But whenever that attraction raised its ugly head, I bashed it down mercilessly. That was all I could do for now. 

Besides, my hands were full with the three hottest, demanding demigods who were his betters in every way. 

“If you drag me down, Pigston,” I said. “I’ll make sure you burn and rot in Hell.” 

Axel chuckled. “That’s the spirit, Cookie. Keep it up. I like seeing this badass side of you.” 

“Sweet lamb,” Héctor said and kissed the crown of my head indulgently, as if I could do no wrong in his eyes. 

“Of course, Buttercup. I expect no less from you,” Paxton said, as if savoring the name Buttercup. 

“I want to be perfectly clear.” I pronounced each word slowly and clearly. “Do not ever get the wrong idea when it comes to me. They might have a piece of me, but you never will.” 

His face instantly hardened as he tried to rein in his temper. But he didn’t retort as usual. He wouldn’t win against me on this anyway. 

“What about Theodore?” Héctor asked, looking at Zak. “You said that he suspected my mate’s origin. If Ares digs in and asks, the priest is going to talk.” 

“It’s been taken care of. I wiped that part of Theodore’s memories,” Paxton said, training his gaze on me. “Your friends also caught a glimpse of your rampaging fire before I sealed the door with ice.” 

“You won’t touch Yelena and Nat, ever,” I said, a death threat in my voice. “They’re loyal to me.” I turned to Héctor, twirling his dark hair around my fingers. Speaking of friends, I needed to see my old coven. I would plead and beg if I had to. 

“Héctor,” I said, gazing up at him through my lashes. 

“You don’t need to bat your eyes at me, lamb,” he said. “Anything you want, ask and you’ll have it.” 

“Axel separated my former team from me when he dragged me to the Academy,” I said, stealing a quick glance at the war demigod as he puffed out a resigned sigh. “He put them in the Other Academy, as one of them is a shifter and the other a witch. They are like my family, and I haven’t seen them for a long time. The Academy has a rule—”

“Consider it done,” Axel said, wiping his hand across his face. “You’ll never let me live down that I brought you here, will you, Cookie? We’ll make tomorrow a mingling day between the two Academies. You’ll see your shifter and witch friends at dinner in the Hall of Bridgewater.”
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The name fit. The Hall of Bridgewater was situated on the center of a bridge. Part of the dining hall looked like it was floating in the air. The river beneath separated the main campus from the second campus that belonged to the Other Academy. 

I strode into the dining hall, my heart exuberant at the prospect of seeing Jasper and Circe after our weeks of separation. 

Yelena and Nat flanked me. They were my squad now. They’d seen me use the rainbow fire to blast open Paxton’s icebox. They’d seen it chase Paxton out the window. 

They’d asked me about it and at my warning, had promised to seal their lips. The demigods had promised not to touch my friends and not to tamper with their memories as they’d done to their priest. 

I scoured the hall, which bustled with life and noise, looking for Circe and Jasper. 

The canteen was larger than a stadium with hundreds of tables. Most seats were taken. We weren’t among the first wave that had arrived here. None of us had been to this bridge before, so we’d made a few accidental detours en route. 

I hoped there would be enough food for us, but my worry eased when I spotted that diligent servers kept refilling the food trays on the counters. 

My stomach grumbled at the smell of delicious meat.  

“The descendants sit on the west wing,” Nat said. “The other supernaturals stick to their side on the east wing. They don’t mingle. The Olympians think they’re above everyone, and the supernaturals don’t give a fuck about the descendants, though they resent being viewed as second class.”  

I turned on my heel toward the east wing. 

The Olympian students hushed to silence at my appearance, their conversations fizzling out. All eyes honed in on me. 

In less than two weeks, I’d gained a reputation at the Academy. Demetra had my eternal gratitude for telling whoever was willing to listen that I was the demigods’ new whore and that I wouldn’t last. I’d bet all my money she’d give her soul to be their whore. 

For her gossipy mouth, I planned to reward her with some fist-punching in the ring one day. Axel had promised to teach me hand-to-hand combat as my personal trainer after Héctor said he didn’t need him anymore in the Manhattan hot zone where they were looking for that ultimate weapon. 

Good news was that the demons hadn’t gotten their hands on the Living Flame either. Somehow, the weapon had eluded both species. 

Anyway, Demetra wasn’t the only one who’d spread the rumor about me. 

Other students, including the third-years, had seen how I’d gone up against the Demigod of Sea. So all of a sudden, I also had this crazy bitch reputation, just like in my old days in Crack.

Some things never change. 

My notoriety didn’t hurt me much. No one liked to fuck with crazy, except Demetra and her crew. Most students watched me from a distance, pointed their dense fingers at me when I wasn’t looking, and otherwise evaded me like a plague. 

That was fine. At least they didn’t get in my face and didn’t get in my way. 

I hadn’t come to the Academy to make friends, and I had no ambition to make a great career here. Plus, I had two loyal friends already, which was good enough. 

I brushed off the heavy weight of all the stares, and the sound of my footsteps ricocheted off the unwelcome silence as I jogged closer to the east wing. 

Nat and Yelena weren’t comfortable with the attention, especially Yelena, but they managed to ignore the collective and stay close to me. 

We reached the invisible line that separated the two distinct Academies, just as Nat had told me. I now saw it with my own eyes that the Olympians didn’t associate with the supernaturals from the Other Academy. Even this mix and mingle dinner didn’t smooth over their relations. 

“Mari! Marigold! Here! We’re here!” Circe’s excited shriek reached me. 

Then she was sprinting toward me. 

“Circe!” I shouted in joy. 

We crashed into a tight hug. When we pulled apart, we both had tears in our eyes. 

“I’ve heard so many rumors about you,” Circe said. “Jas and I have been so worried.” 

Jasper stood by a table, waiting for me, a happy grin on his face. 

Right, he was with his new friends. As a teenage wolf shifter, he felt the need to appear cool. 

I reached him and we bumped fists, then I introduced my new friends to my old. 

After the brief introduction, I surveyed his tablemates, who occupied the full table. 

My sensors spiked as I sensed witches, shifters, and even vampires among them. The group was mostly made of shifters, though—Jasper’s new pack, I assumed. 

The guys wore the Other Academy uniform of blue, green, and red, which symbolized the primary colors of Earth, since supernaturals drew magic from Mother Earth. 

While we had our crest of an eagle piercing lightning, with water and death’s key at the bottom, they had the symbol of a pentagram within a circle. Runes for five elements—fire, earth, metal, air, and water—were embroidered in the five spaces separated by the pentagram lines and the circle. 

Their girls’ skirts were also different than ours. The witch and shifter girls’ skirts stopped right above their knees. Yelena’s and mine weren’t half so modest. Our white shirts hugged our curves, and our brown skirts barely covered mid-thigh. 

No wonder the guys were all checking out my ass.  

“Look your fill, gentlemen?” I purred and snapped my fingers in front of my face to remind them where they should actually look. 

They chuckled, not offended at all. 

“This is the Marigold I told you about,” Jasper said, holding a smile, then he looked at a muscled, gorgeous guy, who was built bigger than anyone else around the table, before dropping his gaze. “Alpha Clayton, I’d like Marigold and her friends to sit with us.”

I snapped my head toward the alpha, but I wasn’t going to lower my gaze. I didn’t even lower my gaze for the demigods. 

“Why do you have to ask anyone for permission to sit with me, Jasper?” I hissed. “Aren’t I part of your pack? Or has your loyalty shifted so fast?”

“I’m in a new pack now, Mari,” Jasper said. “I’ll defend you with my life, but I also need to follow my new pack’s rules.” 

“Things are different in the Other Academy than how it used to be for us, Marigold,” Circe chimed in. “We’ve had to adapt to survive.” 

“I don’t give a shit,” I said, my jaw clenched. “Things should never change between us.” 

“Are you the chick whose balls are big enough to go up against the Demigod of Sea, Marigold?” the shifter alpha asked. “Or did I hear wrong?”

“The swimming boy had me beaten within an inch of my life. I won’t forget that,” I said, my gaze hard, and I tilted my head to look him in the eye. Yet again, he wasn’t offended, to everyone’s surprise. Then I realized that Clayton was treating me as an alpha female. “I don’t have big balls. In fact, I have no balls, unlike you dudes, but that didn’t stop me from showing Pigston that the sun doesn’t shine out of his ass.”  

The table roared with laughter. 

Clayton smirked wickedly. “If you need any help, send word. Now, why don’t you join us with your friends, Mari?” 

The pack members added three seats for us. I squeezed between Circe and Jasper. Yelena and Nat settled between Jasper and Clayton. 

Nat constantly shot glances at Jasper. 

Clayton introduced the names around the table. His beta, a girl named Rebekah, nodded at us. “You could pick any seat in the west wing with the influential descendants. But the first chance you got, you came straight to your old pack.” 

“Marigold is loyal to a fault,” Yelena said, her hands under the table. Manners were important to her. 

Rebekah turned to a few pack members. “Go get Mari and her friends some food and drinks.” 

Two guys peeled away from the table. 

“Don’t forget salad, please,” Nat shouted. 

“What if we hadn’t allowed you to sit with Jasper?” Clayton asked. “What would you do, Mari? I’m curious since you’re said to be the craziest girl on campus.” 

I arched an eyebrow at him. “You’re too polite, Clayton. They didn’t say girl. They called me the craziest bitch. Not to my face, though.” I sighed. “To answer your question, if you stop me from having a meal with my old pack”—I gave his plate a purposeful glance—“I might have to let your steak eat you instead of letting you eat your steak.” 

He chuckled and winked at me. “My pack and you will get along.”

“So, you’re the ringleader of a shifter pack?” I smirked at him. “Is the Other Academy even allowing you to take such bold leadership? I mean, there’re twelve hundred codes of conduct at Half-Death Academy. What about your school? If you don’t have that many codes, I might try harder to get transferred into your Academy.”  

Clayton arched an eyebrow.  “You call your school Half-Death Academy?” 

“On my first day to the face of the Demigod of War,” I said. “The Dominion lieutenant said I should be hanged for saying that. He didn’t carry it through, though. What can I say? I’m a charmer. I told them I was a witch, but they didn’t take me seriously and refused to let me join you guys.”

I winked at the supernaturals around the table, and they all laughed. 

Circe looked at me with a tinge of envy. I suddenly felt at fault, as if I’d put her back in my shadow again, though that had never been my intention. 

I might have been overprotective, but I’d always wanted her to be her brilliant self. 

A slew of gazes shot to our table from the descendants across the hall. I bet at this moment, Demetra was even busier generating and spreading new rumors about me. 

“In our old town,” said my witch friend, “Marigold asked the alpha of the werewolf pack if he smoked and commented on his yellowish fingertips. When he blinked in confusion, she shot him between the eyes.”

Clayton looked alarmed, as did every shifter around the table. 

Damn, I did sound like a crazy bitch who was a loose cannon. 

“That’s how Mari stopped that alpha from selling us to the sex slave market,” Jasper said. “Marigold also freed Circe and me from a notorious crime lord’s cage years ago with the same technique.” 

“I’m glad they’re both dead,” Clayton snarled.  

The two shifters who had peeled away from the table had returned and brought us food and drinks. I got coffee, Yelena took iced tea, and Nat thanked them for his watermelon juice and salad.  

Everyone started digging into their plates, more interested in their food than conversation now. I picked at my lemon chicken as I asked Jasper and Circe how they liked their new life in the Other Academy. 

I had missed them. 

They looked different than I remembered back in Crack, and it wasn’t just the uniforms. They appeared more refined.

I’d changed, too. 

A feeling of loss sliced over me. We were no longer a pack/coven like we used to be—just the three of us rogues in Crack, depending on each other for survival. 

“They have coffee and donuts every morning,” Circe said with a laugh. “It’s like all you can eat and drink, and we don’t even need to pay for the food and accommodations. I get to learn magic every day. My power has grown so fast you won’t even believe it, Mari. I’ll show you one day what I can do. I can protect you now if and when danger ever comes your way.” 

She didn’t understand that there was no free meal. The Academy was preparing her and her peers for battle. They’d all be sent to the frontlines to fight with the Dominions. She’d never seen a real battlefield, but I’d caught a glimpse. 

I knew how terrifying it was to face the demons. 

My witch friend only thought that she had gotten what she’d always wanted. She’d craved an opportunity to move out of my shadow, though I’d never intended to outshine her. I felt sorry for not being able to make her feel more cherished when I’d had to focus on keeping all of us safe and filling our bellies. 

“Marigold has way more power than us, Circe,” Jasper said, “or she wouldn’t have survived the Ritual of the Blood Rune. Even back in Crack, I always knew Mari was something more.” 

Circe frowned at him. “I didn’t mean Mari is the weakest link among us.” 

“You two still like to fight, even out of Crack.” I beamed at Jasper fondly before turning to smile at Circe. “Of course, I know what you meant, Cir. I’m not offended. I’m only proud of you, as I always have been. I know how talented you are. You’re growing into a very powerful witch. One day you’ll even lead a coven, if that’s what you want.”

Her eyes sparkled in delight. “That’s exactly what I want, and I’m working my ass off toward that goal.” 

Circe told me more about classes, training, hot professors who had eyes on her, and other witches who were jealous. To display her power, she cast a spell, and columns of fire bubbled on her palms. 

“Very impressive, Circe,” I said. As soon as she’d doused the flames, I squeezed her hand in encouragement. 

“I’m still working on range.” She pouted, but her face brightened the next second. “I’m better at curses. You know what, I’ve just had a brilliant idea. I can combine my curses with the fire spell. And Mari, if you ever need to curse anyone, you know where to find me. Even though we aren’t in the same academy, I’ll always watch your six.” 

“How are you coping, Marigold?” Jasper interrupted before Circe got carried away again. “We heard stuff about you, but I won’t believe anything unless I hear it from you.” 

Jasper had found a good pack. He was no longer a lone wolf. 

I was glad for their happiness and sad for our separation. I also felt some degree of relief that they weren’t my responsibility anymore. To be accountable for someone else was a huge commitment, and one could never take it lightly.

A burning gaze bored into me, and I looked up. 

Clayton was studying me. He had listened to our conversation while he talked to Yelena and Nat. He appeared to be a good alpha and was taking care of Jasper and Circe. I nodded and smiled at him with gratitude, and he winked. 

“Which house do you belong to, Mari?” the alpha asked. 

“That’s a very good question,” I said. 

Yelena and Nat traded a tentative look. 

“I have a question for you, Alpha Clayton,” Yelena started, trying to cover for me, but she quickly shut her mouth and sent me an urgent signal through her gray eyes. 

What? My eyes asked in return. 

The Hall of Bridgewater turned completely silent, except for the sound of a pair of boots stomping on the floor. 

Héctor, in a silver and blue cloak, strode toward our table. His blazing eyes alighted on me. 

“He’s coming for us,” Circe shrieked with excitement. “The demigod is coming. OMG, he’s the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen. Who is he going to pick?” 

“He’s the Demigod of Death,” Rebekah, the shifter beta, whispered. “Whoever he touches dies.” 
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Everyone around the table looked stunned. Then in unison, everyone rose and bowed to the Demigod of Death, except for me. 

Everyone withdrew a few steps to give him a wide berth as he approached me. 

“Héctor?” I called in alarm. “What are you doing here?”

His gaze never left me, as if he didn’t see anyone else but me. 

“Are you having fun, lamb?” he asked, his voice rich and sexy, and I felt that my panties had just melted, despite all the shifters around the table. 

I hoped that they couldn’t smell my arousal. People had a habit of sniffing at me, and nothing good had ever come of it. 

But then, I wasn’t the only one who was affected by the presence of the death demigod. The girls stared at him adoringly. Their lust was palpable, even though their beta had just warned everyone that no one could have this demigod. 

“Yes?” I stuttered before I recollected myself. “Look, I’m having salad. Nat insists on us eating more vegetables. You should practice that, too.” 

Everyone at the table gasped. One didn’t just offer a demigod a diet suggestion with that tone. 

“This Nat should be encouraged,” Héctor said with a stunning, amused smile. 

Based on the collective moan, I believed Nat and those poor girls at the tables all around us were going to faint. I darted a quick glance at Nat, and I was right. He was blushing furiously. 

“I’ll make all sorts of salads for you, lamb,” Héctor said, “since I plan to cook for you.” 

Surprised murmurs erupted around me. Even I was shocked. No one had said the death demigod could cook. 

“Cook—cook for me?” I widened my eyes like an idiot. “You know how?” I asked the question on everyone’s mind. 

“Of course, lamb,” he said softly, his gloved hand reaching for me. “I happen to be an excellent chef.” 

I gazed up at him dreamily. 

“Careful, Marigold!” Jasper called in alarm. 

The shifter pulled his chair back, ready to charge toward us and put himself between the death demigod and me. 

Before Jasper could get there, Héctor’s hands cupped my cheeks, and he bent down to brush his lips over mine, hot and slow and sensual. 

I kissed him back vehemently. 

I couldn’t help myself when he kissed me like that. 

He pulled away with a satisfied, pure male smile, and my stupid heart seemed to have grown fluttering wings. 

Shocked silence rippled across the hall. 

“These are—” I jerked a thumb toward my table. “These are all my friends, some old, some new. They’re good supernaturals.” 

None of the girls at the table paid attention to my introduction. They gazed up at Héctor in rapt fascination, despite that he’d just kissed me. 

He nodded at them in general before fixing his whole attention on me again, heat brewing in his sapphire eyes. 

I hadn’t been this awkward or clumsy before. I guess I hadn’t expected the Demigod of Death to kiss me in public. 

A realization clicked. Héctor was staking a claim, loud, clear, and lethal, so no other man would dare to cross him and make a move toward me. And where else would be a better place to make his statement known than the dining hall that hosted thousands of people, including all faculty, soldiers, and students? 

I hadn’t realized my straightforward knight could be devious as well. 

Yelena and Nat, who were more knowledgeable about the demigods than I was, had warned me that they were extremely territorial and possessive. It wasn’t something they could help—my men had been born aggressive. 

Yet I wasn’t upset with Héctor. I belonged to him. Sooner or later people would learn that. The descendants gossiped worse than old wives. 

I tried to straighten my toes, which had curled from that blazing kiss, and looked around for a second. The supernatural males had definitely dimmed any interest for me in their eyes after Héctor’s blunt demonstration to warn everyone that I was his. 

“Uh, Héctor,” I said. “Maybe next time you can give me a heads up when you come to see me?” 

Héctor only gazed down at me with doting amusement. He looked like he wanted to grace me with another smoldering kiss, and I bet that I’d go for it. 

“I’ll see you tonight, lamb,” he said, light and shadow swirling in his eyes. “I’ll pick you up at nine for a treat of crème brulee.” 

My eyes sparkled. “Crème brulee, you say?”

He nodded with a smile and strode away without waiting for me to confirm the date. Then, instead of exiting through the door, he teleported out of the Hall of Bridgewater. 

Everyone returned their stares to me, shell-shocked and waiting for me to roll my eyes back and fall in a heap. 

“You didn’t...” Rebekah stammered. She had declared that whoever the Demigod of Death touched would die. 

“Drop dead?” I finished for her. “Guess I’m just too stubborn. Who would want to go to Hades’s Underworld after being kissed like that?” I pulled my lips back in a half-grin and a half-snarl, my warning gaze sweeping over girls at tables all around us. “But I don’t suggest any of you be foolish enough to try because I’m the only one who’s immune to his death touch.” 

“Why and how?” someone from a few tables away demanded, wanting my secret recipe. 

Well, I’d just have to reveal my relationship status to prevent some moths from throwing themselves at death’s flame. 

“Because the Demigod of Death is my destined mate,” I announced. 

“Now I don’t stand a chance with you, do I?” Clayton broke the disappointed silence all around, his tone tinged with regret. “I’m always half a step too late, despite being the alpha of all shifters in the Other Academy.”

“Here comes another demigod!” a girl from a neighboring table called. I sensed that she was a fairy and saw that she was a dazzling one. 

Yelena laughed. “Oh, give it up.”

Yelena might not have known that the death demigod could kiss me, since this had all happened so fast and I hadn’t yet told her and Nat anything about my relationship with Héctor, but she’d seen how Axel acted around me. 

The demigods were as subtle as a train wreck. 

“Mari?” Yelena asked, and I read the message in her eyes. She’d cover up for me if I ever wanted to hide under the table. 

I’d just kissed Héctor and declared that the death demigod was my mate. And now, with Axel strolling toward me in his confident, territorial gait, she had every reason to worry that I might not be able to handle the situation. 

The demigods weren’t known for sharing. Possessiveness was in their every bone.  

It was too late to hide now, though, and I wasn’t exactly the hiding type. 

“Cookie, there you are,” Axel called to me with a grin. “I’ve been looking for you.” 

The hall resumed its former silence as every gaze locked onto the cocky Demigod of War. Axel, as a fourth-year, was known by the student body for leaving behind a trail of trouble and broken hearts in his careless path. 

I waved him away frantically. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

I didn’t want another monkey show or drama. 

“Don’t be a stranger, sweet Cookie,” he said, his tone managing both indulgence and reprimand at the same time. “I just wanted to swing by and give you an invitation.” 

He reached for me where I still stood tall by the table. 

He wore a designer black T-shirt and a pair of washed out jeans that hugged his powerful body. His muscles rippled on his toned biceps, so enticing and beautiful that I felt my knees going a little weak. 

A sexy laugh lit his amber eyes to golden. 

Without turning my head to check, I already knew how the girls in the hall were reacting to the Academy’s golden boy. 

I tried not to lick my lips like the others. 

“An invitation?” I asked in a cool tone. My pulse, however, sprang up as if on a racetrack. “What invitation?”

He wrapped his arm around my waist, and a wave of murmurs spread among the supernaturals and Olympians alike. 

This was bad. They’d all just witnessed how Héctor had kissed me right before Axel’s arrival. That shockwave hadn’t ebbed yet from either the east or west wings of the Hall of Bridgewater, and now this.

“To a party tomorrow night,” Axel said. 

“You didn’t tell me about a party last night,” I accused. 

He grinned, and my stupid heart fluttered again as my stomach did a flip at his stunning white teeth. 

“So I’m here to deliver the invitation in person,” he said. 

“This is overkill,” I whispered to him. 

Despite playing it cool, though, I was super excited about a party since I’d never been to one in all my life. 

“Who’s hosting the party?” I asked like a good negotiator, when all I wanted to do was press my hands against his cut chest and trace them down his taut muscles. 

The Demigod of War looked deliciously sexy, and he smelled damn good with his woody perfume mixed with spring rain. 

I tried not to inhale him deeply, but I leaned a bit closer to him. 

His eyes brightened to molten gold. 

“Me, of course,” he said. “It’s a fourth-year pre-graduation party, held in the demigods’ lounge. Few are invited and fewer have VIP status. You can bring as many friends as you want, and all of them will be included as VIP guests.” 

The girls at my table let out shrieks of exhilaration.  

Well played, Axel. 

But I restrained from rolling my eyes. I wouldn’t act like the old Marigold who used to buttheads with him, who stood up to him and challenged him at every turn. He was mine now, so I wanted to protect him, especially in public. 

The demigods were still competing to court and win me, even though we’d decided playing it slow was no longer an option. 

Ever since learning part of the truth about myself last night, I’d carried some shame that I was a she-monster who needed to feed sexually. I felt like a fucking sexual vampire, but the demigods didn’t mind. They didn’t mind it one iota.

And I trusted that they would guard the secret of my heritage even tighter than I would. 

I glanced at my friends, sorry that I couldn’t share any of this with them. Knowing my secrets wouldn’t do them any good anyway. It would only put them in danger. 

They looked at me, laughing with me, never knowing I wasn’t one of them.  

“We’re Mari’s friends,” Circe called to get Axel’s attention. “Can we all go to your party?” 

“Marigold has the tickets. She decides,” Axel said, inserting an envelope into my pocket, before pulling me tightly against his chest. “I missed you, Cookie.” He dipped his head and slanted his mouth over mine.  

His kiss was sweet, but also demanding and dominating. 

I wanted to resist him and end the kiss, but it wasn’t in me to do it. This was Axel, my first crush, and he tasted like a wonder. 

I inserted my fingers into his thick mane, pulling him down toward me even closer. I wanted every piece of him. 

His kiss deepened and grew harder. At his urging, I opened my mouth eagerly. 

He swept his tongue over my hard palate, and pleasure blossomed in me. As my tongue lashed out, ready for a mating dance, he withdrew, pried my fingers from his hair with an amused chuckle, and pulled away from me. 

I glared at him. It wasn’t fair. He’d come to me first, but after just a taste, he decided he’d had enough.

“I can never get enough of you, Cookie,” he said softly, lust dancing in his eyes. “But this is hardly the place.”

Then why must he get me all heated up? I stared at him harder. Then I narrowed my eyes as something clicked. 

The Demigod of War had come to stake his claim on me as well. 

He traced his knuckles over my burning cheek. “See you tomorrow, Cookie.” 

He strolled away with his hands in his pockets. He even hummed a tune, happy with his effect on me, especially when he knew how hard I had been trying to resist him. 

Great! Just great! 

They’d both made a dramatic entrance and thunder-loud statement, and then taken off as if this was normal, leaving me to deal with their hot messes. 

Indeed, all eyes honed in on me, and the students bore all sorts of expressions on their faces: envy, disgust, shock, resentment, disbelief, and some confusion. 

I slumped to my seat, trying to lower myself. I hoped I could vanish, too.  

Yet I had my dignity to maintain. So I put on a blank mask and resumed picking on the tomatoes in my salad, as if this was any other normal day in my life. 

I slanted a pleading glance at Yelena. She needed to warn me if Zak showed up, too, and I would for sure dive under the table. 

Yelena nodded with sympathy, and Nat tried not to laugh. 

“Mari, I had no idea this was your new style,” Circe said, widening her big eyes. And for the first time, there was true admiration for me in them. “You’ve been here for only a couple weeks, and you’ve already hooked up with the two hottest demigods?” 

“It’s not my new style,” I hissed in a low voice. 

“I wonder what she has that the rest of us don’t,” Rebekah murmured, studying me closely. 

Jasper looked at me with an unreadable expression, but he didn’t seem happy. The others stared at me as if I had three tits. 

I needed to make a quick exit before things got worse. I had a bad feeling about what was to come next. I definitely wasn’t keen on Zak showing up and me throwing myself under the table. And if Paxton, the loose canyon, also came along, a disaster would befall my friends.  

“Huh, guys, very nice to meet you all,” I said, jumping off my seat. “I have to run since I...have to pick up my uniform from the dry cleaners before it closes.” 

Well, that wasn’t even a decent excuse, but I couldn’t think straight after the two demigods had muddled my head. Now I was in a fleeing mood, afraid that the other two would pop out at any time. 

I went to hug Jasper and Circe and said ruefully. “Good to see you. Sorry I have to go.”  

Yelena murmured about it being nice to meet everyone and came to my side. Nat seemed reluctant to leave, but he rose from his seat, too. 

“Come visit us whenever you can, Mari,” Jasper said. “I missed you.” 

I grinned at him, punching his shoulder playfully like in the old days. 

“Demigod Axel said you could bring all of us as your VIP guests to the party,” Circe said. “Can we come, please, Mari?”

All the faces at the table showed equal eagerness, and the girls’ eyes lit up in pleading. 

“Yes, yes!” I said, plastering a forced, pleasant smile onto my face. “All of you are welcome.” 

Then I thought of something and pulled out the envelope Axel had put in my pocket. I shoved it into Jasper’s hand. 

“If there’re any invitations inside, you distribute them,” I said. 

I grabbed Yelena’s and Nat’s arms from either side of me. 

Teleport! I commanded.  

My magic didn’t disappoint. Yelena screamed bloody murder, and Nat yelled. “Holy shit!” as we vanished from the Hall of the Bridgewater. 
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The night was as thick as ink. Iridescent lights blazed from the demigods’ splendid apartment building, making the half-moon seem pale in comparison. 

Sprinkles of rain and snowflakes adorned the night sky. Paxton had made them. He was putting in an effort to make Axel’s party grander.

I shrugged as I expelled him from my mind. I wouldn’t let the thought of him ruin the first party of my life.

After I had a few drinks and a little fun tonight, I’d have to feed from both Axel and Héctor.

My blood raced, and my heart rejoiced. 

I jogged toward the entrance of the building with Yelena and Nat. They were just as thrilled as I was. 

Nat had donned a dress shirt and fancy pants. Yelena wore a mermaid gown that draped to the ground. She looked lovely. I had on a one-shouldered gown with splits up both thighs. The pale green color brought out the green in my eyes. 

The gown was a present from Héctor. The dude took the notion of providing for me seriously. In each of his dwelling places were a whole wardrobe and other necessities for me, just in case I spent the night. 

Pink flew to my cheeks at the wanton thought of truly spending a night with him, tangling with him between the sheets, and waking up in the morning with my head resting on his bare chest. 

Metal music and refined laughter poured out of the demigods’ apartments, shattering part of my fantasy and jerking me back to the full-swing party ahead. 

“Didn’t the invitation say that the party would start at nine p.m.?” I asked. 

“What did you expect, Marigold?” Nat asked. “This is a demigod’s party, so everyone fought to get here early. And you had to insist on being half an hour late to play it cool, despite Yelena and I begging you over and over to get ready and leave for the party.” 

I waved a hand and hid my regret. “Well, we’re here. There’ll be enough drinks for us—Axel promised. He’ll look really bad if they’re short of drinks, and he knows that. He’s the vainest among all the demigods, next to Pigston.” 

Yelena laughed. 

“Fine,” Nat said. “Did you know they usually play a magic drinking game at these parties? Anyone who loses has to strip. All the dudes like to see girls loosening their bras and losing their panties.”

“What?” I shrieked. “So they’ll get to see all the women naked for free tonight?”

I was definitely not okay with the demigods ogling other women. I’d put a stop to this show when I saw them and gave them a piece of my mind. 

“The demigods never participate in the stripping game. It’s beneath them—or so they say,” Nat said. “From what I’ve heard, they’ve never thrown a party, either. They don’t entertain anyone. They didn’t stay at the Academy either, before you came along.  I bet Demigod Axel is throwing this party for you. He might be actually courting you.”    

Two Dominions positioned at the entrance nodded at me, and one of them opened the door for us. They didn’t need to see our invitations. At this point they all knew my face. 

Yelena glided in, and I mimicked her since I was also wearing a dress, but the stilettos didn’t make it easy for me. Nat strode beside Yelena. He didn’t need to glide since he was a dude, even though he was into dudes. 

Music blasted into our faces and bombarded our ears. 

The ground floor was packed. Most of the faces were unfamiliar to me. The students, mostly fourth-years, milled around with glasses of champagne or wine in their hands, chatting and laughing. 

We prowled through the crowd, passed the benches and bar section, and followed the VIP sign that had an arrow pointing up the stairs. 

“Looks like the ground is for everyone,” Nat yelled over the drumbeat of the live music. “The rooftop is for VIP guests. It makes sense.” 

The top floor had a pool and a small garden, where Zak had taken me to feed from him through mating. Afterwards, he’d fought a pissed Axel. 

I bet their minions had fixed the fractured pool in no time. 

We hurried toward the foyer where the staircase was, and I spotted Marie and a few uniformed Dominion soldiers positioned at the foot of the marble stairs, checking invitations and turning away just about everyone. 

“You aren’t on the VIP list!” she yelled at a few insistent partygoers. “Don’t even try,” she then hissed at a guy who’d tried to get his way by flirting with her. “You aren’t that cute.”

I chuckled. My attitude had kind of rubbed off on her. 

The trio of us headed straight toward the stairs. Nat and Yelena looked a bit nervous and slowed their pace, evidently afraid of being thrown out by Marie and the Dominions. 

I was more concerned with the endless swirling staircase. “Damn,” I whined. “We have to climb all those stairs?” 

Demigods didn’t believe in elevators. Of course, they could all teleport, and it wasn’t in their nature to consider others’ comfort. And now I was paying the price since this warded building wouldn’t let me teleport to the top. 

I wanted to bang my head against the wall for picking a pair of stilettos that had at least six-inch steel heels. But they looked so fancy, and I wanted to impress my demigods. They were putting a lot of effort into courting me. The least I could do in return was look pretty. 

But risking my health with these shoes on those stairs? 

“Guys, maybe we should just stay on this floor?” I suggested. 

There were plenty of activities here. At some point, the demigods would come down, and I could join them then. 

“No way, let’s go upstairs!” Yelena shouted back. 

I gave her a look. The pip had never been demanding before. 

“I want to be treated like a VIP for once in my life,” she said. “The opportunity has finally come, and I’m not going to waste it.” 

“Fine, but let’s get some free booze first,” I said, pleased with my cleverness. “I’ll need blind courage to climb all those stairs.”

“The free booze in the VIP bar will be nicer,” Nat coaxed, backing up Yelena. 

“Fine,” I said with a sigh. 

I wondered if my taste buds could tell the difference, since I’d been raised on the rough streets and never had fine things in my life. 

I led my friends toward the Dominions at the foot of the stairs. 

“Hey, Marie. Hi dudes,” I said, flashing them a grin and giving a sweep of my hand to include my friends. “We’re VIP.” 

Yelena and Nat stood taller, as if good posture was needed to be validated as VIPs.  

“Finally,” Marie snorted. “I’ve informed the Demigod Highnesses that Your Highness has arrived. If you were another five minutes late, they’d have sent a legion to fetch you. You asked for space, and they gave you some, but there’s only so much space they’re willing to give. Bear in mind, girl, they’re the demigods.” 

I arched an eyebrow. “So they’re the demigods, but they still have humanity in them. I can give you an example.” 

“Go up already, Marigold,” Marie sighed, rubbing her temple with her fingers. “Everyone knows the party is for you. So, don’t give me any more headaches and just let everything run smoothly for tonight.” 

I blinked at her. “I haven’t done anything. How am I going to ruin the party? Plus, I like partying very much.”

“But you will, from what I know about you,” she said. “And for your information, all of your shifter and witch friends have already arrived. They’re all on the rooftop. The second, third, and fourth floors are off limits, of course, except to you or anyone you bring with you.” 

Axel had the entire second floor as his residence in the Academy, Zak had the third floor to himself, and the fourth floor belonged to Paxton. The ground floor was supposed to be Hector’s, but he chose to live in that cabin in the woods at the edge of campus. 

“Bring a third party?” I smirked. “I’m not as kinky as you think.” 

Marie shook her head. “One of these days you’re going to take things seriously.”

“I take things very seriously,” I said. 

Marie gave my gown a once-over. “I bet this time you have your panties. I hope, anyway.”

“That’s my trade secret.” I huffed out a laugh and stepped onto the stairs. 

Suddenly, foreboding went off like the loudest alarm in my head, and I stepped back toward the party on the first floor. 

Something wasn’t right around here. Something called for my absolute attention and needed my thorough investigation. 

A powerful presence, unlike anything I’d ever encountered, had entered the room. 

I followed my magical senses and found the power source right across the crowded room. 

Blood drained from my face. 

Amid the partygoers who grinded their hips into each other on the dance floor, one particular hot couple stood out. 

Axel and Demetra. 
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The Demigod of War was entangled with Demetra, his hands on her shapely hips as she rubbed her ass against his groin. Decorative lighting from the ceiling cast light and shadow onto their entwined hot bodies. Lust, thicker-than-butter, coated Axel’s amber eyes and made him look beastly.

She moaned sultrily, and he laughed darkly. 

When they twirled and the woman turned her head, I noticed that she wasn’t Demetra, though One-eighth would kill to be that woman. 

It was Britney—Demetra’s wing woman. The two bitches looked very similar, with the same blonde hair and haughty air. 

“What’s wrong, Marigold?” Yelena asked in concern. 

I snapped my gaze to my friend. I was no longer laughing. If she looked closer, she’d see my gaze had sharpened to a blade’s edge. 

“You guys go ahead to the rooftop and tell Héctor I’ll join him soon if he’s looking for me,” I said quietly. 

I had no intention of wrecking my friends’ night just because mine had been ruined. They were so excited about this party. Yelena had spent three hours doing her hair and then an hour doing my makeup until I put a stop to it. 

“I saw someone I know,” I said. “I intend to go over there and say hello.” 

I wouldn’t say a nice hello. I’d drive my stiletto up that cheater’s ass. I’d ram my knee into his fucking nuts and damage his dirty cock. 

“Go and have fun,” I urged Nat and Yelena. 

I didn’t want my friends to see me angry or witness the heartbroken tears that were threatening to spill out. 

Just when I’d accepted Axel, he was betraying me like this, right in front of my eyes—in front of everyone.

I should have listened to Yelena’s warning about the demigods. I’d thought only one of them was a bad apple. 

Maybe all of them were rotten, even Héctor. I just hadn’t seen their dark sides yet. 

Hadn’t Héctor pulled a devious stunt to stake a claim on me in public at the Hall of Bridgewater? 

I had been blinded by my lust for them, by their “courting.”

“I’ll catch up with you soon,” I added quickly, forcing out a smirk. “If you get into any stripping games, try not to lose without me.” 

I managed that much, even though I was shattering to pieces. 

As my friends rushed upstairs with enthusiasm and disappeared from my sight, I lifted the hem of my skirt. I didn’t glide but marched toward Axel and his whore on a warpath. 

I didn’t give a fuck about causing a scene. I’d smash his party to pieces, just like he’d broken my heart. 

I wasn’t the kind of girl who would take a blow and swallow her bloody teeth quietly. And if I went down, I went down loudly, dragging along those who’d wronged me.  

Axel didn’t see me coming, but Britney did. She flashed me a gloating smile. Axel spun her one more time, his hand cupping and squeezing her ass. 

Before I made another step toward them, he halted their dance and led her toward an exit. 

They must be looking for a private place to do the dirty deed. 

My blood boiled with rage. The Demigod of War wouldn’t want to know what I would do to him when he was in the middle of fucking another woman. 

The pair sped up and exited, as if riding into the sunset. 

Fuck! I was losing sight of them. 

I pulled my shoes off, held them in my hands, and gave chase. 

“Marigold, where are you going?” I heard Marie call after me, but I paid her no heed. 

I had only one mission—catching the cheating demigod, shaming him, and kicking him in the nuts with my stiletto over and over...

I no longer regretted wearing these tortuous shoes. Everything happened for a reason, even wearing a pair of stilettos. 

I balled my fists, rushed out the exit barefoot, and scoured the surroundings. 

They vanished behind a low-rise building trellised with clusters of ivy and lilac. I hurried after them and rounded the building. 

I was quiet, swift, and efficient. My years of hunting experience rushed back. Instead of flushing out game, though, I was tracking a cheater. 

Their trail disappeared, then resurfaced on a curved path through the shade of bushes and a few orange trees. 

Were they going to fuck in the open, just for the thrill of it? 

My nostrils flared, and rage pounded anew in me. 

I trekked down the same narrow path they’d traversed, closely following their trail. 

The wind sent their giggles back to me. 

“You make me shudder with desire, Demigod Axel,” Brittney purred throatily. 

Slut!

At a certain point, I noticed that all of the noise, music, and voices from the party were muted. I’d strayed far away from the action. 

The pair was leading me toward the south side of the pond where I’d once visited the elemental inside an ancient tree and had a brief, enigmatic, and unsettling conversation with it. 

Magic pulsed around me, dark, thick, murky, and potent. 

An alarm rang like hell inside my head. 

A trap! 

Fear washed over me, dimming my blind rage, and clarity started to regain its footing in me. 

A chilly realization clicked. 

I wasn’t following Axel. Whoever wore his face wasn’t him; they had different power signatures, though they shared the same power grade—the ninth grade. 

I’d been lured into an ambush by a demon prince.

And he had brought a small army of powerful mages. 

How had they breached the Academy’s wards? 

“Hello, Marigold,” a male’s rich, dark voice purred. 

Axel and Brittney appeared in my field of sight, his arm still snaked around the first-year student. 

Terror and ice coursed through my veins. I tossed my stilettos at the fake Axel’s face and ran. 

Only I didn’t get far. My face slammed into an invisible wall. Dark spells twirled in the air, smelling foul and enhancing the dark orb that encased me. 

I conjured up my fire and tossed it at the barrier. I had only one urgent purpose—escape at all costs. Yet the barrier didn’t break at my onslaught. 

Cold sweat dampened my armpits. 

A dozen or so cloaked mages peeled out of the shadows of trees and closed in on me, their wands all pointing at me. 

“Stop wearing a demigod’s face, asshole.” I shouted at the demon prince. Then I stabbed two fingers in Brittney’s direction. “Do you know whom you’re mixing with this time, bimbo? You didn’t get the Demigod of War. You got a prince from Hell.” 

The demon prince shoved his female companion aside, no longer needing her. 

Brittney face-planted into a tree trunk with a yelp of pain. If she weren’t an Olympian descendant, she’d have a cracked rib and a broken nose. 

“Take care of the trash,” the demon prince said cruelly before turning to me with a lopsided smile. “So, you know who I am.”

Axel’s face melted from him, and a gorgeous demon prince stood in front of me.  

Unlike other demons, he didn’t have horns and claws. He didn’t carry a weapon or wear their scaled armor that was damn hard to pierce, yet he was the most dangerous demon I’d met. 

With my innate knowledge, I knew he could conjure up horns and fangs easily if he wanted to have them. Demons had all kinds of shapes. The ones with a humanoid form were the descendants of the most powerful fallen angels. They were cold, brutal, powerful, and merciless. 

This dark prince’s power grade was only a scale lower than Lucifer’s. That was likely why he could get inside the walls of the Academy, the heart of the demigods’ territory.

His mage pawns, who were powerful magic users, had probably assisted him in breaking down the wards.  

He’d worn Axel’s face and fooled me, taking advantage of my blind, jealous rage. 

This demon prince could shift shapes at will, but now he wanted me to see his true form. I perceived his intention—he wanted me to see him. 

Clad in a white shirt and a pair of dark jeans, the demon prince could blend into any setting and any human society. Humans would mistake him for a rich, bored heartthrob, and none of them would recognize him as a soul-stealer and the incarnation of a nightmare. 

His face was perfection, like an angel carved out of dark gold. Only the material came from Hell. His long eyebrows were black and sharp. His bottomless, unfathomable eyes contained an infinite darkness that was born to devour light. 

Yet he was the most sensual man I’d met, because he was the very definition of seduction. He created it and rewrote it. When his lips moved, no woman could resist him. 

But I wasn’t an average woman, not at any time of the day.

Lust didn’t pulse in my bloodstream, as he had clearly intended. Instead, a chilly repulsion rolled in my belly. 

“I know what you are,” I said. “I just don’t know your name.” 

But he knew me by name. He’d gone through a lot of trouble to breach the wards, as no demons could have done before, just to get me. He’d even gotten a pawn—Brittney—to help him lure me here. 

In my stupid jealousy, I’d thrown every caution and reasonable thought out the window. I hadn’t even bothered to distinguish the demon prince’s power signature from Axel’s when I’d first sensed his potent presence in the ballroom. 

The demon captain who had escaped Héctor and me must have ratted me out and told his great master—the demon prince—that I was the “Lost One.”

And now I was trapped like a fly in a net. But I wasn’t going to act like one. 

I secretly sent my invisible magical fire to trace the barrier, feel its weaknesses, and find a crack to break through. 

“A spitfire you are,” the demon prince barked out a laugh. “I like that. You’re just what I expected. You’re not a weakling. To save you some trouble, I suggest you give up unweaving my spells, which are specifically designed to withstand any fire from a descendant of any alien gods.” 

My magical readings returned to me. He wasn’t lying. 

The orb was formed by complicated dark spells and Hell’s magic. Blunt force couldn’t shatter it, and fire couldn’t burn through it. 

I sent stronger fire—stealth was no longer necessary—to study the spells that entrapped me in this black, half-transparent orb.

How I hated to be caged again. 

“You got me here,” I said, stalling the demon prince. “You obviously want something from me. Aren’t you going to be a dear and introduce yourself properly?”  

He laughed. “Others quiver in my presence, yet your knees aren’t weak.”

My knees had resisted the demigods just fine, too. 

“I’m not wearing boots today,” I said, “or I’d try to quake in my boot to boost your ego. Today I’m just a nobody in a dress. There’s no glory in trapping me here.” 

“You aren’t just a nobody in a dress, cousin,” he said. 

I laughed as I kept working on disassembling his spells. I couldn’t blast them away by blunt force, but if I learned enough about how his dark spells had been woven, I might tear a crack in the orb. I was a novice in the knowledge of all things magical, but I had strong innate powers that I didn’t know exactly how to command. 

“What did you just call me?” I snickered after I dropped my mocking laugh. “I’m not a demon princess. Your captain gave you false information in order to get a big promotion.” I watched a flicker of confusion flit through his obsidian eyes. “I’m not some fucking Lost One—I’ve never been lost—and I bear the marks of the gods. So do yourself a favor. Leave the Academy while you and your fan boys still can.”  

He laughed right back. “You’re fun. I’m going to enjoy your company. The Ninth Circle of Hell has gotten boring. Your godly heritage is only half of your makeup. Your other half shares the same bloodline as me and is equally potent and magical. By the way, you can call me Loki.” 

He paused and sniffed the air. 

Had I mentioned how I hated anyone sniffing at me since nothing good had ever come out of it? 

“You smell darkly divine, my hybrid cousin,” he sighed in satisfaction. 

“Pull your head out of your demon ass,” I sneered, though my throat felt so tight and parched it threatened to close up my airway, a sign of cold panic. “First, I’m not your cousin. I’m not the fucking Lost Princess, and the origin of my blood is as far from yours as the Earth is from the sun of another galaxy. I’m not a filthy demon.”

“Good metaphor,” he said, ignoring my insult. “There are only three superior beings who can detect that part of your heritage—the part we share. One of the three is Lilith—Lucifer’s sister, wife, and your mother. And of course, Lucifer, my father, can smell your veiled power miles away.”  

“Shut the fuck up, you lying son of a bitch!” I snarled. 

The revelation shocked me to my core, making my every cell shiver in cold dread. I really didn’t want anyone else to hear this dark piece of information. Even though it was a false accusation from the Prince of Lies, I’d still be put down like a rabid animal by any Olympian descendant if they believed his lie. 

My panicked gaze darted to wild-eyed, terrified Brittney, who was being held by a mage at knife point. 

I had a bad feeling that once she was free, she would go straight to the demigods to report my “true origin” and spread the news as fast as she could put her lips together. 

Even the demigods wouldn’t allow me to live if they were convinced I had demon blood in my veins, despite their claims that I was their one true mate. 

I can’t be the lost demon princess, I whimpered inwardly. I’m not a demon’s spawn. 

“I can prove it to you, cousin,” he said with an amused, sadistic smile, as he spotted the devastated look on my face. “But probably not here. We’re running out of time.” 

My breath hitched as panic and terror iced over my veins. He was going to take me. I pushed my fire harder toward the orb.

“I’ve showed you courtesy since you demanded a proper overture,” he continued. “It might not be easy for you to accept the new truth, but your life is going to change, I promise. I’m bringing you home, where you belong, Princess Celeste.”

“No,” I said. 

I wouldn’t allow anyone to drag me anywhere I didn’t want to go. I wouldn’t allow him to take me. I was no one’s fucking prisoner. 

I would break this cage or die trying. 

I gave all I had and blasted at the orb, my fire raging against the barriers around me.  

“You won’t take what’s mine!” A roar boomed, sending the trees, bushes, and shadows into a trembling fit. 

The Demigod of Sea stepped into the path of the demon prince. Hard waves crashed into Loki and his dark mages as ice spears flew toward them from every direction. 

At the same time, Loki’s hellfire, which looked just like mine, surged toward Paxton. 

It was dark, terrifying, and beyond powerful, like a dark star exploding and raining down fire on Earth. 

An unwanted connection snapped into place between Lucifer’s heir and me. 

A cold dread settled in my stomach and churned. That was why the ancient element had warned me never to use hellfire. 

Loki was here, not because the demon captain had run back to his great master to rat me out. When I’d tried to burn Paxton with hellfire, I’d sent up a beacon to Hell. I’d summoned Loki. 

Hellfire was the royal signature, straight from Lucifer’s house. 

I swallowed and watched the forces of Hell and Heaven crash. 
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The Demigod of Sea had trailed after me all the way here while I’d followed a fake Axel, hellbent on driving my stiletto up his cheating ass. 

Paxton had heard the eloquent prelude recited by Loki and probably believed I was what the demon prince said I was, considering the swimming boy wasn’t exactly a fan of mine. Another proof that could convince him was the hellfire that Lucifer’s heir had just demonstrated. 

I’d shot him with the same fire. 

A storm of icy current crashed into the sheets of hellfire, and the air sizzled with violent electricity at the impact. The tang of brimstone, sulfur, and ocean made the air reek. 

The mages put up their own shields to diffuse the sea demigod’s onslaught of ice spears. Three of them with weaker shields went down under the spears, impaled. The rest of the mages closed in on Paxton, tossing all sorts of nasty spells at him. 

No other Dominion soldiers were around, which was unusual. Had the mages killed the patrolling guards and then cast some shielding spells to make this area a null zone where no one outside could hear the sounds of our battle? 

I could sense magic and power levels, but I hadn’t the nose for identifying spells. The headmistress had included Spells and Potions in my curriculum, but I hadn’t had a chance to attend the class. 

Paxton pulled up a shield that emitted icy steam to guard his back while he prowled through the thick shockwave caused by the collision of his power with Loki’s. His silver longsword sailed toward his opponent’s neck. 

Loki met him full-force. Wicked twin axes appeared in his hands and jammed into the demigod’s blade. 

They each held their ground with seemingly equal strength before they pivoted around their crossing weapons, seeking any weaknesses. Then they broke off at the same time, only to hack at each other in the next nanosecond as they threw brutal kicks into the mix.

“How did you get into the Academy, demon?” Paxton demanded harshly. 

“Your weak ward is nothing to me, demigod.” Loki snickered. 

They lunged at each other again like two bulldogs. 

Their duel turned more complex and vicious, and then they blurred into a flurry of movement, sword flashing and axes glinting the moonlight. When they separated again, red blood streamed from Paxton’s right shoulder and left thigh and black blood oozed out of Loki’s sides. 

This was the first time I’d seen Paxton battle his real foe. Despite my hatred for him, I had to admit that he was a magnificent sight to watch. He fought spectacularly as a swordsman.

Desperation rolled off him in spades as he fought toward me, slashing and slicing anyone between us. 

“Distract the demigod while I grab the girl,” Loki barked in a demonic tongue. 

I understood every syllable of his homeland’s language. 

I rammed my rainbow fire into the orb again and again. It was weakening now under my fierce, desperate assault. I just needed a bit more time. 

But I might not have it. 

The mages frenetically hurled fire, explosions, and other nasty stuff at Paxton, driving the demigod back. Loki extracted himself from the fight and lunged toward me. 

The orb entrapped me, but it opened a path for him. Once he grabbed me, he could teleport us directly to Hell. 

I wouldn’t let him take me captive. 

I roared, calling my magic, demanding it give its all. 

Magic churned under my skin, cold and heat surging through me. 

I unleashed all my fires—the hellfire and the heavenly one, possibly from a Titan. Twists of flame in all colors blasted out of me, tearing through the barrier. 

Loki missed my arm by an inch as the bubble around me shattered. He widened his coal-black eyes at my inferno. 

“The Living Flame,” he murmured in an ancient demonic tongue, “is you, Celeste.” 

I understood the tongue yet again and knew it was so ancient that only the royal demons could speak and understand it. A fragmented memory hit me, and I heard myself speak it as a child.  

The realization sent unquenchable chills and deep dismay to my very marrow. 

Paxton bellowed. A new wave of energy hurled out of him and pelted half of the mages until they were bits of human pieces. 

He lurched at Loki and planted himself between me and the demon prince. 

Shouts from Dominion sentinels drifted near. They were running toward us. 

“Pull back,” Loki called. 

The air thinned, swirled, and crackled, and a portal opened, showing jagged black mountains spewing lava in the background. 

Loki stepped through it, then lingered in the doorway, stretching a hand toward me as his four surviving dark mages ran through the gateway. 

“Come with me, Celeste,” he spoke in that ancient tongue again. “The demigod has learned who you are. You won’t be safe in the Academy or anywhere else in their realm. They won’t just kill you—they’ll do much worse. Even if the demigods let you live for the moment, Ares, the God of War, will never allow your existence. You’ll only be safe with your own kind. Come, cousin.” 

“Don’t, Marigold!” Paxton warned. 

He might not understand what Loki had said—I wasn’t sure if the demigods were trained in the ancient demonic tongue that was a privilege of Hell’s royalty—but he’d seen the devil’s heir extend his hand toward me in invitation.

The Demigod of Sea flung a deluge of ice spears toward Loki, and the dark prince raised his hellfire. The two opposing forces cancelled each other out, yet ripped apart the fabric of the air. 

Paxton shielded me with walls of ice, which also prevented me from taking the hand of Lucifer’s heir. 

I’d felt the pull of Hell, something deep within me vibrating with a strange need, urging me to enter the realm. But I knew exactly what Loki wanted me for—his powerful pawn, weapon, companion, and possibly a test subject. 

I wasn’t desperate or crazy enough to go with him. 

“No, thanks, dude. I’m not interested,” I said, my voice icy and hollow. “And don’t come back for me.”

Loki’s face morphed in rage at my rejection, and swirling darkness emitted from his pitiless eyes.  

He wouldn’t let me go now that he’d confirmed I was what he wanted. He’d return for me. And when he came, he’d bring Hell’s army—or worse.  

I shivered as black fear soaked my every cell and a chill haunted my soul. 

The Dominion soldiers had almost arrived. 

“See you around, Princess,” Loki said. 

The prince gave me one last look with a dark grin that promised he’d get what he wanted. Then he stepped through the doorway. 

The portal shimmered before closing behind him. 
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The Demigod of Sea stared at me. I stared back, my face devoid of any expression. 

Until now, I hadn’t noticed that he was badly wounded. Loki’s blood mingled with his own, soaking his shirt and coating his skin. 

All I was thinking now was that, with his knowledge of my parentage, he was a bigger threat to me than Loki. 

My declaration would sound ridiculous even to my own ears if I ever told him, “Hey, Pigston, did you hear what the demon prince said about me? He’s fucking nuts.” 

How could this day get any worse for me? Of all people, my sworn enemy had to be the one who unveiled my hidden origin. 

A menacing light flashed by my eyes. 

I could eliminate the threat. 

If I struck the sea demigod now, when he was most vulnerable, he wouldn’t stand a chance against me. I could use my combined hellfire and heavenly fire to liquefy him before anyone arrived at the scene. And I’d blame it all on Lucifer’s heir and the dark mages.  

The “Living Flame” was still warm against my palms. It would answer to my summoning. It wouldn’t fail me. 

And my dirty secret would be safe. I would stay with the rest of the demigods and prolong my happiness a little longer.  

I locked eyes with Paxton, and his violet ones were vulnerable and open to me for the first time. He saw exactly what was on my mind. He saw murder in my eyes. 

He wasn’t going to lift a finger to defend himself.

If I wasn’t mistaken, his expression declared that he deserved it and more. 

I stepped toward him, my palms lifting. Columns of fire twirled around them, as tense as an iron whip, ready to strike. 

Then shame poured down on me like a cold shower. At the same time, a hot, sharp pain impaled my gut at the idea of erasing my immortal enemy from the face of the Earth. 

The old Marigold might be many things, but she was never a coldblooded murderer. She might have stabbed her enemies in the back, since she often fought dirty, but she couldn’t be a heartless bitch. 

What had happened to this new version of Marigold? 

What kind of darkness and evil dwelled in me that I could contemplate murdering the demigod who had defended me? 

Could I blame the demon blood in my veins if what Loki had revealed was the truth?

But how could I go on without constant fear in the demigods’ realm when Paxton knew my secret origin and held my fate in his hands? 

I swallowed, unable to decide my next course of action. Cold sweat soaked me and drenched my fancy gown, even though Loki was gone. 

A body on the ground stirred and groaned. 

Both Paxton and I swept our gazes to the sudden motion. 

Brittney slowly sat up, glaring at me wild-eyed and full of hate and fear. Then she spotted Paxton, and her malicious eyes shone with victory. 

She thought she’d found the very best person to rat me out to. She didn’t know that Paxton had learned about my dirty little secret before she’d been knocked out cold. 

“Revered Demigod of Sea,” she started, “I must report—”

I heard the snap of her neck breaking. She dropped dead in a heap. 

I lifted my gaze to Paxton, and he held my look of accusation. There wasn’t the slightest remorse in his violet eyes for cold-bloodedly slaying a first-year initiate. 

“I accessed her weak mind,” Paxton said in a low voice. “She betrayed you to the demons in order to remove you as her rival. Any threat to you must be eliminated. Anyone who’s a danger to you can’t be allowed to live.”

He’d killed her to protect me and my secret? 

“What about you?” I asked harshly, my eyes cold, distrustful, and traumatized, as I couldn’t repel this chill from sinking into my bones like an endless icy fog. 

“I’m the last thing you should worry about, Buttercup,” he said. “And you won’t whisper a damn thing about what really happened here to anyone, not even to your beloved Héctor.” 

He no longer mockingly referred to me as a princess, because in fact, I might just be one. 

The Dominion sentinels reached us with shouts and weapons, and then Zak, Axel, and Héctor all arrived at the scene, lightning, whirlwinds, and death shadows whipping the air with their outraged roars. 

The Demigod of Sea flashed his white teeth savagely and whispered, “I’ll take care of you, Buttercup.” His words in my ear sounded like a promise and a threat all at once. “Whether you like it or not.” 
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I was a bastard.  

I’d hurt my mate brutally, because stupid, coldhearted me had believed in the barbarian way to tame a woman, to make her submit to me unconditionally. 

I had encouraged a brute to pound her to within an inch of her life, nearly giving him the license to kill her. 

Yet she’d stood up with all the broken bones in her and declared, “You’ll never bend me. You’ll never break me. And you’ll never get the best of me. All you’ll ever get is the nightmare version of me, dickhead.”

At that moment, I’d fallen for her irreversibly, admiring her backbone beyond measure. 

Yet I knew, at that same moment, I’d lost her. 

She would never want me. 

It was too late for me to take back what I’d done to her. 

To change a man was difficult. To change a demigod was impossible.

But I’d changed. 

I couldn’t be cold and merciless to her anymore, even though I’d never had a sweet bone in my body. 

I wanted a chance at redemption, yet I didn’t know how to get it from her. But I was learning and adapting, and I’d keep trying, even if it took me several lifetimes to get there. 

I couldn’t give up on her. 

I’d been trying to get her to engage with me in any conversation or any activity, as I was afraid I’d diminish to nothing once she no longer registered my existence. 

Whenever I opened my mouth, I enraged her. But even the repulsion and black hatred for me in her beautiful green eyes could ignite icy fire in my bloodstream. 

After I’d driven away Lucifer’s heir, Marigold didn’t relax. Her fear only thickened, coating every inch of her soft, golden skin, making my heart ache for her. 

Then it dawned on me that she regarded me as a worse enemy than the demon. 

She thought I’d do more harm to her than him, now that I’d learned about her hidden origin.

She’d almost taken a step toward Lucifer’s son and followed him to Hell to escape me, to escape the worse fate she’d assumed would be awaiting for her at the Academy. 

I’d never allow that to happen. 

Then a cold, desperate killing light had flashed in her eyes. She’d wanted to eliminate me to preserve herself before my cousins arrived on the scene. 

And I’d waited quietly for her to execute her plan to strike me down. 

I wouldn’t lift a finger to stop her. 

In that moment, I’d had no will to continue my existence if my own mate wanted my death that badly. 

Let her burn me. 

I deserved it and more. 

The idea of slaying me burned brightly in her eyes for only two heartbeats before the murderous light dimmed. 

My heart broke at her mistrust, fear, and white-hot hatred of me. My heart ached even more to see her so lost, standing there alone amid the shadows and light and corpses littered around the battlefield. 

She shivered in the night wind that reeked of blood and the remnants of Hell’s sulfur. My primal instinct urged me to pull her into my arms to shield her. 

But I knew she would rather drive a knife into her body than let me comfort her. 

My mate regarded me as her immortal enemy, and in such an hour when she needed a shield and comfort, I couldn’t even hold her to tell her that she was safe with me. The message in her devastated eyes was loud and clear—she believed that as long as the demon prince and I existed, she’d never be safe. 

Of all people, I’d been the one to learn about her dangerous heritage.  I had her secret in my hands. What she didn’t realize was that I didn’t hold her fate, but I might just hold mine. 

This was my second chance with her. 

I’d defend her and guard her secret with my last breath. 

I’d protect her with my last drop of blood. 

When she couldn’t bring herself to harm me, a shard of hope rose in me like the last ray of light shining from a dying star. 

I whispered a promise in her ear before more hell broke out at the Academy. “I’ll take care of you, Buttercup, whether you like it or not.” 
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I’m not what everyone thinks I am. If they discover what I am, both the gods and demons will hunt me to the ends of the universe. 

The revelation of my hidden origin would tilt the scales of the immortal war, but I don’t carry this dark secret alone. The sea demigod, my sworn enemy, now carries it with me and leaves a trail of dead bodies behind to keep me—and my secret—safe. 

Amid the turmoil and chaos, the God of War returns to the Academy. Obsessed with my uniqueness, he steals me from his son’s bed to make me warm his. 

So war breaks out between the war god and my demigods while Lucifer’s army of demons besieges the Academy. If we all survive the brutal battle, my mates will soon learn the truth about me is dirtier than reality. 
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They said happily ever after is supposed to be a fairytale. I’d come from a dark fairytale that turned out to be so bright. My four mates wanted me more than anything in the universe and cherished me every second of the day. I believed in true love, but I also believed that you had to keep fighting for love and never take each other for granted. 

But to be honest, sometimes I did wonder if it were but a dream that I had four hot mates who tasted sinfully divine. And sometimes I had nightmares that convinced me that I was still the three Fury beasts shrieking above the jungle with unbearable loneliness and unquenchable rage. Whenever I had those bad dreams, one of my mates would wake me up, cradle me in his arms, and then bury his massive cock deep inside me to persuade me that he was real, and they were all real. 

My dragon princes also suffered nightmares every now and then. 

“Fuck,” Iokul said. “I dreamed about painting the demon bitch’s toes again. It was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever done. Fuck.”  

“You took the blunt hit for us, brother,” Rai said, giving Iokul an appreciative look. “We did what we had to do. We’ll do it again if we must to keep our mate safe.” 

“Next time, one of you will do the toes,” Iokul said. “Because I’m done with them.”

“What about our mate’s toes?” Elvey asked with a smirk. “Will you deny Daisy the pleasure? If you could paint other woman’s toes—”

I gave Elvey a scolding glare, but he intentionally avoided my eyes. 

“Well, in that case—” Iokul sighed.  

“No more toe-painting on anyone,” I said firmly. “Not now, not ever.”

All of my dragon mates looked relieved. 

“I don’t mind painting your lovely toes, dearest,” Elvey said. “And I’ll even suckle them to make you feel really good.” 

My toes curled, and I suppressed a moan. 

Blaze and Rai glared at Elvey. Even Iokul, his best pal now, sent him a look of disapproval. 

“Since you all mentioned it,” I asked. “Why did you have to do it physically, Iokul, when you could have used the glamour you borrowed from Elvey?” 

“The damned demigod forbade us to use his glamour for ‘trivial things.’ Those were his words,” Blaze explained for Iokul, since his brother didn’t want to sell Elvey out. “We didn’t want to mess it up and have the demon bitch finding out about the glamour. So, we used it only when absolutely necessary, like in the end.”

In the end, when Tianna had thought all of my dragon kings had betrayed me and were fucking her, they’d only fucked with her mind. 

Still, the memory of that fake act haunted me like a lasting bad taste. I wasn’t beyond pettiness. 

“Do you know how hard it was to restrain ourselves from touching you,” Iokul whispered under his breath, his silver eyes flashing with torment, “when all we ever wanted was to touch you and hold you.” 

“We had to fight so hard not to come to you, so we wouldn’t ruin the plan,” Blaze said, his golden eyes turning molten in anguish. “The nights were most difficult. We got used to holding you in sleep. We pined for your soft, warm body curling around us.” 

“I was the one who truly hurt you,” Rai said, shadow of guilt, shame, and anger coating his sapphire eyes. “I laid my hands on you.”

The memory of him backhanding me by accident and sending me across the ground flashed before my eyelids. It’d hurt him more than it’d hurt me. He still couldn’t forgive himself for that. 

“If you never want me again, I—I don’t know what to do,” he said, his voice breaking, his eyes pleading. 

I’d denounced all three of them in Tianna’s former court. I’d struck back harder at them in double revenge. And I’d learned that both Iokul and Blaze had punched Rai and broken his nose for that mishap, and Rai had begged them not to stop. 

I touched Rai’s masculine beautiful face. His skin felt so warm and smooth without a mask. “It was an accident,” I said. “And you—all of you—did what you had to do to save me. I can’t even imagine what you’d gone through. So, no more guilt. No more sacrifice. And no more keeping me in the fucking dark. I’m serious. I’m far from over it. You’ll have to learn to trust me and earn my trust again.”

“We promise, love,” Iokul said, “as long as you give us a second chance.”

Elvey leaned against the wall, watching us. 

We sprawled on the vast bed in the Golden Palace in the Dragon Realm, resting. My dragon mates stroked me with their hands. Our dynamic interested him. I met his gaze and smiled invitingly, beckoning him to come to us.  

Yet he did not join us. 

I didn’t want him to feel left out, but I’d give him time and space and let him get used to this first. 

He was one of us, no matter if he realized it or not. He would eventually. We had all the time in the world, and I was learning to be patient. 

We would leave instant gratification to the mortals. 

“It infuriated us more than anything to watch Elvey have his uncouth hands all over you,” Blaze said. “It was the worst torture ever. I wanted so much to punch his face, but my cold logic kept telling us to back off while he was protecting you.” 

Elvey’s hands were anything but uncouth, but I wouldn’t point it out. I didn’t want to take a side, even though I had almost rolled my eyes at Blaze’s comments. 

“As I said, the demigod got the best deal,” Rai grunted. “While we had to breathe through our mouths subtly, so the demon bitch wouldn’t know how her stench put us off, while we had to constantly come up with clever excuses to fend off her unwanted advances and harassment, Elvey was enjoying and fucking our mate every night.” 

“Not just every night,” Elvey said with a grin of challenge. “The mornings were just as fantastic.” 

“Why don’t we just punch him now?” Rai hissed. 

“Bring it on, bitches,” Elvey said with a lopsided grin. 

“Hey! Hey!” I shouted sternly before anyone could move to deliver a blow. “What did we say about being civilized? Can’t you boys keep the promise for even two days?” My voice turned to whimper. “Can’t I even have peace for the evening?”

My mates all looked sheepish before they glared at each other. 

My manipulation worked for only a second. 

“You put up with a shitload from us, honeybee,” Blaze said. “I’m so sorry.” 

“I apologize as well,” Rai said. 

Only Elvey chuckled, but he became solemn the next second. 

“I haven’t properly thanked the three of you,” he said sincerely. “Though, if you hadn’t watched Tianna break my bones, you’d probably never have taken the deal. Anyway, I still owe you a big one, brothers.”

My dragon kings silenced for a second. Then Blaze waved his hand to show his generosity. 

“We’re even,” the fire dragon said. “Without your elaborate plan, we might never have been able to kill that snake. Together, we are unstoppable. Look how we united two realms and the human cities and healed the land.”

“I think it’s time to reward ourselves,” Iokul decided, gazing at me, fire of desire burning through his layers of ice. 

My heart fluttered, and heat rose on my skin. 

“Every night, when you weren’t around, I dreamed of burying myself deep inside you,” Rai said, his eyes searing with such heat it caressed the aching flesh between my thighs. “I need to hear you moaning my name, mate.” 

“I’m all yours,” I breathed out.  

Blaze’s nostrils flared. My mates loved the scent of my arousal. 

Then, six hands worked on undressing me effectively while stripping themselves. In no time, I was nearly bare before them.

Blaze’s large hand palmed my pussy, lust ablaze in his liquid amber eyes, before Iokul pulled my black lacy panties down over my knees. 

I gasped at the sensation and rocked my hips. 

Iokul gave the fire dragon an annoyed look. He had been planning to claim the flesh between my thighs first. That was why he’d chosen to yank off my pants. But Iokul adapted fast. He spread my legs wide and traced his lips up toward my inner thigh. 

Rai, who leaned against piles of pillows with my back against his chest, moved his head toward me. He turned my face to the side and slanted his mouth against mine before Blaze could lean in to take it. 

Blaze snapped his head back and settled on stroking my pussy with one hand, his other hand fondling my breast. 

Rai took my other breast, his fingers kneading my taut nipple. 

I arched my back, pleasure rippled through me in shockwaves. 

My dragon consorts’ touch was forever fire in my veins. 

Rai’s large erection poked my back, which only made my heart race faster. And mercilessly, he started to thrust his tongue in my mouth in possessive mating fashion. 

Elvey still watched us, though his eyes had grown hooded. 

I could feel his lust—dark and urgent. I could smell its tang of passion. 

His gaze followed Blaze’s fingers rubbing my clit in small circles. I cried out and moaned against Rai’s sensual lips. Then Blaze’s fingers thrust into my moistened heat. 

In and out and in, he thrust slowly, teasing and torturing, then his fingers dove in faster. His other hand left my breasts all to Rai and worked skillfully on my clit. My pussy clenched, needing to find that first release. 

“Not yet, babe,” Blaze said, his voice rough and husky.  

Rai broke away from my lips. “We need to coordinate better than this,” he said, his dark sapphire eyes flashing. “Daisy can ride me first.” 

“I’m working on her pussy,” Blaze said. “She’s so ripe. I can mount her from the front.” 

“I’m about to kiss her all the way up to her sweet core,” Iokul said. “I haven’t tasted her yet. I need to have her sweet juices on my tongue.” 

No, this wasn’t happening again. I needed to stop it before my dragon mates ended up fighting. Two weeks apart, and they’d forgotten how we used to play. 

“I’ll ride Rai first,” I said. “He’s already beneath me, ready and eager. One of you can fuck me from behind at the same time. And I also have two hands and a mouth.” 

Before I even finished voicing the arrangement, Rai lifted me effortlessly, flipped me over, and I straddled him. 

My ass swayed, rubbing against his massive erection, my arousal coating his shaft. 

He let out a short rough groan as he heaved my ass up, brushed my plump folds open with the crown of his shaft, and aimed his thick head at my slick entrance. 

He plunged me down his length, his cock pushing into my narrow passage, inch by glorious inch, until my pussy swallowed his length and held it captive. 

I threw my head back and moaned at the carnal pleasure. 

He allowed me to adjust to his size for a second before thrusting up, and my inner walls molded round his cock. The feel of his weight and hardness inside me was fucking delicious. 

I pushed him down, my hands splaying on his hard chest as I reveled in the feel of him beneath me.  

I should be the one riding him. He got my message, and his lips pulled back in a sensual grin. 

Heat racing in my veins, I moved up and down his length, fucking him faster and harder. Our flesh slapped together, spurring me on, making me wilder. I’d missed the feel of my dragons on me, in me. I twirled, rocked, and pumped my hips atop Rai, my ass slamming down to his heavy balls again and again. The dragon in him growled and purred. 

“This lovely pussy is mine to fuck,” he hissed. 

But I was fucking him. 

“Her exquisite pussy is ours, and we’ll fuck it with care,” Iokul said, moving behind me. 

My body shuddered in need for him as well, for all of them. 

Blaze wrapped around my waist, his face between my breasts, his mouth finding my nipple and suckling. Another kind of carnal pleasure rocked me as the fire dragon’s teeth grazed over my sensitive skin. 

Iokul’s hands gripped my ass. My skin tingled at the touch.  

He spread my butt cheeks, aiming his cock at my back entrance and slowly gliding in. 

I gasped as his cock inched inside me, my muscles tensing momentarily, before giving way to the carnal lust that ached to be sated.  

Rai took the control back, bucking up his hips and thrust into my heat. 

Iokul moved inside me gently while Rai fucked me vehemently. 

I threw my head back as the pleasure speared into me at both ends, my body igniting with dragon fire. 

Two cocks pounded in me, making me feel so filled and wanted. 

Blaze removed his lips from my breast. He knelt on my side and started to pump his large cock up and down. The fire dragon had the largest cock among his brothers, but then, my last mate hadn’t joined us. 

My lips parted, breathless moans escaping the depth of my throat. My eyes glowed with need for all my mates. I turned my head in Elvey’s direction. 

He was no longer composed. There was such savage hunger on his face, that for a heartbeat, I was afraid he’d devour me. Dark stars twirled in his eyes—they were all falling. The next instant, the demigod shrugged off his shirt, trousers, and boots. 

He stalked toward me, his cock jerking proudly and aggressively, full of forbidden desire. He got into the bed on the other side of me. Turning my face to the side, he traced my bottom lip with the head of his cock. 

I’d never used my mouth to fuck Elvey, but I was going to now. 

My tongue flickered out, licking the drop of the pre-cum on the slit of his cock. It tasted like him—sunlight on ocean and forest. Elvey sucked in a sharp breath, and a sultry smile spread on my lips.

Feeling good, right, baby? I asked in his head. 

Blaze watched us darkly, still pumping his cock, a bit too hard. He could have taken my mouth with his cock, but he was giving Elvey the first-time privilege. 

Elvey cupped my cheeks, and my mouth opened voluntarily. Hesitating for a mere second, he shoved his cock between my lips. 

It was too big. I could only take a couple inches of his shaft. 

My hand half-wrapped around the base of his manhood as I suckled his cock, swirling my tongue around his crown. When we warmed up a little, I could take more of his length.  

Elvey thrust in deeper, the head of his cock bumping at the back of my throat. I took him all the way in, my tongue flat against his thick dick. My mate growled in pleasure. 

Now I had three cocks thrusting in me, all possessive and mighty.

Rai gripped my thighs and thrust into my pussy at a savage speed. In and out. His action blurred. Pleasure lit up my entire being. 

Iokul pounded behind me with an ice dragon’s strength, then he moved faster and harder, my ass slamming back into his pelvis, my breast bouncing with abandon. 

Blaze pressed his steel rod on my tit and played with it before he placed his cock between my deep cleavage and thrust.  

Every inch of my skin was on fire. Pleasure rocked me from all sides, through all my senses. Every ounce of my being was consumed by mates, the overwhelming sensation threatening to drown me, to undo me. My every cell was more alive than it had ever been. 

I’d never felt so content, so cherished, and so beautiful. 

My four mate’s strength kept pouring into me, offering me their fire, ice, storm, and light unconditionally. 

Their mighty cocks drilled into me with reckless abandon, and I was a leaf in the center of a whirlwind. 

I was being fucked in every way imaginable, and all of them desired me above anything else. I was their most valued treasure, and they were mine. 

Their thrusts were wild, savage, and caring at the same time. Their need for me was great and flattering, and mine for them. Every stroke drove me to the edge of insanity and then brought me back just to drive me to the brink again. 

I moaned their names in turn, begging them to stop, then begging them to never stop. 

A hand—I wasn’t sure whose—pinched my clit, and I felt the first wave of my orgasm brush over me, but it wouldn’t break, not yet. Not until I’d reached the borderline of insanity.

All of my mates became the storm of lust with me twisting and screaming in pleasure inside it. Their powers kept pouring into me, knowing I could take them all. 

When they delivered their next sequences of powerful thrusts, our mating bond glowed like starlight weaving into the sunlight, yet none of my mates slowed their pace. 

Waves of maddening pleasure pushed me to the peak, finally crashing and breaking over me. I erupted and let out a roar of carnal delight. 

Thunders rolled across the night sky, and lightning flashed outside the window. Rai thrust up and shuddered inside me as he roared his release. 

Iokul roared after Rai and stilled in me, snow drifting down from the ceiling, settling on my lashes. 

Blaze pumped his cock between my breasts, and I watched a stream of his hot seed shoot out all over my breasts. His dragon fire traveled all over me, licking my skin. 

Elvey gave one last, forceful thrust with a low growl, his seed filling my throat. 

“I’ve never done that before, beloved,” he whispered in amazement as if he couldn’t believe what had just happened. 

His power of air and sky lashed out. The violent current lifted all of us, suspending us in the air, his blue light forming a ring around us. 

My White Light joined his blue light, as did Blaze’s fire, Iokul’s ice, and Rai’s lightning. 

It was order, chaos, and magnificence.  

Flowing music, lovelier than any sound in the universe, sang in our veins.  

We were one, now and forever. 

A lucky woman might meet one great love in her life, and I had four true loves. My centuries of loneliness, slavery, and being a nightmarish creature had all been worth it, since all led me to my mates. And for them, for any one of them, I’d go through any kind of burning hell again and again. 

I knew, no matter what, in the end, I’d come back to be with them. 

While we floated in the air, still locked and entangled with each other, my mind already drifted to the prospect of round two of the lust feast. 

I wanted to have them again and again, until I fucked them hoarse, or they fucked me hoarse. 

My mates chuckled, perceiving my dark thoughts and rainstorm of lust through our mating bond. Their eyes, all different shades and colors, scorched me with adoration, thick desire, and wicked promises. 

“I’ll fuck all of you until you beg,” I said. “And even then, I won’t stop.” 

Elvey tensed beside me and let out a string of ancient Fae curses. I arched an eyebrow.  

“How cruel,” purred a beautiful female voice, musical and powerful beyond measure. 

We dropped back onto the vast bed, still tangled in each other. 

Arianrhod, the Goddess of Inanna, materialized a few feet from our bed in a mist of light. 

My three dragon mates immediately covered me with their hands and bodies. The thing is, I’d rather Arianrhod not see my mates’ nudity. I struggled to throw them off, fumbling for a blanket. 

Arianrhod laughed lightly, fully entertained.  

I wasn’t amused. I knew whom she had come for, and I’d rather never see her again. We’d quarreled over Elvey, and we’d been at odds even after she granted me the guardianship of the Dragon Realm. 

My throat closed up, and my heart beat painfully. I took up an attack stance. I didn’t care that she was a goddess. Elvey was mine!

Continue to read The Dragon Queen and Hear Mates.
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