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The Burn of the Underworld

Escaping hell is nothing compared to the mating fever. One just feels a lot better. 

My name is Calamity. 

My past is dust and my future is a life to fight to the death in hell. I never expected this to change, but then three smoking-hot warriors—a primordial vampire, a fae prince, and a Sváva Archangel—arrive in my wrecked world, claiming I’m the lost queen and their fated mate.

They come to return me to the great Atlantis to claim my stolen birthright, despite the fact that no one has ever escaped the Underworld. 

I don’t trust anyone, but I can’t deny the terrifying power awakening inside me any more than I can deny my fatal attraction to the immortal males who fight with me. 

Warning: This is a full-length reverse harem fantasy romance that features one hell of a hybrid woman warrior and her four powerful mates. It contains battles, explicit love scenes, curses, magic, dark fae, vampires, shifters, fallen angels, and a lot of demon assholes.
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Maximus
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I’m Maximus. 

A vampire had no business in hell, but I was sent to bring the lost princess home, to the great Atlantis, where her birthright was stolen. 

Legend says that no one escapes hell, but I was motivated. 

The lost heir was my fated mate. She was also the mate of my bonded brothers: Ash, the Winter Prince; Elijah, a Sváva Archangel; and Merlin, the bastard. 

The only way to get into the Underworld was to be sold as a slave. Elijah, who belonged to the same despicable race as the Emperor of the Underworld, got the best role, acting as our slaver. 

Merlin giddily pressed a white-hot iron stick to my left temple and branded the slave symbol of two overlapping squares at a slanted angle on my skin. I hissed at him because of the scorching pain, the humiliation the slave brand would bring me, and the druid demigod’s careless attitude. 

“It’s too early to complain, Max,” Merlin said. “This is a great day. You’ll go into the Underworld to rescue our mate.” He waved the elegant, scholarly hand, the one that didn’t hold the iron stick, not caring that the burn was still sizzling on my skin. “You can burn off the brand with your vampire magic when you’re deep in the Underworld, as you see fit.” 

He moved toward Ash as if stalking prey, his clean white robe glowing, a million miles from the dirty, tattered slave outfits Ash and I wore. We were also in chains, insisted on by both Merlin and Elijah. 

When the iron bar hit the silver-haired fae’s temple, even I winced. Fae were allergic to iron. The metal was their worst enemy. 

“Fuck!” Ash cursed, and added a string of new profanities. 

Elijah tugged his massive golden wings in as he hovered over us to observe, and he smiled in satisfaction. “No one can see through the fake brand, not even Cain, the Emperor of Hell.” 

Merlin nodded at Elijah in agreement, but turned to us with disapproving eyes. “Gentlemen, you two suffered way worse than being branded as slaves when you fought in countless Earth wars. And this is only a very small price to pay for the chance to find our mate.” 

“The fucker really enjoyed this,” Ash grunted. “I’ve known him for too long. We gotta watch our backs, Max.” 

“He won’t be able to play us this time,” I said. “And he’d better pray that we get out of the hellhole alive, or my vampire army will gather at his door to demonstrate that he won’t have enough blood for them all.” 

Merlin flashed a feral grin. “Our interests are aligned this time, my bonded brothers. And before you leave, I feel the need to remind you to be on your best behavior and give our mate a great first impression. None of you have taken any woman seriously before, and I’m afraid you might not have the capability to do so. But this is our mate we’re talking about, so don’t screw it up.” 

“Of course you don’t want us to fuck up your covert operation.” Ash snorted. “While we go to the subterranean hole, you’ll be drinking the choicest wine on your warded, luxury balcony.” 

“If I could trade roles with you, I would in a heartbeat,” Merlin said ruefully. “You can’t even imagine how torturous and outrageous every second of waiting for Princess Ayanna to return will feel without being the one to protect her and escort her.” 

When he said her name, it was like a caress, unlike how he talked about anything else. It annoyed me. 

“She wouldn’t be called Ayanna in the Underworld,” I said harshly, without any sympathy toward his dilemma. The druid would have to be left behind for the plan to work. “None of us has any idea what she looks like, so how are we going to give her a great first impression?” 

I checked the hidden angelblade in my boots. The chains made clanging sounds where they hung from my wrists. 

“I’ll knife the motherfucker if I ever find out who sold our fated mate.” Another string of swear words charged out of Ash’s hard-lined mouth.  

Merlin appeared uncomfortable for a fleeting second, his eyes turning dark and haunted as he gazed into the empty space in the hall of his manor. 

“We’ve gone over this.” He sighed in exasperation, tossing the iron stick into the fireplace. “Look for the mark on her body.” 

“A brilliant idea.” Ash chuckled mockingly. “We’ll just undress every girl in the Underworld who looks between the age of seventeen and twenty-five to find a mark on the top of her left breast.” 

Ash rose from the cushion, his chains rattling. He gave it a look of loathing, even though Merlin had custom-made a set of steel shackles for him instead of the iron ones. 

“Not just any mark,” Merlin offered, “but the mark of the Queen of the Night—a flame inside five white petals.” 

“And four mating icons on her inner forearm,” Elijah chimed in, his golden wings arching over his shoulders. A look of longing flitted across his marble-like face and brightened the scar that crossed from the bridge of his nose to the corner of his mouth. 

We were all battle-hardened, cold-hearted immortals who had lived for millennia without finding the right woman. I’d ridiculed the absurd idea that there was such a thing as a fated mate—until a week ago, when Merlin, the demigod druid, had summoned all three of us and shared with us his vision.

Her face was hidden from us in Merlin’s revelation, but her voice, sweet and enticingly husky, called us like a firestorm in our souls, beckoning us to her. 

The demigod smiled enigmatically. “The mating icons are identical but of different shades. Only when she mates with a destined mate will an icon manifest and her power awaken.” 

Ash looked dreamy before he narrowed his eyes at Merlin. “And you think we’ll just trust everything you say? What if we go to hell for nothing? What if there’s never a fated mate for us? And worse, what if when we find her, she turns out not to be my mate?” 

“Merlin has never been wrong in his visions,” Elijah said. 

“You’re more than welcome to bail out, Prince Ash,” Merlin said, stalking toward the fae warrior, blue light glowing in his palms. “Shall I relieve you of this bond?” 

Ash bared his teeth and snarled, icy steam—the fae’s signature magic—puffing from his lips. Merlin arched an eyebrow, but he stayed a certain distance from the pissed-off Winter Prince. 

“I’m going to hell, for better or worse,” Ash said, “and no one’s going to stop me.” 

“Just remember: you won’t win your mate by bitching when you get there,” Merlin said. 

“Enlighten us again, Merlin,” I said. “How is being a slave gladiator going to help us meet her?” 

~
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A sudden descent, then a bang hammered beneath my boots. Reaper, the slave smuggler airship, touched down in the bowels of the Underworld. 

Two gray-winged Sváva guards in dark green uniforms saluted Elijah and called him Lord before leading us down the hallway that connected to the bay area, toward a metal hatch. 

Every Sváva knew that Elijah came from one of the twelve great Archangel bloodlines. 

My heart hammered at the sight of the open door. As soon as we left Reaper, we’d hunt her. It’d be like seeking a needle in an ocean of hay, but we would find her.

I’d gone on with my bleak existence for too long without finding my equal. In less than a decade, I’d enter stasis should I fail to find my mate. 

We stepped down the ramp, followed by hundreds of unfortunate slaves. The majority of them would die in the gladiatorial arena. Judging from the frightened looks on their faces, they knew that already. 

My face hardening, we prowled on. The sounds of the rattling chains from our feet, the cruel slavers’ cursing and whipping, and the slaves’ groaning and cries of pain were a hoarse cacophony in my hypersensitive vampire ears. 

I surveyed the jagged, parched landscape, my first view of the Underworld. Trails of fire and smoke swirled into the desolate sky from distant hills. 

The air reeked of sulfur and smoke. I wrinkled my sensitive nose. Then something else caught my attention. A perfume of honeysuckle and lily and pure flame permeated the bad smell. 

I inhaled again, deeper. I’d never smelled anything quite like that. 

I snapped my head toward the fae prince, who swaggered beside me, despite his chains dragging between his feet. He held my gaze, then his shoulders stiffened. 

Ash was a fae shifter. His sense of smell was as acute as mine. Elijah, however, fell short when it came to distinguishing scent, but he made up for it with his superior hearing and sight. 

The fae and I turned our heads to the source of the scent, and we found the person of interest—a hooded figure crouched behind a boulder, watching us with piercing, dark green eyes. 

It was hard to tell if the person was a male or a female, but judging from the silver Viking braids draping over slender shoulders, he could be a boy. 

Dirt and mud smeared his face. Three black stripes on each of his cheeks made it more difficult to determine what he looked like.  

My nostrils flared. It was absurd that a young man could smell so alluring. A moment of confusion washed over me. I’d come to look for my mate, not some slave boy. 

You saw him, too? Ash asked in my head. We could communicate telepathically as blood-bonded brothers.

And he smells like— I stopped. 

Honey, lily, flame, and home, Ash articulated. 

That one can’t be our mate, brothers. Elijah snorted in our heads. You can’t just go after the first person you see in hell. He added a sardonic chuckle. I didn’t expect you two to be that desperate.

The boy widened his green eyes in shock and panic, as if he hadn’t expected us to spot him.  

Something clicked in me. He might have cast an illusion.

Look carefully, Elijah, I warned. It appears we’re the only ones who can see him.  

Elijah wheeled around, staring hard at the guards, and they snapped to attention. None of them registered the existence of the boy twenty yards away. 

Can you sense his magic, Ash? I asked. He could be a girl in disguise.  

He’s too far away, said Ash. 

Let’s bring him in for questioning, Elijah said, stalking toward the slave boy. 

The boy stared at Elijah with hatred where he’d formerly studied Ash and me with curiosity.  Before Elijah made the second step, the boy bared his pearl-white teeth, spat, and bolted toward the distant hill. 

He was too fast for a human. 

The hell wind blasted his scent toward us, and Ash staggered, as if struck by lightning. 

It was a female’s scent. It exploded in my veins like a song of heavenly fire, calling my soul home. 

Elijah shut his eyes for half a second and cursed. 

Ash and I lunged in the direction where she’d gone, but several spears lashed out, pressing against our throats. Cain’s red-winged royal guards had just arrived to escort Elijah to meet the Emperor of the Underworld, and they weren’t too keen on us escaping. 

Ash and I were about to smash our chains against the Sváva and possibly kill them, but Elijah raised a hand to signal us not to act. He flicked the spears away from us and snarled at the guards. “These two slaves are mine. How dare you discipline what is mine?” 

He struck the face of the lead guard for overstepping. The guard staggered back, bowed, and apologized. Elijah raised his whip, not to hit the guards this time, but let it whoosh and land on my back, then on Ash’s. 

“You won’t step out of line again, slaves,” he hissed in warning. 

Ash didn’t retaliate, nor did I.

I sensed a spark amid an abyss of darkness and dullness, Ash whispered in our heads. I believe it’s the pulse from our mate. 
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Calamity
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I saw the two of them first. 

They were above six foot six, with hard bodies and mountains of cut muscles.

They were too arrogant, too handsome, and too well-fed to be slaves, yet they wore chains just like the other slaves.

I crouched behind a thorny shrub that barely concealed me in the rocky plain, my gaze trailing a path after them as the gladiator slaves trekked down the airship’s ramp.

Behind me, a few bushes scattered across the bleak landscape where the Reaper had dumped the new slaves. I’d been smuggled to this realm on that very ship before I was a toddler. 

Maybe I was waiting for someone to come for me. Silly, because I knew no one would come for me. But hope was a strange thing, and it had kept me going in this hellhole. 

Sebastian, my dragonian brother, had begged me to quit this dangerous obsession for years. He was terrified of me being caught and cut down, or worse.  

I kept assuring him that I’d return to him in one piece, for I had this small gift—somehow, I could camouflage myself in any environment. 

“But what if one day you meet a powerful Sváva and he can see through all your tricks?” Sebastian wasn’t convinced, and his bluish face hardened with worries. “Have you ever thought what it would do to me if you perish, Calamity?”

“I won’t get caught. I’ll slay any Sváva before he kills me.”

He snorted. 

Right, I didn’t even stomp bugs to death. 

In my brother’s eyes, I was forever his little, innocent sister who needed his protection. He was only three years my senior, but he acted like he was a decade older than me. 

I grinned at him. “You worry too much, Bas. In two years, you’ll look like an old man.” 

My adoptive brother looked so different than me, blue-skinned and horned, but he was all I had. 

I turned my attention back to the two knockout gladiator slaves. The slightly taller one wore rusty black armor that exposed his muscled biceps and powerful legs. A swirl of inked waves and runes slithered up his right arm and rippled across his massive shoulder until they vanished into his broad chest, covered by leather.  

I wished I could get closer and study the drawings. I wanted to lick the tattoos on his taut, powerful muscles. 

What a reaction! 

How could I be attracted to a stranger just because he had nice tattoos? 

But that wasn’t all he had. 

He had bronzed skin that no men in the Underworld possessed, and his medium-length chestnut hair was speckled with gold. Once again, I was struck by the notion that he didn’t come across as a slave. None of us slaves could afford to groom our hair like he did.   

I touched my silvery braids. Well, I had to tend to my hair every day. My father had tried many times to cut it short to better disguise me as a boy, but it always grew back overnight. 

So, I had to braid it in a Viking style to make it appear shorter, then I rolled in dirt and mud to make myself look undesirable. I couldn’t afford to draw attention to myself. I could never let anyone know I was a female if I wanted to stay with my brother and not be sent to the whorehouse run by the emperor’s commanders. 

My gaze flicked to the tattooed gladiator’s companion, who looked like a perfect, beautiful statue carved out of hard ice. He had silver hair, like mine, and I’d never seen anyone else with the same color hair in the Underworld. 

These two specimens intrigued me. 

It wasn’t just their refined ridges and masculine beauty that made me unable to tear my eyes off them. Their power vibrated in the air and rolled off them like burning ice and dark fire.

They were not ordinary slaves; they were dangerous. What had they done to be exiled to hell? 

The tattooed male snapped his head in my direction, his vibrant amber eyes locking on to me. 

Shit, shit, shit! 

I hadn’t expected that anyone could see me. I looked inward into my sliver of magic—it wasn’t a lot, but it was still there. My camouflage was in place. But then, Sebastian had warned me that very powerful beings could see through my illusion.  

My heart drummed like a galloping warhorse, and my mouth went dry. If he pointed me out to the Sváva demon guards and blew my cover, I’d be done for. An execution on the spot would be a mercy compared to what they would actually do to me. 

I cursed under my breath. I’d become too reckless. 

But maybe the tattooed slave didn’t exactly see me. 

I lowered myself, my stomach pressing against the hard ground, and I ignored the rough sensation of rocks biting into my skin. 

The man’s amber eyes didn’t leave me. His nostrils flared, as if he could smell me even from that distance, and his eyes brightened to molten gold. 

I widened my eyes in dread as I started to slither backward. 

Then his companion’s ice-blue eyes also found me.  

What the fuck? 

And worse, a formidable Sváva, the master race of the Underworld, came into view. 

His power radiated in spades. This one wasn’t a lower-ranking fallen angel. He looked more distinguished than any Sváva I’d ever seen, even though he wore a refined trench coat rather than the armor favored by the others. 

He was gorgeous, despite a long scar sprawled across the high ridge of his nose and stretching to his lips. Then it hit me. He was a newcomer. But if he stayed here for over a week, his appearance would change to a monstrous one. He’d grow horns, claws, and fangs, and his eyes would turn crimson. 

The fallen angels became demons in the Underworld.

Xavier, my adoptive father, had taught me the history of the Sváva that none of the other slaves had ever learned. Even Sebastian didn’t have the knowledge of the fallen angel race, and I wondered why my father had focused only on my education and training.  

A lump arose in the back of my throat at the memory of my late father. The pain had never gone away, ever since he had been killed while digging a new tunnel. 

I swallowed my pain and watched the new Sváva. 

The Sváva’s storm-gray eyes scanned the terrain with cold disinterest, until they suddenly landed on me as I slowly and quietly retreated from the shrub.  

Shit, hell!

I bit my bottom lip in case my curse flew out. 

Our gazes clashed; his was full of surprise and even denial, and mine burned with hatred, even though his harsh masculine beauty hammered into my chest and brought out a strange longing. Even his massive wings, a repulsive sight if they belonged to other Sváva, held me spellbound. 

He flicked his gaze to the demon guards to see if they had spotted me, and he got the confirmation. None save the two slave gladiators and he could see through my glamour.  

His gaze now sparkled with dark delight, and the scar on his face twitched. 

The Sváva race was notorious for its cruelty. And this one was obviously excited, for he’d discovered a new game. He was going to make an example out of me. 

And if he ever found out that I was a girl—

Chilling terror slithered up my spine, yet I couldn’t tear my gaze off him, off the three of them—one slaver and two slaves. 

They hadn’t made a move yet. 

I remained still, hoping this whole dynamic was just my imagination and they’d move on toward their destinations like the others. But I knew I wasn’t mistaken. 

I was made. 

The two slave gladiators opened their mouths, as if wanting to warn me. But the aristocratic Sváva stalked straight toward me with predatory grace, his angelic eyes flashing with menace.  

Blood drained from my face. I shot to my feet from behind the bush and bolted. 

I might not be able to outrun the Sváva if he flew overhead, but I was the fastest runner in the Underworld, and I might still have a chance of reaching the tunnel under the hill. And from there, I’d probably get away. 

So, I raced toward the hills, pushing myself to the limit of my speed. My lungs nearly burst open, and I dared not look back even once. 

I didn’t hear any whoosh of spears flying at me, or the flapping of the demons’ wings above me. 

They hadn’t pursued me. 

I spared a glance over my shoulder, just in time to catch sight of the Sváva lashing his wicked whip toward the two slave gladiators. 

I felt sorry for them, but there was nothing I could do for them. 

I kept running, charging into the tunnel, getting out, climbing over more hills, until I reached the edge of the swamp toward Lethe, the land of oblivion, where I dwelled with Sebastian. 

In the distance, a mountain spat dark fire and red lava, a reminder and warning that no one ever escaped the Underworld. 

Easing my breathing, I let my thoughts drift back to the two slave gladiators and that goddamn powerful Sváva. Why hadn’t he pursued me? That was out of character for a Sváva. Their brutal race never gave up the hunt. 

Maybe my luck hadn’t run out. 

Oh shit. Speaking of luck, I needed to get back to Lethe before the Selection started. 

I was a slave digger, like everyone else in my sector. On the Reap Day when the Reaper dumped new slaves into the realm, we didn’t have to dig the tunnel to search for some ancient artifacts for the emperor. But the free day was also the blood day. One slave from each of the seven sectors—Acheron, Cocytus, Fiery, Tartarus, Erubus, Styx, and Lethe—would be chosen, and the seven slaves would be sent to the gladiatorial arena to fight to the death.  

In my twenty-one years, I’d never seen or heard of anyone who returned. 

That was how the emperor kept all the slaves on our toes. 

I sped up, my heartbeat thundering in my ears. I couldn’t afford to be late. If I was, I’d be the one sent to the arena. 

And then my brother would be left all alone. 
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I reached Lethe, a vast patch of swamp, right before the Selection started. I snuck up into the rear of the crowd, using a bit of my camouflage magic so no one could see how I blended in.  

Everyone gathered in the muddy clearing, hundreds of us diggers, staring grimly at Seamus, the human supervisor, who had oily hair and a sleazy smile. 

A low-ranking Sváva guard stood on a broad rock, not wanting the swamp’s mud to dirty his boots. He watched us with a bored look on his demonic, cruel face, his clawed hand tapping slowly on the hilt of his sword, his serrated gray wings shuffling behind his shoulders.  

Seamus scanned us like a rattlesnake. He loved to see the terror in everyone’s hollowed eyes. The life of a slave digger at the edge of the swamp wasn’t much, but it was probably better than being dead. 

“Choose one and get it over with, Seamus,” ordered the Sváva demon. “Or you can go in their place. I must get back to the capital before my lunch!” 

The supervisor sighed regretfully, not wanting his vicious game to be cut short, but he barked for the diggers to form lines and rows. He would check everyone as if we were livestock and pick the weakest male, the one who wasn’t pulling his weight in the tunnel, and send him to the arena to bleed to death. 

Seven rows formed into a large square. 

I turned my head around, anxiously seeking Sebastian. Where was he? If he didn’t show up, his absence would be noted and he’d be sent to the arena, and I’d lose the last family I had. 

Guilt stabbed into me, overriding my annoyance and worry. I shouldn’t have left him before dawn to visit the Reaper in order to satisfy my obsession. But when I left, he’d been sleeping. He’d coughed a lot last night, but he’d said he was fine and he would be strong in the morning. 

Sebastian was the biggest badass in Lethe due to his dragonian heritage. I was a human, and Sebastian had pale blue skin, a few scales on his arms, and blue horns, which made him more like most of the Underworld natives. 

Because of his build and his fierce protection of me, no one had picked on me. In the tunnel, Sebastian always worked in the deepest, most dangerous section, and in exchange, he demanded the diggers let me have the lightest tasks. No one had challenged him over that. For years, I was able to live a relatively easier life amid the diggers because of my brother. 

Anxiety twisted a knot in my stomach. He might have passed out while I’d thought he was sleeping. It was too late for me to run back to him and drag him out of bed. We would never make it back here in time. 

A lump choked in my throat as I darted my gaze around frantically. I couldn’t risk asking anyone around if they’d seen my brother, either, since it would bring attention to his absence. 

Then Sebastian stumbled into view, with Diego and Brooklyn half-dragging and half-carrying him to the scene. My heartbeat resumed its normal speed, and I nodded at his friends with deep gratitude. They didn’t nod back but glared at me for being the worst “brother” to their idol Sebastian. 

Sebastian’s dark brown eyes searched the crowd in panic. He wasn’t his usual alert self, or it wouldn’t have taken him this long to find me.

Diego pointed his bony finger at me while clenching his teeth to support my brother’s weight. “Your brother’s there!”  

Sebastian’s gaze found me, and relief settled in his eyes. 

All three of them joined the fifth row, right in front of me. 

Sebastian swayed before he stood straight, and his friend let go of him. My brother hated to be seen as weak more than anything. He wouldn’t have allowed his friends to half-carry him here if he could make it by himself, which only told me how sick he really was. 

I changed positions with Diego and stood beside my brother. Before Sebastian had a chance to chide me, I bitched, “You lied to me. You said you’d get well in the morning, but you only got worse. You almost didn’t make it here. How could you lie to your own brother?” 

How could his condition have gotten so much worse in a few hours? 

I was so spoiled that I didn’t know how to take care of others. Even though I lived in the swamp, my life was easier than the other diggers’ because my father and Sebastian shielded me to the best of their ability. I remembered that lots of times when food was scarce, my father and brother had always made sure I had something to eat and told me they weren’t hungry. 

Deep gratitude and guilt swarmed over me. 

Sebastian looked down at the fierce expression I held despite my worry and shame and said sheepishly, “I’m sorry.” 

I waved a hand. “All is forgiven for now, but you’ll need to come clean with me in the future. Family is all about trust.”  

“You shouldn’t have left him in the first place,” Brooklyn hissed at me. “Time to be a grown man, Calamity!”  

Before I growled, Sebastian snarled at Brooklyn, and his friend shook his head with a sigh and backed off. 

“Your immature, carefree brother is going to be the death of you, Sebastian,” Brooklyn murmured. “Don’t say that I never said so.” 

Seamus moved between the rows of diggers, who all held their breath and remained motionless. Everyone stood in dour silence, yet apprehension etched every weathered face. Then, suddenly, he came in front of us, his yellowish eyes darting between my brother and me. I glared back. He regarded Sebastian with malicious delight.  

My heart rammed into my ribcage painfully.  

No, he can’t pick my brother! I prayed. Don’t let him do it. My brother isn’t weak. Now go the fuck away, snake!

There were two rows of diggers behind us. I could literally smell the odor of their fear. It was horrible to wish that one of them would get picked instead, but I just couldn’t bear to lose Sebastian. 

In the Underworld, no one could afford to be selfless. We just had to look out only for ourselves. 

“You can barely stand, Sebastian,” Seamus said with a vile smile. “For the first time, you’re the weakest link among Lethe’s diggers.” 

No! A horrific scream nearly escaped my lips. Don’t let him say it. Gods, forbid him from making the final judgment.  

“Rules are rules, diggers!” Seamus shouted, savoring this precious moment in his pathetic life. “And Sebastian is going to the arena this season!”

No one applauded, but a relieved expression flitted across every face, except for Diego’s, Brooklyn’s, and mine. 

Sebastian swallowed, looking down at me with effort, high fever making his eyes bloodshot. “I’m sorry, Calamity.” 

He didn’t worry about being sent to his death in the gladiatorial arena; he was worried that he could no longer protect me. 

Sebastian swayed, as he was too sick to keep up appearances. I reached for him and let him lean his weight on me. Brooklyn also stepped in to prop him up from the other side. 

“It’s not right!” I shouted, staring at the demon’s pawn with hatred. “It’s not fair. Sebastian isn’t weak. He’s never weak. He’s only sick today, and he’ll get better tomorrow. You can’t select him! This isn’t about the rules at all. It’s personal. You hate him because he’s bigger and more powerful than you and the only one who ever stands up to you when you oppress us too much. You’re using this chance to get rid of my brother, so no one will ever challenge your unfairness anymore.”  

“Blasphemy!” Seamus snarled at me. “You’ll be hanged for declaring the Emperor’s Selection unjust!” 

The demon guard cracked his whip in the air. One more protest from me and the iron whip would kiss my face, mauling me. 

“Shut your mouth, Calamity,” Sebastian warned. “You’ll only get yourself in trouble. I’m going this season.”  

It was a wonder he could still have coherent thoughts. His skin was burning hotter than coal. 

He turned to nod at Diego solemnly. “Look after my brother.”

Both Diego and Brooklyn nodded and turned their gazes to the ground. They would keep the promise to my brother, even though they didn’t like me much. They probably blamed me for Sebastian’s bad luck today. 

Sebastian put his hands forward for the Sváva guard to shackle him, to take him to the arena. The guard swaggered toward him with indifference and impatience. 

He wouldn’t make it, and he knew it. So, he didn’t say farewell to me, not wanting to break my heart. 

“Stop!” I snarled. I stepped forward and cut in between my brother and the demon guard. 

“What are you doing, Calamity?” Sebastian growled, trying to reach me to drag me back, but he no longer had the strength. He had never been sick like this, burned by high fever. 

It hurt me to see him hurt, but I didn’t rush to help him. Instead, I watched him stumble and fall to his knees. “Bring my brother back—” he pleaded to his friends. 

I planted myself firmly before Sebastian, but far enough to be out of his grab. Anyone would have to go through me to get to my brother. 

“Don’t take him,” I said, steel in my voice, though my gaze was fixed on the crest on the guard’s armor instead of staring at his face, which would be perceived as a transgression and would get me beaten or even killed. “Please. I’ll go in his place. Let me go instead. The rules say that a volunteer is allowed. I’m useless in the tunnel anyway. I always do the lightest chores while my brother carries the heaviest tasks for all of you. He’ll recover soon, and the tunnel needs him. You’ll need him, but none of you will even notice when I’m gone.” 

All of the heads turned to me, silent shock rippling across the crowd in the swamp’s clearing. No one had ever volunteered to go to the arena, and I didn’t look like I would make the cut. 

“No, Calamity!” Sebastian bellowed in rage. That roaring of his used the last ounce of his strength. He tried to rise to his feet but failed as a series of violent coughs overtook him. 

Seamus sneered in glee. He loved to see my brother suffer, so he allowed me to take Sebastian’s place, for he knew my death would break my brother.  

The Sváva guard halted in front of my brother, a disgusted expression crossing his inhuman face at Sebastian’s coughing. They said the Sváva race represented beauty, perfection, and power before the angelic beings fell to the Underworld, and some slaves even worshipped the demons. To me, they were just monsters. If I could, I would spit on his face when he looked at my brother with such cruel contempt.  

“I won’t let you do this.” Sebastian struggled to force out his next string of words amid fits of coughing. “You can’t. You’re a g—” He stopped at my death glare, realizing that if he revealed my true gender, it’d only be worse. 

We’d both be made an example of. He’d still be dragged to the arena to die, and I’d be tossed into the whorehouse in a fortified castle before the demon guards beat me within an inch of my life and probably gang raped me. 

“Don’t do this, Calamity,” pleaded my brother. “They’ll kill you. I can’t bear it.” 

He coughed again, yet I couldn’t go to him to pat his back, to ease his pain, for fear my enemy would focus on him and take him away. 

I planted my feet firmly on the ground, my hands balling into fists. I wouldn’t let anyone take my brother today. I’d defend him. I’d rather die with him here than watch him be hurled into the arena to be cut down. 

“You’ve been taking care of me for years,” I said. “You’re the best brother I could ever hope for. It’s my turn to take care of you for once.” 

I took one more step toward the guard and pressed my wrists together for him to manacle. 

Diego cried, “Sebastian!” 

I turned and saw my brother cough a stream of blood onto the muddy ground. 

My heart turned to ice, but still, I didn’t go to him, for fear the demon would take my brother. 

“I’m ready to go with you to the arena, my lord,” I told the guard meekly. 

He was no lord, but I bet he liked to be called one. 

“No!” my brother cried, his trembling fingers reaching for me in order to stop me, but then he swayed and blacked out. Brooklyn caught him before he dropped face down.  

“You aren’t much, Sebastian’s little brother, but you’ll do,” Seamus said with an implacable smile, betting on me never coming back. “Your brother can join you when the Reaper returns next time.” 

The guard shackled me with iron chains and shoved me forward. I turned to give my unconscious brother one last glance over my shoulder. 

“Brooklyn,” I said. “Tell Bas I’ll return for him and I’ll bring medicines.” 

The demon hissed, his whip lashing over my back, and burning pain shot through me. I didn’t fight back. Not yet. 

Seamus giggled behind me. “I’ll make sure to truthfully inform your brother of the whipping you received if he ever wakes up.”  

I swallowed my pride and hatred. They’d all pay. I didn’t know how or when, but deep in my psyche, I’d held on to a belief that I’d burn down the Underworld. 

Right now, despite the pain throbbing across my back from the merciless whipping, I was thankful that Sebastian didn’t see it. He wouldn’t allow anyone to whip me, not even the Sváva, and I didn’t want him to lose his life over that. 

I stared at the desolate sky behind the jagged, blackened hills as I stumbled ahead, wondering if there was indeed an Upper Realm that had blue sky spilling with sunlight. 

Even if there were such things as sunshine and starlight, I would never see them.  

No. I shook my head. I refused to believe I wouldn’t make it back to my brother. I couldn’t just abandon my only family. 

But first, I’d have to figure out how to stay alive in the arena. 
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Bloodthirsty roars from the spectators outside the gate pounded my eardrums, so overwhelming that I could no longer hear the frightened fluttering of my heart. 

I’d been brought directly to the coliseum instead of the prison cells that held slave gladiators. 

“Why such a rush?” the demon guard who had flown me all the way here asked one of the three coliseum guards.

“Emperor Cain decided to entertain Lord Elijah, who arrived today in Reaper,” the lead guard answered impatiently. “Commander Azazel ordered all the slaves from the seven sectors to be brought here for the first rounds. The audience wants to see some new blood fight.” 

The coliseum guards all had gray wings. 

I’d learned that the color of their wings indicated their rankings. Golden wings ranked the highest, then black, then red, then white. Gray wings were next to the bottom, and the mixed colors were the bottom feeders in the demonic Sváva hierarchy. 

My heart plunged further at the mention of Lord Elijah. Could he be the one who I’d escaped at the Reaper landing site? If he recognized me, the punishment would be unimaginable, assuming I survived the fight in the arena. 

The audience’s jeers from outside increased. They were getting impatient. Those fuckers wanted bloodshed. They wanted to see the careless, comical slaying of the slaves. 

I didn’t know if it was customary for the starved slaves to be sent to the arena to fight to the death, but if I asked for water, or a slice of bread, I’d surely receive a few brutal whippings from the demons instead of getting any nutrition.  

The narrow, lofty iron gate opened in front of my face, and I stared into the vast stadium. Iron walls and gates surrounded it on all sides, shielding the lower parts of the arena, making it impossible for the fighters to escape. My heart dropped as I spotted the ground of ancient stones tainted with old blood and slick with new. Just that gruesome sight made my insides churn. 

I probably would have thrown up on the demon’s shiny shoes if I had anything left in my stomach. Even so, I felt the sudden fullness of my bladder and the urgent need for relief. 

Oh, please, don’t let me pee my pants, I prayed to whoever in the higher realm would listen. At least let me have this one last dignity. Yet I couldn’t quell the trembling that shook my organs. 

I bit down on my inner cheek, tasting the tang of blood, so my teeth wouldn’t clatter uncontrollably in front of my enemies. Then, slowly, the iron will I knew I had fortified my veins. 

“Raise your arms, slave,” the lead demon guard ordered me harshly. 

I wanted to spit on his face, but I did what he ordered me to do instead, giving him a cold look. The chains rattled in the air as demon number two stepped forward and unlocked the iron manacles from my wrists with a key he selected from amid dozens of other keys on a ring. He pried the shackles off me roughly, not caring how his claws scratched my wrist. 

I kept my face a blank mask, but I darted a quick glance at the maze of corridors behind me, calculating my chances of escape. I decided not to risk it. This place was full of demon guards, and I wouldn’t get far before they caught me. 

Even if I escaped, where would I go?

“This one doesn’t shake like a leaf,” demon number three said. “Maybe it has something to do with the black stripes he painted on his filthy face. Some slave clans belong to some ancient cult.” 

Idiot! I was only trying to make myself unrecognizable. I could never afford to let anyone see my true face. 

“It won’t help him,” demon number one said. “Judging from his build, he won’t last until the second round. Half of the slaves shit their pants before the fighting even starts. It’s disgusting.” He turned to demon number two. “Who did you bet on, Donovan?” 

“I bet on the slave from Sector Two,” Donovan said. “That slave is beefier than the others. He’s probably been taking food from others in his sector to grow those muscles.” He graced me with a calculating glance and chuckled. “I should have bet on this one. This slave boy seems to have some courage, and that should be rewarded.”  

A horn blew from the arena, indicating the entry of the first fighters.  

“Shut up and send him out,” the lead demon guard snarled, baring his jagged fangs.  

Donovan handed me a rusty dagger—they obviously didn’t think a slave like me deserved to have a good blade—and shoved me like a dog onto the edge of the arena. 

I felt the eyes of the spectators falling on me, yet none of them regarded me as a person. 

Their impatient shouts for the bloody sport died down. The arena was now filled with the noises of their chatting, flirting, and laughing. Evidently, they didn’t take the slave battles seriously. We were the appetizer, our demise only serving to whet their appetites before the professional gladiators offered them the main course.  

The heavy gate on the opposite side of the arena swung open, and a slave in scruffy clothes stumbled out, holding a spear with a blunt, rusty spearhead, which would guarantee a great deal of pain and a slow death for the person impaled by that weapon. 

He was a couple of inches taller than me, about five foot ten, but he was thinner, due to lack of nutrition. His light brown eyes were huge in his thin face, which didn’t have the stripes like mine. 

I wondered which sector he came from. The slave brand of double shackles on his left temple didn’t tell me his origin; nor did mine. I swallowed the bile rising in the back of my throat. It didn’t matter which region we came from. It wasn’t our home. And it was better not to know too much about my opponent; it’d make it easier for me to spill his blood.  

Only one of us would get out of the arena and live for another day to face another battle. It was better me than him. And I didn’t want to think about whether he had someone he wanted to return to. 

His terrified gaze found me as he staggered toward the center of the arena. He hadn’t stopped shaking since a demon guard tossed him in. 

I, however, felt cold clarity running through me as soon as I stepped into the arena, as if I’d been born to do this—a destined fighter. 

Fear left me, leaving only hatred and cold rage coursing in my veins like an icy storm.  

My opponent relaxed a little, noticing that he had an advantage over me, at least in height. He shrieked, raised his spear over his head, and charged me. 

That was what we were supposed to do in this fucking arena—fight to the death. 

And I changed my mind in that instant. 

He wasn’t my enemy. He was just like me. We’d all been forced into this slavery, so I refused to kill him. 

To hell with the gladiators’ rules. I wasn’t one of them anyway. 

I waited for him to come close. He didn’t slow his charge, his eyes remaining wild and fearful. I stepped aside in a flash, let him pass, and leapt behind him, the hilt of my dagger striking the back of his skull, not too heavy and not too light, just enough to knock him out. 

He fell face down, his spear flying from his hand, and I let out a relieved breath that he hadn’t impaled himself by accident. 

The spectators cheered. They had probably never seen a slave pull a stunt like I had. I’d immobilized my opponent with one blow. 

Shouts broke out, booming, “Kill! Kill! Kill!” 

I might be a branded slave, but I was no murderer.  

I was definitely no one’s bitch. 

I tossed the dagger to the ground with a clang and spat near my feet. 

A silence fell over the arena at my defiance. The fuckers had never seen a slave ignore their bloody requests. Then everyone started shouting with glee, many of them cheering me. 

They thought it was a new show.  

I waited for the next move from the Sváva demons, the ruling class and our oppressors.

It might be kill or be killed in the arena, but not between other slaves and me. 

I’d just made up my mind. 
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The new slave swaggered toward me, sneering with spite. He was better dressed than any slave I’d seen. He was also a head taller than me, with solid muscles rippling over his bulky body, which he flexed ostentatiously to intimidate me. 

A thought clicked in me. This one must be the slave from Sector Two who everyone had bet on. The guards commented that this bully had taken food from other slaves to fatten himself. Maybe I shouldn’t let this kind of person walk out of the arena alive. 

Instead of charging me, he stalked me, not wanting to make the mistake my former opponent had made by rushing me. From the way he held his broadsword, I could tell that he had some training. His sword was shiner and sharper than my dagger. The guards wanted him to win and had equipped him with a better weapon. 

I didn’t move but waited for him to come to me. 

He halted a few feet from me, flashing a nasty grin that showed an iron front tooth. 

“Ready to die, slave?” he asked, as if he wasn’t branded as well. 

I flashed him the same nasty grin. “Are you, bitch?” 

Rage and bloodlust burned in his lemon-yellow eyes. I doubted that any slave had called him bitch before. 

“You’ll die slowly, boy,” he snarled. “Very slowly!”

I snickered. “I’m shaking in my boots.”  

The bully lunged at me, swinging his broadsword toward my neck at a forty-five degree angle. He wanted to off me with one strike. If I parried with my dagger, the impact would cut my palm. He might look stronger than me, but he didn’t know I was faster than anyone had the right to be. 

I was even faster than the Sváva on the ground.  

I bent my head back and dodged his sword. Before he had a chance to bring up his sword and swing at me again, I slammed the flat of my blade onto his forearm, forcing him to drop his weapon. He bellowed in pain while he glared at me in shock. I didn’t give him an opening to pick up his sword and swing at me again. 

This was going to be a long day in the arena, so I’d better conserve my energy. 

My foot shot up and rammed into his branded temple before he had a chance to bend down and retrieve his sword. 

He staggered, dropped to his knees, and fell in a heap on the ground, which was coated with dried blood. 

It had taken me two moves to knock out my second opponent. 

The crowd urged, “Kill him!” 

They still demanded I kill, but they expected me to toss down my dagger, as I’d done before, for a good show. 

I threw away my rusty dagger. I didn’t spit but displayed utter apathy. This time, I picked up the bully’s sword. 

I wouldn’t even kill this vicious piece of shit for them. 

I gripped my new sword, flexing my muscles, waiting for the next slave to come and face me. My clear, cold gaze swept over thousands of spectators until it landed on the demon emperor. He wore a golden crown and sat on a golden throne on the most luxurious balcony, right at the front of the stadium. 

His black wings arched behind him, draping the broad, golden seat. His black horns shimmered, fading in and out. Because of his high power, he could still maintain his former angelic, icy beauty now and then.  

His emerald eyes were like the purest lake, yet he had an evil soul. He was the butcher in the Underworld, and very likely an even worse monster out in the universe before he’d invaded this realm. He stared at me with the look of a shark smelling the first drop of blood. 

A chill iced the blood in my veins, and I turned my gaze away. 

Three high-ranking Sváva stood behind him, their red wings tucked in tightly. They must be his infamous commanders who ran the emperor’s army, slaves, and whorehouses. 

They were the worst monsters roaming the Underworld.  

My disgusted gaze left them and trained on the Sváva who I’d met at the Reaper landing site. My heart no longer rammed into my ribcage in fear, but it pounded hard nevertheless. He was the one the demon guards had referred to as Lord Elijah, one of the highest ranking archangels. 

His wings were pure gold, like burning flame. Even the emperor cast a few darkly envious glances at Elijah’s wings. 

Our gazes clashed again. His remained unreadable, despite how piercing it was. 

Even in the center of the arena, standing on the blood-coated ground and inhaling the sulfur-burned air, I still found his scar enticing and felt his masculine beauty pulling me in. But my eyes betrayed no appreciation, only taunting defiance. 

“Slave, how dare you!” a commander snarled, his red wings shooting out and arching belligerently, as if he wanted to fly to where I stood and strike me down right away. 

I was certain that no slave had ever dared to check out the demon emperor and his honored guest. But why the hell not have an eyeful? What did I have to lose? I was a dead woman walking here. 

The golden-winged Sváva raised a fist. “Let the boy continue his show, Commander Azazel. The audience seems to eat it up. I, for one, am entertained.” 

My superior hearing didn’t miss any of their exchange.  

He emphasized the word boy. Had he deduced that I was a woman?  

For a brief second, I wondered why I was the only one among the diggers who had this super speed, hearing, and even glamour magic. 

None of it would save me; it would only prolong my inevitable death. 

The sharp sound of multiple gates opening hit my sensitive ears.  

Five armed slaves stumbled into the arena, their hands shaking as they took in their new environment. The heartless shouting and jeering of the bloodthirsty crowd only made their steps less steady. 

They stared at one another, gazed down at their weapons, then raised them and stared at each other again, obviously not sure what they should do next or who they should kill. 

I regarded their variety of weapons. They didn’t even know how to hold them right. None of them were trained. 

“Kill the boy in the center and all of you will be free men,” Commander Azazel announced. 

The slaves turned their hesitant gazes on me, and their shuddering stopped, hope glinting in their wild eyes. 

Being a free man was everything to a slave. All they had to do was cut me down. Surely five of them could achieve that easy task. 

As one, they yelled an untrained battle cry and charged me from different directions. This time, I didn’t wait for them to get close to me; I charged the middle one, who held a long spear. 

In the blink of an eye, I’d reached him, and he stared at me in confusion. My speed wasn’t what he’d expected. His reflexes were way slower. 

“Give me the spear if you don’t want to get hurt,” I said roughly and snatched his weapon from his hand before he volunteered. Then I rammed my elbow into his neck while he was still staring at me. 

His eyes closed and he fell to the ground, knocked out.

The rest of the slaves surrounded me, but I had planted the spear into a crack in the ground. With it anchoring me, I grabbed the end and leapt into the air, carrying out a round-house kick.  My boot landed on each head or temple one by one, my movements a flash. 

When I landed, they’d all dropped to the ground. 

The audience gasped. No one shouted, “Kill!” 

I lifted the spear in my hand, feeling its weight and balance, my gaze sliding to the royal seat. I had the strength and aim to throw the spear at Emperor Cain. However, it’d be a futile effort in the end. 

When Xavier trained me in martial arts, he’d told me about the most-kept secret of the Sváva. 

The legend said that only a Sváva could kill a Sváva, but it wasn’t true. The angels and demons wanted us to believe no other race could slay them, so we would worship them as gods. 

The truth was that they could bleed and die if they were cut by an angelblade forged in their homeland in the far galaxy. 

Tears stung my eyes at the realization that my adoptive father had sacrificed everything for me. During the day, he’d dug inside the tunnel in search of rumored artifacts for the demon emperor. At night, despite being exhausted, he would bring me to a hidden place in a cave to teach me and train me. Xavier ate little, saving his food for me. As a growing child, I had taken everything and still constantly felt hungry. 

Now, guilt, grief, and regret gnawed my insides like churning acid. 

He’d kept it up for ten years until one day he’d been blown to pieces in an explosion deep in the tunnel. I couldn’t get out of bed and had refused to eat after hearing the news, but then Seamus had come and dragged me all the way to the underground by my braids. I’d been working as a digger since then. 

And my fingernails and face had never been clean. 

I’d stopped training after Xavier’s demise. Though Sebastian had managed to give me the lightest tasks in the ancient ruins of the tunnel, it was still extremely hard work. The slavers never gave us a break. When I got home, I could barely stand, let alone trek to the secret cave in the middle of the night to continue the training. 

Mostly, I’d stopped because I couldn’t bear the memory of losing Xavier, and I’d felt no hope for the future. My world was all dirt, rocks, swamp, hunger, and the distant mountains spewing lava under the bleak sky. If not for Sebastian, I wouldn’t have made it this long. I just hadn’t had it in me to abandon him. 

But I had to leave him behind today. 

So, I’d defeated all the untrained slaves easily due to the memory of my muscles. It also helped that I was a natural at combat. According to Xavier, I’d been the best he’d ever trained. 

I tossed the spear away, since I couldn’t use it to kill any Sváva. I was more comfortable with a sword or a dagger.  

I raised the sword in front of my chest, my eyes burning with the hellfire of defiance, as I braced for more shit to come my way. 

But I hadn’t expected a team of a dozen red-winged demons to block the sky overhead with their massive, jagged wings. Then they dropped into the arena and surrounded me, their angelblades drawn, the black runes on their blades flashing with deadly light.
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Fuck, it’s that boy in the arena, I shouted in Max’s head. No, I mean the girl. The girl we saw earlier. I couldn’t reach Elijah, since he was out of range of our telepathy. He sat with the Emperor of the Underworld in the high seat over the stadium, drinking demon brews and watching the bloody sport in cold distaste. 

I would recognize her anywhere, even though a gray hood concealed half of her face. Unquenchable fire, fire that usually didn’t shine from a slave, burned in her dark green eyes above three rows of black stripes on her dirty cheeks. 

Will you quit shouting about something so obvious? Max snapped, not bothering to glare at me, but fixing his amber eyes on the girl in the arena. She gripped her rusty blade in a composed stance, as if she knew what to do with it. 

The hybrid vampire hadn’t been in the best mood ever since our possible mate had slipped out from under our noses. 

And yet now, here she was. 

How had she ended up in the gladiatorial arena? Had she been caught coming to the Reaper landing site? Elijah had questioned the low-ranking guards and learned that it was forbidden for any slave to go there. 

This is bad, Max, I said again, despite Max’s annoyed expression. If she’s our mate, we didn’t come this far just to watch her get stabbed. I’m going into the arena to defend her. 

I didn’t care if Max would criticize me for being reckless and lacking war strategy. I wouldn’t watch her fight for her life, totally defenseless. Acid burned in my chest as I saw her alone in the vast, blood-tainted arena, lost and angry and afraid. She didn’t belong there. 

Should she be our mate, she belonged in our bed. 

Hold your horses, Ash, Max yelled in my head, returning the courtesy. I’ll join the elite demon guards. You stay as a slave gladiator and watch her from the ground. 

Max transformed in an instant, a pair of massive, glossy black wings shooting out of his broad shoulders. 

Maximus was a real bastard. He was half archangel and half primordial vampire. He was actually Elijah’s older brother, coming from one of the most ancient, privileged archangel bloodlines. Max hated his Sváva heritage, and very few people knew that he and Elijah were half-brothers. 

Max was so powerful that his wings could remain invisible until he summoned them. He didn’t like to summon them unless he had no choice, like now. 

The demon guards didn’t even blink at Max’s shift as we all stood by the open gate looking into the arena. As soon as we’d been transported to this open dome structure, Max had used his power of compulsion to tell the guards to leave us be. 

Another gate opened. A male slave stumbled into the arena, spotted the girl, and charged her with his dagger raised high. 

Rage burst in me. A protective instinct roared in my blood. I didn’t give a fuck what would happen next, but I wouldn’t let anyone harm her. As a fae, I was great with bows. I notched my arrow, aiming at the slave. Before I let my arrow fly, the girl stepped aside in a flash and leaped at her opponent, the hilt of her rusty dagger slamming into the back of his skull. 

She can handle herself, I whispered in delighted surprise. She was actually very good. Her strike was clean, sharp. 

Why is it even a surprise to you, winter fae? We saw how fast she ran. In a darker voice, he added, I wonder if this was her first kill. 

What do you expect, vampire? She was raised in hell, I said, feeling the need to defend the girl on every level, though I hadn’t officially met her, and I knew nothing about her. She’s supposed to kill her opponent. That’s the rule in any gladiatorial arena. It’s either kill or be killed. I know you don’t like our mate to have blood on her hands. You want her all pretty, elegant, and safe in our warded, fortified Realm of Twilight. You’re the old-fashioned kind, even though you’re a predator. We’re here for war, and she’ll be in the center of it. You’ll have to learn to protect her in a different, effective way. 

Shut up. When will you learn to talk less? Max shook his head in disgust. It was always fun to irritate the vampire. Elijah, however, didn’t take bait so easily. 

The crowd rose from their seats, pumping their fists and shouting, “Kill! Kill! Kill!” 

The girl raised her dagger, and I held my breath. 

She threw it to the ground in dignified disdain and spat at her feet. 

Max smiled. We got a spitfire as a mate. 

We need to get her the fuck out of there, I said. While Elijah keeps the fucker Cain occupied, it’s our job to keep her alive. 
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This was it. The red-winged demon sentinels were finally coming to end me themselves.

Twelve of them would cut me to pieces. 

I didn’t abandon my sword. Nor did I bow to the elite Sváva, as a slave was supposed to do. I hadn’t even bowed or kneeled before the emperor. 

Bas. I said a silent farewell. I’m sorry. I can’t return to you. May we meet again in the afterlife. But know this, brother. I didn’t go down without a fight. 

I scanned the sentinels, seeking the weakest link. My cold, careful gaze fell upon their silvery swords with black runes on the edge—angelblades. 

My heart drummed. If I could take a weapon from one of them, I might just kill one demon, and that would count for something, since no slave had ever done that. I could then shatter their myth, so all the oppressed would know that a Sváva could be killed. 

I might even inspire the other slaves and become the spark of fire—

Oh, keep dreaming. I shook my head at myself. It was a hard pill to swallow that my death would be nothing but a meaningless waste. 

The sentinels didn’t advance toward me, but their eyes, merciless and predatory, never left me. I took the time to calculate how they would move and how I should countermove. I could let two of them crash into each other as I slipped from between them when they came at me from both sides, and then I could lash out and grab an angelblade...

Wings shuffled outside the circle formed by the red-winged demons around me, and footsteps approached. Three gray-winged guards, the ones who had shoved me into the arena, stopped before the unconscious slaves. 

They raised their swords. When the blades fell, they plunged into the chests of my former opponents. Trails of smoke seeped from the humans at the effect of the angelblades. 

Blood raced in my veins and rage roared in my ears.  

“Fuckers! Cowards!” I charged toward the red-winged sentinels, determined to break through their ring and fight them all to the death.  

A new Sváva suddenly appeared in front of me in a dark flash before I made another step. He was faster. 

I stabbed my sword at him in fury. It bounced off his chest as if coming into contact with the hardest steel. Before I saw his next move, he ripped my sword from my hand and dropped it to the ground with a sharp clang. He wrapped his large, powerful hand around my throat. 

Humiliation and rage surged in me, but I couldn’t even spit at him because of his iron grip. 

Don’t make a move, if you want to get out of here alive, he said in my head. The emperor is toying with you. He wants to break you before destroying you for your defiance. 

I ceased to struggle. How could a Sváva talk in my head? Who was he? I hadn’t known that a fallen angel could communicate telepathically. 

You can’t help them, he said. Unlike any other Sváva, this one seemed to have compassion. The moment they were sent to the arena, they were dead. 

As was I. 

A feeling of cold clarity broke through my rage. 

I flicked my gaze to a stunningly beautiful face that belonged to one of that cruel race. A loose strand of his chestnut hair fell into his eyes, the amber fire inside sparking as they met my probing gaze. 

Holy shit! 

He was one of the two slave gladiators I’d spotted earlier from the Reaper airship. The slave brand on his temple was gone, but I’d recognize him anywhere. 

How can it be? I almost shouted, but his hand was still tight on my throat. 

My eyes roved the parts of his torso that weren’t covered by his leather armor. A swirl of inked waves and runes were still etched on his left shoulder, confirming that I remembered everything about him correctly.

I’d wished I could see him and his companion slave again. I’d fantasized licking the inked tattoos on his magnificent body. And now I could see those tattoos up close and personal as he clutched my slender neck in his powerful hand, able to break it any time he wanted. 

My gaze kept roaming his defined ridges and beautiful hard muscles. A twirl of fire formed in my belly, surging up. At the same time, the black-winged Sváva’s amber eyes brightened to molten gold. 

A blink, and his eyes returned to normal. 

I snapped back. I couldn’t believe I lusted after him while I stood at death’s door. But then, perhaps that was what passed through people’s minds—a flash of images or memories that conveyed their strongest desires or regrets.

You! I said accusingly.  

Somehow, I managed to send the word to his mind and found no mental block against it. I could reach him telepathically as well.  

He kept his expression blank and cold, probably because we were being watched, but I could feel his turmoil of emotions. They ran beneath his hard shell, and I wanted to trace them and dig out what made him tick. 

I felt a fleeting déjà vu, a strange connection to him that was stronger than anything in the universe. As if that wasn’t shocking enough for me, a pair of velvety black wings slid from behind his shoulders. They were so deeply obsidian they drank all the light in the dim arena. 

Only two Sváva had black wings, and one of them was the emperor. This Sváva’s wings were shinier and more magnificent. 

What the actual fuck? I couldn’t help my shock, so I shouted in his mind. You didn’t have wings before! How did you even grow them? Is this some kind of glamour or a joke? I don’t find it funny! I thought you were a slave, like me. You came as a slave, and I never forget a face. Admit it, you aren’t exactly like them.

Don’t blow my cover, doll. He almost winced, not at my words but at the volume of my voice in his head.

I’m not a doll, I still shouted in his head. 

Amusement flickered in his eyes. 

It’s a long story, spitfire, he said. I’m Max, but we can’t talk here. 

I didn’t think he could bring me to talk anywhere else. Even if he was a powerful magician, the Underworld was the demons’ territory. 

There was nowhere else to go.  

“Stop fighting, slave,” he barked at me sternly for the other guards’ benefit. “Try it again, and I’ll snap your little neck like a twig.” 

I won’t walk out of here alive, Max, I projected my thoughts into his head. But could you help my brother? Please? Sebastian needs medicine to break his fever or he might not survive tonight. He’s a digger in Lethe. Send him a message for me, telling him that I’m sorry. I can’t repay you if you do this for me, but I’ll owe you a debt in the afterlife. Now go ahead and end me. I’d rather die by your hands.  

I wanted to let him have the credit of taking me down, and I had a feeling that he would save my brother. 

He snarled. You’ll live. My brothers and I will make sure of it. 

Brothers? Was the handsome slave gladiator with the ice-blue eyes his brother? I darted my eyes quickly to scan the guards, but he wasn’t among them, at least not in my field of sight. And Max had said brothers, plural. Were there more of them? 

Is your brother a dragonian? Max asked, peeking into my eyes intensely, intending to decide if my next words were lies or not. 

My eyes widened for a blink, and he looked relieved and satisfied, as if he’d just confirmed something important. Fear pumped in my veins. If he went to hurt Sebastian—

I’ll never hurt those you love, doll, he said. If you want to return to him, you’ll do exactly what I tell you to do. 

It’d be useless to demand he stop calling me doll. And there were so many questions I needed to ask him, such as where he came from. Why did he come to this hellhole if he wasn’t a slave? But this wasn’t the place to ask any more questions. This black-winged, mysterious stranger had promised to protect me, and more importantly, he might help Sebastian. 

I still wasn’t sure that he could get me out of here, but no matter what, I wouldn’t bring any suspicion his way. I wouldn’t drag him down when I fell. Kindness in the Underworld was a luxury. Every spark of it must be treasured. 

Despite my doubts, my instincts screamed for me to trust him. And a foolish hope started to take root in me. If he came from the Upper Realm, then there was a possibility that Sebastian and I could escape to it. 

Only if I could get out of here. 

Hope was a terrible thing, but it might be the only thing keeping me alive. 

We’d stared at each other longer than normal. All eyes were on us. So, I spat in his handsome face regretfully as his hand loosened a little on my neck. I had to show that he wasn’t in league with me. I made sure that my saliva landed on the side of his cheek and not on his kissable lips. 

Sorry, Max, I apologized afterward in his head. 

He glared at me. You didn’t need to do that, doll. No one has ever dared spit on me. 

If he still called me doll, he couldn’t be too mad. 

For a split second, his gaze fell on my lips. 

My heart hammered. He knew I was a woman. I was sure now. The way he looked at me wasn’t the way a man looked at a man. 

What’s your name, doll? he asked, cutting off my thoughts.  

Calamity. 

I volunteered it eagerly. It was better than being called a doll or something worse.  

I’m going to toss you to the ground, Calamity, he said. 

The name sounded exotic and gentle on his tongue instead of roguish. No one had said my name like a lover. 

While I was still savoring it, Max flung me to the ground with a calculated move, his angelblade pressing against my chest instead of my neck, careful not to pierce my skin. 

Fuck, that hurt, I groaned. 

“I’ve never seen that black-winged guard before.” My super hearing caught the emperor’s sour and alarmed words within the hushed arena. 

I noticed that Max also subtly pricked his ears to listen. 

“He came with me as my aide,” said Elijah casually and haughtily. “He’s a royal archangel, like you, Emperor. As you can see, he’s got the distinguished black wings.” 

“But the report said that you brought only two gladiator slaves,” the emperor said unhappily. 

“Reports are overrated,” Elijah said dismissively. “I sent Max to run some errands, and he got caught up with teaching some slave boy his manners.” He let out an exasperated sigh. “And he also got mixed up with your royal guards.” 

“Hmm,” said Emperor Cain. “I wouldn’t mind adding him to the rank of my guards.” 

“Pardon me, Emperor,” a demon commander inquired. “Should we proceed with the next program?”

“What program?” Elijah asked, his voice cold, musical, and commanding. 

The emperor chuckled evilly. “You’ll see, Lord Elijah. That slave surprised me, but he’ll get what he deserves.”

Max’s eyes flicked to me; beneath his steely look, he was concealing a lot of anxiety for me. I could sense his dark mood and noble intention. He was the only person who’d ever cared about me save my late father and brother. I didn’t know why he cared, but it warmed me.  

It infused me with a longing and desire that I’d never felt before. If we could meet in another time, at another place, and if I wasn’t a branded slave—

I shouldn’t get emotional in the arena while surrounded by my enemies. If I made a wrong move, I could get him killed, too, despite the fact he was like a fallen angel in appearance. 

I pulled my shield up and stared up at him coldly. 

Will you be able to handle the next fight, Calamity? Max asked. The emperor will send the real gladiators to kill you.  

He didn’t know that I could also hear the distant conversation between the emperor and his henchman. 

His angelblade pressed on my baggy top near my heart just for show; his blade had crimson runes instead of black ones. From the others’ perspective, he seemed to have subdued me, but I knew that with his blade pointing at me, no other demons would approach to cut me.  

If any dared, Max would lift his sword and defend me in a flash. I’d seen and experienced firsthand just how fast he could move. 

He gaze lingered on my chest, as if wanting to pry my clothes open to see if I indeed had breasts. I’d bound my chest with several tight layers. 

Yet under the weight of his stare, color crept up my face.  

Then I realized that I’d just revealed everything to him. 

I hissed indignantly. 

A wicked spark lit his amber eyes, turning them gold. For a nanosecond, I felt like the whole world faded, except him and me. 

Was that why he wanted to help me, because I was female? 

But I’d also learned from his last question that he didn’t want to blow his cover yet, which meant he didn’t have a feasible plan to help me escape, despite his promise. I would have to hang in here as long as I could. By the end of the day, if I still stood, the emperor would send me to a cell. 

And then, probably, Max could find a way to break me out in the middle of the night, when there were fewer demon guards around. 

Let the gladiators come, I snarled in his head. I can handle them just fine. You caught me by surprise when you disarmed me. I won’t make the same mistake. 

He chuckled in my head at my livid snarl, and that light laughter swept over me like a breeze. My toes curled at the sensation. 

Now, will you remove your blade and let me up? I growled, yet part of me really wanted to purr at him. 

“The slave isn’t allowed to use a weapon in the next round,” Commander Azazel announced from his high seat. 

The crowd shouted their approval. 

Motherfuckers! They’d seen that I was good with weapons, so they schemed to kill me in hand-to-hand combat. 

Max lifted the tip of his blade off me, deep worry clouding his eyes. I jumped up from the ground, glaring at him, mostly for show. 

I got this, I said hoarsely in his head. 

You have the speed, doll, he said. Don’t engage if you aren’t sure of your countermoves. Tire them out first, and then...

If you keep throwing instructions in my head like a grandpa, I murmured, I won’t be able to focus on fighting. 

The red-winged demon sentinels suddenly took to the air. Max hesitated before he spread his obsidian wings and shot into the sky after them. 

For a second, I was tempted to leap up, grab his wings, and demand he take me away from here, from the stench of blood and death. 

That wouldn’t work out.  

And yet, hope still flowed through me. In the most unlikely place, I’d suddenly gained an ally, for reasons I couldn’t perceive. He had a pair of massive black wings, like the Emperor of the Underworld, yet I didn’t feel repulsed by him. Instead, I felt drawn to him like a moth to the flame. 

And I knew nothing about him. 

Now he was gone, and I stood here alone, facing my next challenge or doom. 

There weren’t any weapons left in the arena. The gray-winged guards had taken them away while Max pinned me to the ground with his angelblade. The slaves’ corpses had been removed as well. Only a few pools of fresh blood remained as a cruel testimony to those slaves’ former existence.

I swallowed the bile in the back of my throat. Max had distracted me from the sickening sound the demons had made as they stabbed or beheaded the slaves from the other sectors. 

Yet my gratitude toward Max couldn’t overpower my wrath toward the demonic Sváva race—our oppressors, the thieves of our freedom, and the source of all our misery. 

Three giant men sprang out of the gate for the elite gladiators, their gaits as nonchalant as a stallion on a stroll. They carried no weapons, either, but they all wore partial armor that shielded their hard chests, shoulders, wrists, and knees. 

Their exposed biceps and thighs bulged, serving to turn on the crowd, so they could get more privileged sponsors, especially female ones.  

The trio bowed deeply, then raised their arms to greet the emperor, and the crowd went crazy, chanting their names. “Jack! Jack! Mor! Mor! Thorne! Thorne!” 

The fickle crowd had forgotten that they’d cheered for me a few seconds ago. 

I heard their names. Jack, Mor, and Thorne were famous gladiators who had accumulated hundreds of victories in the arena. They weren’t slaves, unlike most of the gladiators. They killed for fun and entertainment. They killed for sport, and they served the emperor.  

This open stadium was their playground. 

The trio twirled in a small dance to thank the crowd. They hadn’t even glanced at me. I wasn’t a threat to them, especially when I wasn’t allowed to carry a weapon, and the metal armor on their wrists could easily knock me out if it ever came in contact with my head. 

My throat was parched as panic rose in me; my heart hammered against my ribcage. How was I going to beat those mountains of muscle? My kick wouldn’t knock them out like it had the untrained slaves. Their hard muscles would break bricks instead of having bricks break them. 

Use your speed. Wear them out. Max’s advice echoed in my mind. It seemed to be the only sensible thing I could do, but Max was also wrong. I wouldn’t be able to wear them out. They were well-fed and rested, but I was starved. 

I had barely slept last night after breaking rocks in the long tunnel, since I’d had to get up before dawn to get to the Reaper’s dumping site before the ship arrived. During the night, I’d been brewing herbal soup for Sebastian to ease his cough. 

So, I couldn’t wear them out. 

I had to end the trio quickly. 

And again, how? I would have a hard time fighting even one career gladiator, and now I was facing three. 

The trio finally trained their arrogant gazes on me once they were done working the crowd. One of them snickered loudly at the sight of me. All three of them were two heads taller than me. Despite the fact that I had knocked out all the sector slaves, I looked like a leaf that was about to be blown away by the wind compared to their sturdy build. 

They strolled toward me like three lions that were going to play with a kitten, their eyes glinting with amusement. They knew what the emperor wanted, and they’d deliver. They wouldn’t give me an easy, quick death. They’d play with me, tossing me around, until the crowd got tired of the game and shouted, “Kill!” 

Then they would squeeze me with their bare hands and let the bloodthirsty crowd see how my life left me slowly, all in a live show. 

While I studied them, hoping to find some weakness from their gaits, expressions, or body language, a bearded gladiator jerked his chin toward his peer, who had a shaved head. “Why don’t you play with the boy a bit, Mor? And be gentle, will ya?” 

He was ordering Mor not to kill me right away. 

Mor shrugged and swaggered toward me. 

“You know what we’ll do to you, slave boy?” he asked, his thick lips tilting up in a sadistic smirk, exposing a gold front tooth. 

“What?” I asked hoarsely, stalking them, since I hadn’t found any weaknesses and hadn’t formed an approach yet. 

“We’ll peel you like a stinky onion,” he said, “and when we get to the last layer, we’ll take turns fucking you in the ass until you bleed to death. That’s what you’ll get for your insolence.” 

“Ew,” I said. “You’re some big bitch to talk about being fucked in the ass. How was it?”

His eyes bulged, and his face reddened with anger. He hadn’t expected a slave to talk back to the emperor’s favorite gladiator. 

The other two gladiators chuckled. 

“This one isn’t like the others,” one of them commented. “We’re going to have a lot of fun with this boy.” 

“How dare you, you filthy slave!” Mor cursed. “I’ll tear your tongue out first.” 

“Really, emperor’s bitch?” I flashed him a malicious grin. “You might want to upgrade your vocabulary next time you make threats. You bore me.” 

I heard some chortles from the crowd. 

Mor charged me like a bull, burning with unreasonable rage. 

I stood still until he swung his trunk-thick arm at my head. He hadn’t used his full blunt force in the swing, since he still wanted to toy with me for a while. Knocking me out wasn’t his endgame, despite his anger. His plan was to smack me dizzy, then have his way with me however he wanted. 

I spun out of the way, faster than he could believe. Then I grabbed his forearm, following his movement, and bent it backwards. Before I let go, I leaned forward and bit into his hard upper arm. 

When I released him, I heard a crack of breaking bones from his elbow. I leapt back just in time to avoid his swing as he bellowed in pain and rage. 

I spat out a chunk of flesh I’d taken from his upper arm and grinned like a hellion as I wiped the blood from my lips with my sleeve. I spat again to get rid of his foul blood on my tongue. 

“Hey, you don’t taste good, bitch,” I said. 

The audience was stunned. No one cheered; the silence stretched. 

The other two gladiators took up positions at forty-five-degree angles from me. Slowly, they approached in order to sandwich me. I thought of using my speed and getting them to hit each other when they had me in between them, but it would be too risky.  

They weren’t novices, and they’d seen me better their peer. They weren’t going to underestimate me like Mor had done. 

And if I reacted just a little too slowly, a blow from either one of them could crack my skull. 

So, I ran and beckoned them to chase. They pursued me, roaring in rage. 

Mor tore a piece of cloth from the hem of his leather top, wrapped his bleeding upper arm, and joined the hunt. 

I ran in a circle instead of a straight line, building my momentum. 

When Thorne, who was built meaner than a bulldog, peeled off from his pals to cut me off from the opposite direction, I started to zigzag. As he neared and lunged, I shot toward him, my feet split-kicking him, as I’d done a thousand times as a kid under Xavier’s training. 

He staggered, yet he didn’t fall as I’d hoped he would. That was how hard the gladiators’ heads were. He punched my thigh as I hit him. The force sent me flying ten yards away. 

Pain exploded in me, filling my every fiber. 

I managed to spin in the air to slow the fall, but I couldn’t stop it altogether. My shoulder crashed into the ground first. Sharp pain radiated to the base of my neck and brought tears to my eyes. But to my surprise, I didn’t hear the expected and feared sound of bones cracking.  

But then, the ground next to my head tore open. A wild animal’s roars pounded my ears as a massive tiger rose from the mounting platform a few inches from my face. Despite the beast being chained, I wouldn’t be able to get up and run out of its range in time.  

The spectators gasped collectively. 

I chuckled in helpless anger. This was how I would go down? 

Then, from the corner of my eye, I caught two blurs of movement. 

An enormous gray wolf howled and sprang toward me. He would be too late to get the best part of me—whatever was left of me. The tiger was ready to claim me as his meal in the next second. 

Max was shooting down toward me, but the tiger would tear my throat out before he reached me. 

You’re late, pal. I shot my last thoughts toward Max. I don’t blame you. Help my brother, please. 

The tiger snarled, jaws open wide, revealing his rough, red tongue and sharp fangs. Hunger and rage burned in his dark golden eyes, and they were fixed on me. 

Suddenly, I perceived the images in his mind, knowing how hungry, scared, and angry he was. And I saw his memories—how the demons had abused and starved him. How they’d pushed his tolerance. How they had hunted him down, killed his mother and sister, and captured him when he was a cub. 

At the same time, a memory that wasn’t mine flitted through my mind. A girl who had green eyes like mine befriended wild animals and beasts in the forest. They called her the wolf girl, for she was a beast tamer. She could communicate with animals. 

I flung the image and the memory of the wolf girl into the tiger’s mind with force. 

The tiger halted his pounce, his teeth inches from my bare throat. 

A moment of confusion, then curiosity overcame the hunger in his eyes, and I felt a sudden kinship. I released a breath, knowing he’d felt the same connection. 

I got this! Don’t hurt my tiger, I shouted my urgent thought at Max, hoping it would reach him before he tossed his angelblade at the tiger. At the same time, I lifted my torso to shield my new friend before I stretched a hand and scratched the animal behind his ear. 

He purred, his rough tongue flicking out and licking my hand.

The audience gasped again and started making comments, as if this was the best show they’d ever seen.  

Hello, magnificent, I said in the tiger’s mind as I sat up. My name is Calamity. 

His paw lashed out, faster than anything. It brushed past my face and tore the hood that half-covered my face. 

Shit! This was going to cause more inconvenience. 

My Viking braids tumbled down over my shoulders. I looked more like a girl than a boy without the hood. 

Shit! What were you thinking, tiger? I scolded. 

The tiger gave me a grumpy look and sent me an urgent picture. I’m hungry, Calamity. 

You’re not going to eat me, I told him firmly with a couple more pictures. You’ll eat them. 

Mor blundered toward me just as I got to my feet and stood by the tiger. The gladiator was more motivated than his pals to end me after I’d taken a chunk of flesh from his arm. 

He untied a piece of armor from his arm, and the metal band straightened into a long bar in his hand. 

So much for no weapons for this fight! The gladiator was cheating right in front of everyone. But fairness was never a requirement in hell. 

The tiger lunged at Mor with a ferocious roar, two purposes formulating in his mind—defend his new friend Calamity and eat the gladiator. 

But the thick chains that held him dragged him back as two gray-winged demons restrained him. 

Mor leapt out of the beast’s attacking range, eyes widening. He’d thought that my tiger would befriend him as well, or at least stay neutral. 

Bring him to me, the tiger urged, sending me a picture of Mor as his side dish.  

Better, I’ll break your chains and set you free, I said. And I’ll call you—uh—

Hope and rage and hunger burned in his golden eyes. 

Uh? What kind of name is that? he asked curiously. 

Not Uh. Killian. Your name will be Killian. 

KillThem, I like it, he approved.  

Our conversation seemed long enough, but it all happened in a flash, with a picture or two that conveyed everything in each other’s minds. In real time, only a second passed. 

The massive gray wolf that had charged toward me suddenly halted midway. He now paced around the arena, teeth bared, his calculating ice-blue eyes darting between the tiger, the gladiators, and me. 

The spectators all pointed their fingers at the wolf, questioning his sudden appearance. 

“Is the huge wolf from the program as well?” Even the emperor didn’t know. 

“The wolf—” one of his commanders stuttered. 

“He’s my pet, Emperor,” Elijah said lazily, as if amused. “Your tiger piqued his interest, obviously. My aide was supposed to feed him. Where the hell is Maximus? There he is.” 

As if on cue, Max touched down beside the gray wolf, unfolding his massive obsidian wings. 

The emperor stared at Max’s wings, probably comparing them with his. 

“You should put the wolf on a leash and discipline your aide for neglecting—” Commander Azazel said, but he didn’t get to finish the rest of his sentence, as Elijah backhanded him and sent him flying into a stone column for talking to a superior like that. 

“The slave is a girl!” Mor’s shrieking redirected everyone’s attention to me. 

Thanks, fucker!

When I’d crashed to the ground from Thorne’s toss, the belt around my waist had broken apart and my baggy outerwear had been thrown up to my neck. While everyone was intrigued by the play between the tiger and me, my opponents hadn’t ceased to probe for weaknesses, and they’d seen the layers of cloth that bound my breasts, even though I had dragged down my outerwear a second later. 

To hell with it then. I was a woman. I wasn’t going to deny my identity any longer. The emperor wouldn’t let me out of here alive, so why not show him and his demons a bit more fire, more defiance? 

I’m sorry, Father. Sorry, Sebastian, I apologized quietly. I was done playing a good, obedient slave. Lying low hadn’t made my brother or me any safer. Sooner or later, one or both of us was going to be sent to the arena to die a humiliating, gruesome death...like today. 

It didn’t matter anymore if I’d gone too far. Once I’d been picked to stand in this bloody arena, a future, no matter how dim and hopeless, had been forfeited. And once I stood here fighting for my life, trying not to entertain those motherfuckers who regarded us as dirt, the hidden fire inside me had ignited. 

I’d let everyone see that a slave had defied the Emperor of the Underworld. 

I pulled my outerwear off my head and flung it away. Then I untied my braids and shook them free. My silver hair cascaded down to my shoulders like a white, shining waterfall, and I flashed the emperor and his commanders a feral grin. 

Never had a woman fought in the arena before. And I, a female slave, had slipped under the demons’ radar until now. That was an act of utter defiance and mockery against their regime. 

The spectators all shot to their feet and shouted, “A woman slave!”

The emperor also rose from his high seat, followed by his commanders, as they all stared at me in shocked silence. 

Then I heard Max’s curses of dismay and desperation. 

I had ruined his plan of getting me out of the arena, but the reality was that there was no Calamity-getting-out. It was better that he saw it now rather than get himself killed by his stupid idealism. I wouldn’t want him to die with me. I wanted him to save Sebastian, the last of my family.  

I wheeled in the arena, raised my arms, and showed the demons two middle fingers. “Is this what you want to see, you miserable, impotent fuckers? You have to watch violence, blood, gore, and death to get off?” 

The audience gasped. The audacity of a female slave! 

“Watch me, motherfuckers,” I shouted, my eyes burning with wrath. “You may kill me, but you’ll never enslave my spirit! There might be a fucking slave brand on my skin, but my spirit remains free!” 

More gasps rose from the audience.

A power I’d never felt swelled in my chest, urging me on. “Slaves in the Underworld, and anyone who treasures freedom and the rights of all living beings in this hell, today I speak to you, as one of you. Your slave brand isn’t your identity. You’re only a slave in your heart when you accept their mark. I, Calamity, will never accept this fucking inhumane mark. Today, I declare my freedom. Even in death, I’ll rise. And one day, you’ll all rise and burn down the fucking Underworld!” 

The spectators were shocked to silence, and no one dared to whisper. 

Yet I wasn’t done. I flipped the birds toward the audience again. “And fuck you all!” 

Red wings, so many of them, blotted the sky, their flapping sound joining the crowd’s cacophony of shouts. 

Amid the chaos, I lunged at a gray-winged guard, who had a stupid expression frozen on his face, and disarmed him before he could react. 

I took his sword, and he jumped back with a yelp. It was too bad that the gray-winged demons weren’t ranked high enough to carry angelblades, but this one was sharp enough to cut the chains that held Killian.

I hacked and smashed the chain, and Killian bellowed as he lunged to my side to defend me. 

I sent him an image, ordering him to flee in the chaos, but he sent me back a picture indicating that he would never leave me, overlapping two pictures that said he was still very hungry.  

The demon sentinels landed, besieging me, their jagged red wings propelling forward, their angelblades flashing in their claw-like hands. 

They waited for an order to cut me to ribbons.  

I moved the sword I’d taken from the guard in front of my chest in a defensive stance.  

As I roared a battle cry, my tiger roared with me, shaking the walls around us. 

A woman and her beast stood together in the gladiatorial arena, ready to fight until our final breaths. 
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A pair of obsidian wings absorbed the light and blotted out the gloomy sky. 

Max hovered above, his wings flapping, his angelblade with crimson runes ready to strike. 

But he’d only get himself killed if he joined my fight. The three of us, tiger included, couldn’t fight off a whole demon army. 

What the fuck are you doing here, Max? I sent my angry thoughts up at him. I’ve tried damn hard not to expose you, so you can get away. I’m done. I’ll fall. I’ve accepted that. This damn tiger won’t leave me. But there’s no need to drag one more person into this mess. Fly away, please, before the emperor recognizes your true target. Find my brother. I know you come from another world. Please take Sebastian away with you. 

I can’t do that, doll, he answered in my head. I’ll never accept your fall. I said I’d get you out of here, and I intend to keep my promise. I’m stubborn, just like you. You’ll soon see more of this trait of mine for yourself. 

He was so exasperating! As if I could really get out of here. I didn’t know if I should slap him to his senses or congratulate him on his optimism. He didn’t come from the Underworld. He had no idea what doom meant. 

What’s gotten into you, Max? I hissed. I’m serious. You don’t belong here. You don’t need to stay in this shithole.  

Too late now, another male voice purred in my head. I’m coming to you, too. 

The gray wolf howled. A second later, he breached the circle formed by the red-winged demons and landed beside me. A demon sentinel went flying where the wolf had broken through. 

The wolf’s movements were so smooth and lithe that my jaw nearly dropped, until my tiger roared, ready to pounce on the wolf.  

No, Killian. I flashed a picture of Max and the wolf being our new allies. 

Killian grunted but backed off after he growled at the wolf in a serious warning. 

Fine. The tiger flashed me a couple of images to show his compromise and his hunger. But I don’t want any more people to join us. It’s crowded here. 

The spectators shouted their jeers, comments, or encouragement. They’d never seen a pair of animals aligned with anyone, let alone with a slave girl. I seemed to have tamed two wild animals in a heartbeat. 

Before this day, I had never thought that I had an affinity with animals. 

Now, how could I guarantee their safety? 

Even with Max joining us—a man, one woman, and two beasts—we would probably lose. But I’d survived so far. If the odds were on my side one more time and the fates favored me, maybe I had a chance.

I surveyed the arena, seeking an angle. If we could break through the demons barrier, we could jump into the audience seats. Amid the spectacular chaos, we’d probably get away. 

I wasn’t sure if I could jump that high, but I would try. 

It wouldn’t be easy to coordinate with two animal predators—one was starving, and the other I knew nothing about. 

I flung the image of the wolf girl hanging out with her pack to the gray wolf as a means to communicate with him and see how he took it, then I sent pictures of my escape plan to both animals. 

I didn’t think they would protest. I was the most intelligent species among the three of us, so I was their alpha now, and I called the shots. 

The wolf bared his fangs and grinned. You really think so? He chortled in my head. And you can quit sending me pictures of other girls, Calamity. I’m not interested in anyone else.  

I blinked. That was fascinating. The tiger and the wolf responded to the same picture completely differently. The tiger used pictures to communicate with me, but the wolf appeared more articulate with words and could string complex sentences together. 

Wait, he called me Calamity. 

I’m Ash. The wolf’s mischievous smile grew wider. Damn, his fangs were even bigger than the tiger’s. I came with Max. I’m a fae and a shifter. We met when I was in my fae form. I didn’t get to say hello, though. You ran away. 

The image of a gorgeous face framed with silver hair flashed before my eyelids. I stole a quick sidelong glance at the wolf. It was the man—his wolf had the same ice-blue eyes. 

Then an icy stream puffed out of the beast’s snout, and my heart skipped a beat. My adoptive father had once told me the tale of a fae Winter Prince. I’d thought he was a character from a fable. And now he stood right in front of me in the flesh and in a wolf form. 

I shook my head to clear my thoughts, trying hard not to get distracted or overwhelmed, which would only get me killed in this dire situation. 

A moment ago, I’d believed that I would be cut to ribbons. 

I’d never dreamed that anyone else would look out for me except for Sebastian. But now two men who I barely knew would defend me to the death. And a hungry, fierce tiger stood by me. 

No, I wouldn’t say I barely knew these men. I’d felt drawn to them and connected to them at first sight. 

A wash of fire ignited in my chest, fueling a sliver of hope in me. 

No matter the odds, I’d fight my way out of this, now that I had more to live for. 

Try not to get yourself killed. I shouted my thought to Ash and Max and didn’t forget to send a picture of his next meal to Killian. 

“Disarm yourself and kneel, slave,” Commander Azazel ordered from his judgment seat, “and you might live by the mercy of High Emperor Cain.” 

“I don’t kneel,” I said. “And I bow to no one. I need no mercy from demon butchers.” 

The fallen angels weren’t known for mercy, and they were liars.

The spectators didn’t even dare to gasp this time. The Sváva hated more than anything to be called demons, which reminded them of their great fall centuries ago and their banishment to the Underworld. Xavier had taught me their entire history. 

The emperor rose from his seat, raising a hand, his massive black wings arching behind his armored shoulders. If he turned his thumb up, I’d be pardoned. If he gave me a thumbs-down, his red-winged royal guards would move in to take me down right away. 

I wouldn’t wait for a fucking thumbs-up or -down. I didn’t give a shit.  

Ready? I asked my companions, about to lead the charge. 

This was it. This was truly a fight to the death. 

As soon as Killian went for a demon sentinel, I’d aim for the same one to take his angelblade.   

A rush of adrenaline shot through my bloodstream. 

A flare of powerful magic boiled inside me. There’d always been a spark here and there, and with those sparks, I’d been able to use my glamour. But it was watered-down, so Max and Ash, as powerful as they were, could see through my disguise. 

Xavier had trained me with swords but never magic. When I first saw a golden rune appear on the inside of my right arm, I’d showed it to him, wondering what it was about. Father had said that it was the indication of magic, but he’d forbidden me to exploit it or show it to anyone, not even to Sebastian, for my own safety. 

He’d mentioned that when the time came, my magic would awaken, so it was best that it was cloaked. I’d been worried about bringing danger to him and my brother, so I hadn’t delved deep into my magical well to take a look. 

As time went by, the four golden emblems on my skin gradually faded. 

But now, as adrenaline charged through me, my dormant magic stirred. I could feel the icons burning on my arm. Whatever power I had, I urged it to the surface. It’d better be powerful. It’d better be a firestorm that could burn through the demons. 

The wolf sniffed at me, his eyes glowing flame-blue, as if he could sense magic in me. 

Killian roared in response. He’d been restless. He was eager to kill, but he’d obeyed my order to attack at the same time without leash and chains. 

A cultured female voice called out from the booth next to the emperor’s, “Live! Calamity lives!”

A small group of spectators echoed her plea. “Live! Mercy!” 

Then a large crowd joined them. “Calamity lives!” 

They called me by my name. They recognized me as a person. 

Then nearly the entire audience started chanting, “Mercy! Mercy! Calamity lives!” 

In an instant, the fickle crowd had transformed from wanting to see me torn to pieces to wanting me to survive. But I’d defied the emperor to my last bone. By shouting for me to live, they also challenged the emperor. Hadn’t they realized that? 

Emperor Cain’s emerald eyes burned with fury. He twitched his thumb, and it was heading downward. Cain was the most powerful Sváva in the Underworld, so he could maintain his angelic beauty and physical perfection. Only one with powerful magic could see that he’d also grown horns and claws. 

His cruel gaze was glued to me, promising something worse than death, and a chilly wave of repulsion slithered up my spine, all the way into the back of my head. I desperately wanted to shake it off. 

A pair of massive golden wings spread like an enchanting dream, like the kind of intense sunlight that never shone in the Underworld, and Elijah descended toward me from the high balcony, faster than lightning. 

Every gaze followed him, awed by his magnificent wings, partly because they indicated the highest rank of the Sváva race. I grabbed the hilt of my sword, more interested in stabbing him if he came to assault me. 

Don’t rush it, doll, Max warned in my head, still hovering above me. Follow Elijah’s lead. He’s not one of them. He’s not your enemy. He came with us to rescue you. 

The fucker is insufferably arrogant. The wolf voiced his opinion in my head. But he’ll never harm you. 

Elijah landed inside the circle formed by the red-winged sentinels. The demons shivered at the formidable power rolling off the archangel and pulled back to give him a wide berth, but my tiger did no such thing. 

Killian leapt toward Elijah with an outraged roar before I could call him back. Elijah didn’t even dodge. His hand lashed out, faster than my eyes could catch up, his arm wrapping around Killian’s neck. My tiger clawed uselessly at the angel, his eyes rolling back as he struggled in the iron grip of the Sváva lord. 

I lunged at him, willing my magic to burn him or shock him, but it did neither. Elijah had me in his other arm, and my blade, which had stabbed at his muscled arm, was now bent backward.  

That was unfriendly, Calamity, he said with deep disapproval in my head. 

Now all three of them could talk in my head? I hissed. What was I? An unfiltered receiver?

Neither Max nor the gray wolf came to my rescue. Traitors! 

Ash was more interested in monitoring the movements of the red-winged sentinels. 

Stop fighting me, Elijah said in exasperation as I glared at him and kept struggling. I won’t harm your pet.  

Let him go, I demanded in his head. And he won’t like it if you call him pet. 

He arched an eyebrow at me, which was super sexy, and my heart fluttered. 

He’s a proud tiger, I insisted. 

Just then, Max landed near us, and Elijah shoved Killian toward him. Max grabbed the short iron leash around Killian’s neck and forced the tiger to sit. 

“Hey, easy, you naughty boy.” Max peeked into Killian’s eyes. “You’ll get your meal soon. I’m Max, and I’m good at keeping a promise.” 

Killian whimpered, his pink, rough tongue flicking out to lick Max’s hand. Had Max just compelled my tiger? 

My mind was kicked into overdrive. Everything had happened and shifted so fast in such a short time, ever since these three males came to my wrecked world. 

Noises ricocheted off the walls of the coliseum. The red-winged demon sentinels split from the middle and opened a path, and Cain and his three commanders landed inside the half-circle, the emperor’s vicious black wings slowly folding back.  

The emperor regarded Elijah and me. Elijah wrapped his arm around my waist in an iron grip. 

“Emperor.” Elijah nodded, flashing a lazy yet predatory smile. His golden wings were still unfurled.

“What is this farce?” Cain demanded. He would impale me with his stabbing gaze if he could. “How far will this go? How can a mere slave girl hold the leash of your aide and your wolf pet and make them want to fight my royal guards? She even brought you down here, Lord Elijah.” 

“You’re here, too, aren’t you, Emperor Cain?” Elijah said. “My aide has been hunting, seeking rare items for my collection, and I believe he’s just found one.” 

He pulled me closer and crushed me roughly against his hard chest, ignoring my hiss. 

My tiger snarled, ready to attack Elijah again. 

“Still,” Max ordered Killian.  

“Your collection?” Commander Azazel asked with narrowed eyes, then added in a hurry, “Lord Elijah?” 

“Virgins.” Elijah grinned wickedly. “I collect unique virgins from all species across the universe.” 

“How do you know if this slave is even a virgin?” Commander Azazel pointed a finger at me with aversion. 

I was an unwashed slave. Those were his unspoken words. 

My face flamed, and I wanted to drive my knee into Elijah’s nuts, take his angelblade by force, and thrust it into the demon emperor and his commanders. 

“If she isn’t a virgin,” Elijah said matter-of-factly, as if he didn’t possess any emotion, “then she won’t survive the night with me.” 

I shivered. 

“This female slave covered herself with mud, dirt, and stripe markings intentionally to disguise herself, Your Majesty,” another archdemon commander reminded his emperor. “She might be a gem under the layers of dirt.” 

Cain gave me another look, and Commander Azazel laughed mockingly. “She’s a digger, pretending to be a boy for years. How refined can she be?” 

“This slave is my property, Elijah,” Cain said. “And I—”

“I invoke ancient Sváva tradition and claim the right of the first night to have this slave,” Elijah said, his hand on the hilt of his blade, which rested in a gold scabbard. “I accept any challenge for this right, as a Sváva warrior and an archangel.” 

I wasn’t even surprised that male Sváva treated females as property, but I’d never thought they’d claim a female from another race. Xavier had never told me about this barbaric Sváva practice. Maybe he hadn’t known everything about the race.  

Not a single Sváva demon stepped out, and Elijah smiled coldly and savagely. “If no one challenges me, I’ll take this female with me.”

“Wait a second!” the emperor shouted in cold rage. 

Elijah raised an eyebrow. “Emperor, you aren’t thinking of challenging me yourself, are you?”

Cain looked daggers at one of his commanders, who had fish-cold, purple eyes. The commander stepped forward and cleared his throat. “I’m challenging you as His Majesty’s champion, Lord Elijah.”

Which meant that if he won, the emperor would have my virgin blood. 

Like hell I’d let it happen!

The circle formed by the sentinel demons pulled farther back, and Elijah shoved me toward Max, but not before I stomped hard on his toe. He didn’t react, his icy eyes fixing on the commander who had challenged him. 

They both raised their blades, and I eyed their swords with envy, for an angelblade was the only weapon that could kill a Sváva. 

They lunged at each other and collided, their wings tucked tightly behind their shoulders. Elijah met the commander’s blade with his own, the crimson runes on the edge of his blade glowing and pulsing. The commander staggered back at Elijah’s brutal onslaught, purple eyes widening as primordial, menacing power rolled off the golden archangel. 

Elijah whipped his sword left and right, his unbelievable speed making it nothing more than a moving flash. I couldn’t tear my eyes off him. The commander moved in a blur as well. Elijah wheeled at an angle, his blade sailing like lightning. The next second, the commander’s head flew to the ground, and black demon blood shot out of his headless neck. 

I didn’t catch how exactly Elijah had dealt the last blow toward his adversary. The brutal fight ended in less than ten seconds. My mouth went dry, and my heart hammered erratically. I had held my own against the best gladiators in the Underworld, but I was nowhere near the league of the golden archangel. 

I had no hope of ever defeating a Sváva like Elijah. But Max had said the archangel had come with him and was on my side. At least, he seemed to have come to my rescue, though it was by openly declaring his right to own my body. 

The audience broke the stunned silence and roared their cheers. This was probably the first time they’d seen Sváva fight each other, and not just any Sváva, but the two highest ranking fallen angels. 

And they had fought over a lowly slave girl. 

They’d seen that even a red-winged Sváva could be killed.

The demon sentinels shifted nervously, no longer standing as still as unmoving rock. 

Emperor Cain raised a fist in rage, and the cheers died out. 

“Does anyone else desire to challenge me?” Elijah asked softly and lethally. 

Since he’d proven to be such an excellent fighter, I was hoping more of my enemies would come forward to duel him and get killed. 

I could use him to eliminate as many demons as possible. 

When no one else volunteered, I asked, “May I find the next one for you?” 

Elijah trained his gaze on me, dark amusement glinting in his icy eyes. “Only if they agree, according to the ancient Sváva law.” 

As if I knew anything about their law! I was planning to point at every demon on the field, and when Elijah had beheaded them all, I’d step in as the last one after the fights had worn him out. 

I, Calamity, wouldn’t allow anyone to claim me. 

I raised a finger, ready to point it at the emperor, but Max was faster. He grabbed my finger, bent it, and dragged it down. 

Enough, doll, he said in my head. Don’t stir up any more trouble. You’ve already caused a riot such as no one has ever done in the Underworld, to my knowledge. Now it’s time to make your exit. 

Will you help my brother if I listen to you? I asked. 

Yes, yes, Ash answered in my head instead with a loud sigh. 

You’ll go with Elijah, Max instructed. We’ll follow. And don’t fight him too hard. 

Let her fight him, Ash said. Don’t make it too easy for the lucky bastard. 

Why was Elijah lucky? Was it about the claiming night? I didn’t want to dwell further on it. Max was right. First, I needed to get out of here. 

Please feed my tiger, Max, I said. 

“Enjoy the slave for the night, Lord Elijah,” the emperor sneered. “According to the ancient law, she’s still my slave, and only I can release her. Tomorrow at dawn she’ll be returning to the arena to fight until her death.”

I wondered who he would send to end me tomorrow, but tonight, I’d have a break. Or probably not. I gave the golden archangel a quick, assessing glance. 

When he returned his heated gaze to me, my heart fluttered like fleeing wings. No, I didn’t think I’d have a break tonight. 

Elijah yanked me to him possessively, pressing me against his hard chest. I was furious, but I also felt a strange comfort in his strong arms, as if I was finally safe, at least for the moment. 

Killian snarled, but Max pulled him back with incredible strength, stopping him from lunging at the archangel a second time. 

I flashed Killian a picture of me being safe and Max’s promise of feeding him.  

A rush of sulfur-filled air slammed into my face, and before I knew it, Elijah had shot into the high sky, bearing me up with him. 

The wind knocked the breath from my lungs, and then Max, the gray wolf, my tiger, the emperor and his demons, the crowd, and the gladiatorial arena all become smaller and smaller as Elijah soared higher. 

Soon, everything and everyone was left behind, like my past life, except for Elijah. 
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I drew in a lungful of air. It was cool at this altitude, yet it still smelled of smoke. 

I wasn’t afraid of heights. For a foolish second, I thought of attacking the archangel in the sky and making my escape.

That wouldn’t do anything but send me plunging down to my gruesome death. 

My only chance of escaping was to wait until Elijah let his guard down. 

Would he ever let his guard down?   

He watched me closely. 

“Shouldn’t you watch where you’re going?” I asked. 

“I know where I’m going,” he said huskily. “I don’t need to pay attention to my flying.” 

“But you have a passenger,” I reminded him. 

“Are you worried?” he asked, a faint amused smile ghosting his sensual lips. “You were brave in the arena.” 

“You aren’t exactly a good conversationalist, are you?” I said. “Unlike Max and Ash.”

A sudden dark emotion—if I wasn’t mistaken, I’d say it was jealousy—flashed in his eyes, which were now more storm-gray than blue. 

I smirked. Part of me enjoyed taunting him, to throw him off balance. 

“What’s to discuss?” he said, his voice hard. “We’re high in the sky.” 

My smirk wilted from my lips. It wasn’t the best idea to provoke him while we were flying. 

I sighed and gazed up at his immense wings stretching against the gray sky, beating against the air currents. I wondered how his glossy golden feathers would glint in sunlight. 

One thing I’d always envied about the Sváva was that they had wings that could ride the wildest wind, though the sight of their jagged, demonic wings also repulsed me. But not this archangel’s. 

Concealing my fascination and keeping my face impassive, I drew my gaze back and met his. His gray-blue eyes were as deep as the galaxy, though I had no idea how the galaxy looked. It must be filled with mystery and dark secrets, like this angel’s eyes. 

His blond hair was cropped in a military style. His high cheekbones told of his highborn breeding. My gaze fell upon the long scar sprawled across the high ridge of his nose to his kissable lips. All of a sudden, I had an urge to trace his scar and ask about its history.  

I drew in a ragged breath, shocked that I was so drawn to a Sváva, a race I’d despised and hated all my life.  

This golden archangel was nothing like Max and Ash. He was a male of few words. He hadn’t talked to me but only answered my questions briefly ever since we left the ground. 

So, I decided to initiate a new conversation, at least to gather intel. 

“How far can we go?” I asked, calming my heart in the meanwhile. I didn’t want it to beat that fast for him, not wanting him to hear my rapid heartbeat, either. 

“Endlessly,” he said, his voice rich as honey. “But there’s no escape from the sky in this dimension at the edge of hell.” 

Had he perceived my thoughts of fleeing from him? Of course. I was still a captive, so naturally, escaping would dominate my mind.  

Not all of my thoughts, though. This archangel filled my mind, too. 

The exchange ended like our former conversation—he briefly answered my questions and didn’t bother to explain further. 

“Where are we going?” I persisted. 

“My new quarters in the emperor’s court,” he said. “You’ll have a bath and food first, and then you’ll rest.” 

And then he’d fuck me, claiming the right to my virgin blood. 

My heart stuttered again, fear, anxiety, and a faint thrill swirling in my veins all at once. And anticipation, curiosity, and even giddiness swept over me next. 

I’d never experienced intimacy with a man before. 

I’d never been attracted to anyone until today, when I met Max, Ash, and Elijah, and none of them were what they had appeared to be at the Reaper’s landing site. I still remembered the moment I first caught sight of them, when desire and longing I hadn’t known I was capable of stirred in me with staggering force.

I wouldn’t question my attraction to Max and Ash, especially Max, since Ash was in a wolf form. They were both gorgeous and hotter than hell, and they both defended me. No one had ever done that for me except my brother. 

But how could a Sváva pull me in like this? 

Wait, Max looked like an archangel, too, and he was among them. I shook my head. He was also different than them, despite his beautiful obsidian wings. He’d said it was a long story. He might have used magic, like the glamour I had, to conjure up his wings. But then how could he fly with glamoured wings?

I couldn’t think of that right now while I had no means to investigate. I needed to deal with the archangel first, who now held my fate in his hands. 

As our gazes met, an image of him and me entangling on sheets flashed in my mind, heating my blood. Was he going to fuck me? How would it feel to be fucked by an archangel? To have his cock thrust wildly into me? 

Would there be pain? Or pleasure? 

Involuntarily, I leaned on him, stretching against his hard, muscled body, which was clad in a trench coat. The feeling of pressing against him was delicious. His body heat encased me, warming me in the chilly air and making me feel oddly safe and aroused. 

I could get used to this intoxicating feeling. My hand rose, ready to trace his sensual lips. 

No, Calamity, stop, I ordered myself sternly. 

I blinked, once, twice, tearing my eyes from his mesmerizing gaze. Shame washed over me, yet the image of him fucking me from different angles wouldn’t leave my wanton mind. 

My pussy was already wet. 

I blamed it on the last shot of adrenaline in me. Lust always followed battle, right? 

Despite his silence, Elijah’s heated gaze never left me, as if he was still trying to figure out a puzzle. But I was no puzzle. I was a slave girl who had needed to disguise herself as a boy in order to survive, in order not to be sent to the whorehouse, a place of horrors in the Underworld. 

Elijah increased our velocity. I clasped my hands tightly behind his neck so I wouldn’t fall by accident. Despite my body urging me to rub my face against his strong jaw and wrap my legs around his firm waist, I refused to listen to it. 

The archangel’s muscular arms tightened around me, and his scent of pure male musk and sandalwood assaulted my nostrils in waves. To distract myself, I wiggled in his embrace to gaze down at the ground, so I wouldn’t be stupid enough to lean toward him to sniff at him. 

A cluster of hills receded beneath us as we flew toward a dark ocean that glittered like a vast black gem. A ridge of cliffs lined the white shore, and hundreds of buildings and houses seemingly floating in the sky, slowly revolving around a whirlpool in the center.  

This was the emperor’s court in Elysium, which only a Sváva could access, according to the tales. 

My heart sank at the grand view as a realization slammed into me. I would never be able to flee from such a place—no one could—unless I threw myself into the vortex or the black ocean. I wouldn’t survive either. 

Elijah descended onto the balcony of a two-story apartment, and the glassy door glided open on its own. 

His gaze darted from my eyes to my lips, then back to my eyes. 

I wondered what he saw in me that had made him go against the emperor just to have one night with me. 

I had no illusions about my appearance. I’d made myself look as bad as possible, with grime and mud in my hair and all over my face. After a few hours of fighting in the arena, I was even filthier, with blood and dirt on my clothes. Hitching a ride in the wind hadn’t made me any more attractive. My face was likely red, my hair was tangled, and my eyes were watery.

I released my dirty hands from him—it was a miracle he’d let me clasp them behind his neck—and pushed my unbraided, messy hair from my soot-stained face. 

The archangel, however, looked unfazed, as if he’d just returned from a stroll in the park. 

I stepped away from him, and he looked regretful at the distance between us. My body also protested, not liking to be apart from his solid chest and body heat. 

“We’re here,” he said, folding his wings and gesturing toward the open glass door. “Come inside, Calamity.” 

I hesitated, as I suddenly felt trapped, but Elijah held my hand and led me into the apartment, as if he was afraid that I’d be foolish enough to throw myself into the churning whirlpool beneath. 

I startled when a white-winged female Sváva glided into the foyer from the back of the spacious apartment. Slaves seldom saw a female Sváva. She didn’t have claws, and her lovely face remained angelic. 

Was she Elijah’s mistress? If so, why had he staked a claim on me in the arena? 

A sudden jealousy raged through me, and I wanted to impale this beautiful creature and bash Elijah’s head in for having a woman. I stepped back, shocked and sickened by my own violent, vicious reaction. 

This was wrong. Something was wrong with me. 

I’d never reacted like this before. I might be hot-tempered, but I’d never been unreasonably possessive and nasty.

“Saphyira is the servant the emperor assigned to me,” Elijah said. “That’s all. I ordered her to prepare a bath and food for you when we flew here.” 

Saphyira bowed and studied me. 

Over my questioning look, Elijah said in a rich, cool voice, “A high-powered Sváva archangel like me can convey his orders to a lower Sváva through telepathy within certain distances, but the lower Sváva can’t access the mind of an archangel.” 

But I can talk in your head, I said, and again, I found no mental block. I could communicate with him just as easily as I could with Ash and Max. 

Something sparkled in Elijah’s gray-blue eyes, softening his harsh look. He glanced at Saphyira, probably commanding her to carry out some more tasks, but I wasn’t sure, since I couldn’t access that communication channel between them. 

“Lady Calamity,” Saphyira said. “I’ll show you to the bath chamber.” 

I was no lady. But I’d had a lot of shocks today, so it didn’t faze me when she called me that. 

However, I wouldn’t be called lady tomorrow, not after Elijah used me and returned me to the arena to continue my fight to the death. 

A thought brushed my mind. Would I really let the archangel claim me? 

No, fuck, no, my will shouted. 

Yes, my body said. Fuck me, angel. 

And my mind decided that I was the master of my body. I wouldn’t let my carnal need win. 

I followed Saphyira through an open hallway. Everything here was spotless and lavish, in stark contrast to the conditions of the mud dwelling Sebastian and I shared. A bitter resentment rose in me again, along with my worries for my brother. 

But Max had promised to take care of Killian and Sebastian, and I believed that he would follow through. 

Saphyira showed me the bath chamber. I passed her at the door and entered. 

“If you need anything, Lady Calamity,” she said, “press the button on the wall, and I’ll be here.” 

Again, she called me lady, though she knew I was a slave. 

I didn’t bother to correct her. 

“Thank you, Saphyira,” I said. 

She smiled at me and closed the door behind her gently. 

Once I was alone, my stiffened shoulders slumped, and I collapsed on a bench. I breathed in and out slowly to steady my nerves and make mental adjustments. Then my nostrils flared, and my gaze trained on the food plate on a high counter. 

There was a pitcher of water on it, along with a variety of fruits, bread, and a bowl of stew. My stomach grumbled, and pain pierced my insides. 

I was so starved that it hurt me physically. 

All of my composure and manners vanished. I shot to my feet and lunged at the plate. Then I remembered something and managed to wash my face and hands before I snatched the food. I drained the pitcher in one gulp, then I attacked the food, unable to decide what to put in my mouth first. 

I had never had fresh bread before, let alone delicious stew. When all the food was gone, I suddenly regretted that I hadn’t taken time to savor the taste. I’d basically devoured everything on the plate. When my hunger was sated, I didn’t feel the pinching pain in my stomach anymore. 

I took time to look around the bath chamber. It was ten times bigger than the mud dwelling my brother and I shared. In the mirror, I noticed how filthy I was. I looked like a feral animal covered in dirt, grime, blood, and mud.  

Only my vivid dark green eyes still indicated that I hadn’t lost my sanity and intelligence.  

How could the highest ranking archangel want to stake a claim on such an unbecoming, wild creature when he could have anyone? It was also beyond my comprehension that Max and Ash had been willing to forfeit their lives to defend me when I looked worse than trash. 

The warm water in the vast bathtub was more welcome than anything now that I had a full stomach. Without thinking twice, I tore away what was left of my clothes and leapt into the water, which turned gray and muddy right away. 

Thankfully, the water seemed to rotate by itself. The dirty water filtered out automatically and clean liquid flowed in and refilled the tub. I grabbed soap—there was a variety of soaps on the side, but I wasn’t picky—and started to scrub myself, starting with my tangled hair. 

I must have scoured myself ten times. The water was now as clear as could be, and it remained warm. 

Fuck, this felt really nice.  

I never wanted to get out of here, get out of this clean luxury. 

At some point, exhausted, I lay my head on the side of the tub and fell asleep. 

I woke when large hands lifted me out of the water. Opening my eyes, I found a pair of gray-blue eyes gazing at me. 

“It’s better to sleep in a bed than in water,” said Elijah. 

I was about to snap at him and tell him to go to hell if he thought I’d let him claim me, and that I didn’t care about his ancient Sváva practice of claiming a female on the battlefield. But then his pure male scent of sandalwood and clean wind wrapped around me like a sweet dream, like the home I should have had but never did. 

He put me on the ground, took a soft towel from the rack, and started to pat my body dry. I was surprised by his tenderness; I didn’t believe any Sváva was capable of such a thing. 

So, I didn’t fight him off. I enjoyed having him take care of me like this—this gentleness and compassion was a luxury in the Underworld, probably in every corner of the universe.  

Ever since he’d brought me here, I’d found that I also had a feminine side. I felt like a woman for the first time. 

I looked around. My filthy, tattered clothes were gone. Either Elijah or Saphyira had come in and thrown them away while I was asleep in the tub. 

I stared at my reflection in the mirror. 

Without dirt, mud, and stripes coating my face, I was looking at a completely different girl. My silver hair cascaded down my elegant shoulders. My skin was pure golden. My dark green eyes sparkled with life and dreams, hot yet full of defiance, and my pink, full lips parted with surprise. 

I’d never known I looked like this, or that I could look like this. 

I was shinier and lovelier than a Sváva. I didn’t have their cold beauty, but mine was better, fierier. Fire burned inside of me, screaming to be unleashed, making me full of life.  

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, Calamity,” Elijah whispered, meeting my gaze in the mirror and tossing the towel to the ground. “Even when you were in the arena, covered in dirt and blood, you were still the most beautiful, fiercest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.” 

It was the first time someone had ever called me beautiful. And there was no lie in it. 

His gray-blue eyes roamed my body, harsh male lust burning in their depths.  

My breath hitched, my heart lurching at his lethal beauty, and my own lust ignited like a wildfire in my bloodstream. I wanted this archangel. 

I dipped my gaze from his eyes, lips, wings, and perfect torso to his powerful legs. A bulge at the front distorted his denim pants. 

I swallowed. 

Thoughts escaped me. 

I forgot what lay ahead tomorrow—blade, blood, or death. 

My past was dust, and I had no future. All I had was this moment.  

So, I’d take and claim the last pleasure in the world. I’d strip this gorgeous male bare, ride him to glory for the first and last time, and then I’d kill some demons tomorrow before they cut me down. 

I’d have to find an angelblade after my sinful indulgence, after I fucked this archangel. 

His lust-laced, hooded eyes dipped to my left breast—to be precise, they fell on a spot on top of my breast. 

Had I forgotten to clean the spot? 

But I’d scrubbed myself all over, more than ten times! 

His fingers landed on the spot, sending a tingling buzz over my skin. He traced a circle around the spot. In its wake, I felt a slight burn, as if there was a phantom mark in that place. As I looked down, a symbol of five white petals appeared on my left breast; inside, a blue flame formed and glowed.  

My breath caught, panic searing my throat.  

Had my magic finally manifested at the worst time? Xavier had drilled the warning into my head that I should never let a Sváva archangel know that I possessed magic. And if I did, I would court a disaster worse than my own death. 

I’d felt the stir of my magic in the arena, but that had been a different situation. I’d wished to use my power to burn the demons so I would have a chance at escaping with Max, Ash, and Killian. 

“The mark of the Queen of the Night,” Elijah murmured in awe. He used an ancient angelic tongue, yet I understood it. I didn’t know how. It was like I almost had a genetic memory, like it was my heritage. 

Maybe I didn’t feel like myself right now. I felt like another person with this archangel. It was as if someone else was wearing my skin, yet it felt right. 

It was as if everything in me that had been repressed for too long started to awaken. All my senses swirled to life, piquing my carnal need. I hadn’t felt such unbridled desire before I’d met this angel, before I met all three of the new men today. 

This awakening and arousal scared me, yet it thrilled me even more. 

The beast had broken the leash and chains, and I liked it. It was as if I’d been waiting for this moment my entire life. 

“What’s happening to me?” I breathed out as I shivered in want. 

“You’re going into heat,” Elijah said, his eyes shining liquid blue. “Your mark manifested because it recognized me. It knows you’re mine and acknowledges it. My primal instinct has also awoken, and my cock has never been this hard for anyone before.” 

His words didn’t make sense, but it no longer mattered. At his declaration, lust surged through me like wildfire. In its wake, nothing could survive, except my need for this male in front of me. 

I must fuck him. I must fuck him raw and hard until he couldn’t take it, and then I’d still fuck him, and mark him as mine over and over. And then I’d fuck him relentlessly all over again. He’d beg and scream, but I still wouldn’t stop...

I widened my eyes and parted my lips in shock at my savage inner thoughts. 

“The mating call is in my blood, too,” he whispered, his face twisting with restraint. “My control is slipping.” 

“Should I run?” I purred aggressively.  

I blinked. This wasn’t me. My inner vixen was taking over. 

“Maybe you should run,” I offered. 

“There’s nowhere to run, for either of us.” He chuckled darkly. 

It only made sense for me to step toward the object of my burning desire, to take him. But Elijah pounced first. 

His mouth crashed down on mine, raw and hard, his hunger unnerving yet turning me on like no other. Our breath mingled, his addictive male scent burning in my nostrils. I opened my lips before he even urged, and his tongue invaded my mouth, sweeping over my hard palate. 

Pleasure buzzed from my cheeks, tingling and spreading all the way to my curled toes. I stretched my naked body against his long, hard torso. 

A harsh male groan rose in the back of his throat, and Elijah lifted me up, wheeled me around, and put me on the high counter without breaking our hungry kiss. 

He spread my legs and stepped in between them. 

His devouring kiss deepened, his hand in my hair, his other hand cupping my heavy breast and fondling it before moving further down, sliding between my thighs and palming my sex. 

Every cell in me came alive, and I shivered at his scorching touch. 

He withdrew his kiss, and I panted hard while I protested vehemently. 

“Your pussy is so wet for me,” he said coarsely, his voice seeping with satisfaction. “You’re ready for me. You’re ready to get fucked.” 

“Then what are you waiting for?” I demanded like an alpha, like I owned the Underworld instead of the demon emperor. I utterly forgot I’d been a slave. “Fuck me.” 

“You’re nothing like what I pictured.” He chuckled, yet he didn’t do my bidding right way. “I thought I’d never find an equal.” 

He bent his blond head, his golden wings arching behind him. His mouth found my nipple, sucking hard, then traced down my stomach until he buried his face between my thighs. 

His tongue lashed out, flicking at my swollen clit, up and down, and then in a slow circle. My legs jerked at the incredible sensation. I hadn’t expected that the tip of a wicked tongue could offer such mind-bending pleasure.  

I was all new to this sensual foreplay, yet I’d become a player. 

I inserted my fingers into his short hair to drag him even closer. 

Easy, babe, he said in my head, his voice laced with the same burning lust storming in my veins, yet he wanted to show me that he was still in control. I’ll take care of you. 

His tongue brushed open my folds and thrust into my heated channel. 

I cried out as pleasure spiked my nerves. If he kept doing this, my first orgasm would come sooner than I knew. I reached out to trace the ridge of his velvet wings, and he shuddered at my touch. 

He raised his head from between my thighs; liquid blue flame lit his eyes. I had thought his race was all ice and steel. I hadn’t expected to see such fire in him, a heavenly fire that could burn through the galaxy. 

His mouth found mine again, and I tasted my own essence, which only fueled the wildfire inside me. 

“You taste of rose and honeysuckle,” he murmured against my lips. 

My hands slid toward his trench coat. I wanted to tear it off him along with the rest of his clothes. I wanted his bare skin pressing against my searing flesh to cool it. He helped me eagerly and did a better job. In no time, he stood naked before me. 

I pulled away from him, as I couldn’t fight my curiosity to look at a nude male body. 

My gaze dipped from his massive shoulders to his six-pack stomach, then farther down to his huge erection. 

It was silky and gorgeous, the first cock I’d ever seen. Unable to hold back, I reached out a hand and formed a half-fist around his shaft. It throbbed in my palm, and the archangel gasped and thrust his dick up, rubbing it against my tight fist. 

I glided my hand down to the base of his cock, then moved up to its smooth crown, then pumped down again, adding weight. He gasped, his eyes burning brightly and darkly at once. 

“You’re a natural in the bedroom, my woman,” he said. 

I wasn’t his woman. I would go down to the arena before dawn tomorrow to kill or be killed. But I refused to dwell on it now. I’d live for this moment and burn briefly, like a moth to the flame. 

“It might not fit,” I breathed out as I kept pumping his cock. “You’re too big.” 

“It will fit. Your pussy is soaking wet for me,” he said. “You’ll see. You’re my match, and I’ve finally found you.” 

How could the highest ranking archangel say such things to a branded slave? But then, why would I focus on his words and promises? After he had his way with me, he’d forget all about me tomorrow morning. 

Even if he wanted to keep me, he couldn’t fight the orders of the Emperor of the Underworld, who had explicitly demanded I return to the arena. 

He could only have me tonight. 

The heel of his palm rubbed up and down my sex, sending another wave of pleasure to my nerve endings.  

“If I could, I would keep you as mine and mine only.” There, he just said it, then his mouth fell on mine again. 

As his tongue thrust into my mouth, his cock aimed at my entrance. I wiggled my ass and urged him in. I needed his cock to be inside me more than anything. 

I was drowning in a lake of lust. 

Elijah thrust into me, his wings spreading wide and propelling back and forth in sync with his movements. 

I cried out as pain and pleasure blossomed in me at once. 

He stilled, beads of sweat forming on his forehead as he restrained himself from pounding into me again. “Did I hurt you?” 

I couldn’t respond at first because the feelings were so intense.

He cursed himself as he slowly, unwillingly pulled out of me. “I should have prepared you more. You’re a virgin, and I’m a selfish bastard.” 

My eyes widened. I wouldn’t expect someone like him, a Sváva, to consider my feelings—the feelings of a branded slave. When it came to this particular archangel, I had all sorts of contradictory feelings, which now shattered and melted before my unbridled lust for him. 

My legs clamped around his firm ass to prevent him from withdrawing further. 

He thrust into me again. He glided in and out, steady and smooth, in careful measures, but I wanted more than that. 

Blissful pleasure had washed away the initial pain. 

I wanted his heavenly fire again. I wanted to strip him completely bare and burn with him until there was no tomorrow, until tomorrow never came. 

I planted my feet on the counter and squatted, my hands falling back to support my weight, and I propelled my hips toward him to take him in deeper. 

An animalistic sound rumbled in his chest, as if I’d just conjured up his primal male instincts.  

He shoved his cock deep inside my warm flesh, again and again, brutally.  

“Your scent flows in my blood, dominating my every thought,” he gasped. “I can’t be gentle anymore, Calamity. I need to claim you. I need to fuck you hard.” 

My blood heated at the promise. I wanted to see what he could give when his lust burned like this. I didn’t want him to hold back one inch. 

As I drove toward him again, he dragged me to the edge of the counter, then pounded into me with his archangel’s strength. 

His hard cock filled my every inch and kept stretching my inner walls, pleasure hitting my every fiber like high musical notes caught in fire. 

We slammed toward each other, fucking raw and hard like two mindless beasts. 

“Elijah,” I moaned his name. “More!” 

It was a wonder I still remembered his name in the midst of such heat. 

“You like my cock, babe,” he groaned. “You like my big cock. After I fuck you hoarse, I’ll shove it down your throat. I want you to taste my archangel cum. I want you to have all of me, and I’ll claim your every inch, like a man claiming his first woman.” 

I panted. “Just fuck me hard, angel.” 

“Say this tight, hot little pussy is mine, mine to play with, mine to fuck, and mine to guard.” 

That was nuts, but he thrust into my molten core with his mighty strength at the declaration. 

“Babe, your pussy gloves me perfectly,” he said, his face distorted by intense lust. “You’re perfect for me. And you’re the only woman I’ll ever fuck from now on.” 

If I were the only woman he’d ever fuck from now on, soon he’d have no woman to fuck. He wouldn’t keep the promise he made in the throes of passion, yet the idea of him fucking another pumped white-hot rage into me. 

Before I could act on my fury, he pulled my legs onto his massive shoulders and drove into my depths with abandon. 

When he delivered another series of powerful thrusts, I screamed in pleasure and exploded around his cock. 

He groaned and let out ancient angelic curses while he kept thrusting in me, riding my waves of orgasm and prolonging it. 

With a roar and a few more powerful pumps, he emptied inside me. 

He didn’t leave me; his cock remained rock-hard inside me. His golden wings fanned out and wrapped around me protectively and possessively. 

“Ayanna,” he whispered. “My Ayanna. My eternal blossom.” 

I hissed in rage, lifting my ankles off his shoulders to kick him away at the insult. He’d just come in me, yet he was whispering another woman’s name. 

“Open your eyes, fucking asshole! I’m not Ayanna. I’m not your fucking blossom!” 

He grabbed my ankles, pulled them around his waist, and pressed me closer to him. 

“Shush, Calamity, shush, babe,” he whispered. “Your true name is Ayanna, which means eternal blossom in ancient Earth tongue. You’re Princess Ayanna Darken. You bear the mark of the Queen of the Night on your left breast. You’re the lost heir to—” 

I loosened the fist that grabbed his shiny, golden feathers. I had planned to drag out a few in retaliation when he had called me another woman’s name. 

The blue flame that had manifested faintly on my breast at Elijah’s touch flared, tracing every inch of my body, flowing down my arms, until an icon—two half-circles embracing each other—on my inner arm radiated dark gold. 

The hot pain in my chest eased.  

“Four icons strung together by the glyph of an ivy vine; the mating bond,” Elijah breathed out, without checking the number of icons on my arm.  

I stared at the four identical icons lined up vertically, a glowing glyph of an ivy vine connecting them all.  

Among the four icons, only one shone brightly like the North Star. 

Then the radiant one flared, swirling into flame and slammed into Elijah’s bare chest. 

I widened my eyes in fear and cried out, “No!” 

I hadn’t intended to scorch him. The icon had acted on its own. 

It was too late to prevent the disaster now. 

Elijah would retaliate. No one got away with striking a Sváva, especially the highest-ranking archangel, but I couldn’t even recoil, since he held me tightly against him. 

Elijah didn’t strike back. Instead, an icon that was identical to the one on my inner arm manifested on his cut chest, beaming deep gold. 

“Your magic has marked me,” Elijah said in awe.  

What did he mean by that? And why wasn’t he mad at what I’d done to him? 

Before I could question him, lust came like a tidal wave and dragged me under. 

“Mating fever,” the archangel rasped. “It’s started.” 

“Is it even worse than being in heat?” I whimpered. 

He only gazed at me, his scarred yet gorgeous face distorted by lust as he fought for control, fought between being a man and a beast, and he was losing to his raw need. 

I’d already given up on the fight. 

I held the back of his neck to secure him and thrust my hips toward him, riding hard on the impressive length of his cock.  

Elijah grabbed my ass, his fingers sinking into my skin, and pounded into my pussy with brutal and possessive force. 

Lust bound us both, as if it would never let us go. 

“I’ll fuck you from behind after this, drilling deep into you,” he said. “I’ll fuck you until you can’t scream anymore. And I’ll fuck you all night, mate, and every night after that.” 

Sure, I could fuck him back for the whole night. I had never thought riding a cock could feel so good, so liberating, and so delicious. But I didn’t believe we had every night. 

One night would be all we were going to have. 

And wait. What had he just called me? 

The archangel tensed and pulled me even closer, even though there was already no space between us.  

A wolf howled outside the apartment, and I recognized it as Ash’s warning. Were Max and my tiger here as well? I’d sent Max to help my brother.  

Worry rained down on me at the thought of Sebastian. 

“We have unwelcome visitors,” Elijah snarled. 

I blinked at him. “Ash and Max? I thought they were your friends.” 

He gave me a pained look, his magnificent golden wings folding tightly behind him. “The emperor’s courtesans and spies are coming. Let me get rid of them, and then we’ll resume.” 

He pulled out of me slowly and regrettably, then he grabbed a towel to swiftly wipe between my thighs before he cleaned himself. 

Somehow, that considerate gesture warmed me. 

He opened a drawer, took out a red velvet gown, and handed it to me before he went to gather his own attire from the floor.  

“We’ve just found you, Ayanna,” he said, brushing a kiss on my lips, searing my skin. “We won’t lose you.” 

We? Did he also mean Ash and Max? 
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A cacophony of shouts poured into Elijah’s apartment from outside the bath chamber. 

Before I could make the red gown fit around my breasts, someone shoved open the door. 

A gorgeous, mature woman faced us, taking in the scene. She gave Elijah an appreciative onceover before training her bright gaze on me. I hissed in possessive jealousy. 

Over a dozen women, all beautiful and dressed in fine silk, stood behind her. They stared at me, unblinking, instead of gazing upon the gorgeous archangel.  

“What is this?” Elijah, fully dressed now, snarled. Cold fire burned in his storm-gray eyes. 

The leading woman flashed a syrupy smile at him and bowed. 

“Lord Elijah,” she purred. She had a rich, sweet, and sexy voice, in contrast to my harsh, smoky one. “Please forgive our lateness to the party. I’m Lady Willow, the mistress of the emperor’s courtesans. We saw that you staked a claim to Lady Calamity in the gladiatorial arena, so we came forward to allow you to claim any of us as well. You can have all of us, at your pleasure.” 

I glared at her. Elijah gave me a glance, evidently sensing my boiling rage. I was one breath away from punching the lead courtesan’s pearl-white teeth out. 

Then I blinked. When had I become so territorial? The archangel didn’t even belong to me. All we had was one fuck, and nothing else, though I very much wanted to fuck him again. 

“I’m not interested in claiming any of you,” Elijah snapped. “You can all take your leave now.” 

My breath eased. He didn’t want them, no matter how beautiful they were. Of course, they were all pampered. While I dug in the tunnel of ruin day and night, with dirt and grime in my fingernails all year long, they were wrapped in silk and enjoyed luxury. All they had to do was open their legs to the emperor and his high-ranking demons. 

A sudden feeling of shame slammed into me. I had no right to judge them. My father had gone to a great deal of trouble to hide my gender so I wouldn’t end up being one of them. And when I saw the bruises on the necks and arms of the girls behind Willow, my heart bled for them, and rage beat within me.  

We were all slaves in different positions, despite the fact that some of them, like Willow, didn’t have a slave brand on their temples. I wondered why. 

“We can’t leave just yet, Lord Elijah,” Willow said. “If you send us away before we have a chance to please you, His Majesty will punish my girls severely. No one has turned down Emperor Cain’s gifts before. Isn’t it also a Sváva tradition for many unmated females to join a worthy warrior’s claiming ritual?” 

This Willow knew how to talk. 

“Knock yourself out then,” Elijah seethed. “Just don’t get in my way. My servant Saphyira will bring you refreshment. And all of you must leave in an hour.” 

Willow blinked. “You don’t want any of us to pleasure you, Lord Elijah?” 

“No,” Elijah said in a clipped tone. He was losing patience, yet his heat still radiated toward me. I could feel his raw need. He wanted to bring me to his bedroom and finish what we’d started. 

He had mentioned mating fever, and it still rushed and burned in my bloodstream. 

“But you let Lady Calamity pleasure you,” she said, her tone confused and innocent and flirty at the same time. “I don’t know what she has that we don’t have. My girls are all well-trained in sensuality. I bet—”

Elijah moved. He wanted to strike her down, but I stepped between them. I wouldn’t let him kill her just because she was outspoken. Even though I felt like she was invading my “territory,” I admired her nerve in talking to the archangel this way. 

Just then, a flash of memory hit me and told me that she’d been the first one who’d called out in the arena, “Calamity lives!”

Our gazes met, and she knew that I’d recognized her voice. She smirked slyly. 

When her chocolate-brown eyes darted between Elijah and me, and the other girls did the same, all sense of my former self returned to me in a blink. 

I’d let a Sváva take my virginity. All my life, I’d hated the Sváva more than anything. Though Elijah seemed to be different from any of them, he was still one of them. 

Unspoken shame rained down on me in sheets, particularly as I realized that I still wanted his cock to be inside me more than anything. 

I stepped away from Elijah, and instantly my body screamed at me for putting distance between us, and an unexpected physical pain stabbed into my belly.  

Elijah stepped toward me to reduce the space between us, but I turned to glare at him over my shoulder, warning him to stay away. An expression of hurt flashed in his gray-blue eyes, soon swallowed by the heat burning in their cold depths. 

He was stubborn. He wouldn’t let me go before he had his way with me multiple times, and my heart fluttered like the butterfly’s wings again. 

I had once believed that Sváva had no souls. 

I could be wrong with Elijah. 

“Lady Calamity needs rest,” he said harshly. “I don’t care if you were sent by the emperor. Get out of the way.” 

“I’m afraid that we’ll have to make Lady Calamity presentable first,” Willow said, flourishing a makeup kit in front of her. “We need to put some makeup on her, so she’ll have sexy, smoky eyes and rosy cheeks. It’s this year’s fashion in the Underworld.” 

Before I turned down her offer, Elijah grated, “She’s beautiful enough without any makeup.” He stretched a hand to me. “Come, Calamity, I’ll lead you to your room to rest.” 

I didn’t take his hand. 

“Emperor Cain is coming here,” Willow said. “The emperor’s taste might be different than yours, Lord Elijah.” 

“Why do I give a fuck what the demon emperor likes?” I snarled. 

Willow stepped forward and held my hand. Before I could shake her off, something pressed between our palms. She was giving me a signal. 

She wanted to be alone with me and help me. 

“The emperor’s royal guards have secured the perimeter to prepare for His Majesty’s arrival,” whispered a dark-haired beauty with heavy mascara. 

As if on cue, the courtesans rushed into the bathroom as one, separating me from Elijah and ignoring his hisses and growls. Elijah, despite his harsh manners and threatening words, seemed to be a gentleman and refused to shove the ladies away roughly.  

While a dozen courtesans tried to cling to him and he tried to fend them off, Willow and three courtesans, including the dark-haired beauty, whisked me toward the spiral stairs. A few moments later, I was in a spacious downstairs study. 

“Quickly!” Willow ordered as she closed the door. 

Were they going to attack me? 

I formed fists at my sides, ready to punch back without mercy. 

Her courtesans pulled out bundles from under their dresses, unfolded the packages, and revealed travel outfits, boots, and a couple of days’ rations of water and food.  

I blinked. My throat was parched. “You’re helping me escape?”

“Yes, Lady Calamity,” Willow said. “You must leave soon. Now, change.” 

“The emperor will kill you all if he knows that you helped me,” I said. “He won’t just kill you quickly. The demons will torture you first. I’m a dead woman anyway. I won’t have your blood on my hands and on my conscience.” 

“We won’t taint your conscience,” Willow said with a grin. “It’s a precious commodity nowadays, since few still possess it.” She turned to a blond. “Siobhan, you ready?”  

The blond courtesan nodded nervously, but she managed to put on a brave face. I darted my gaze between Willow and Siobhan with confusion. 

“Ready for what?” I demanded. “Don’t do anything stupid.” 

Siobhan squinted, her long lashes fluttering rapidly. “Just do it, Octavia. Anything for Lady Calamity.” 

The dark-haired beauty raised her fist and punched Siobhan in the jaw, and Siobhan’s head snapped back. I grabbed Octavia’s wrist before her next punch landed on Siobhan. 

“Stop,” I said in a menacing voice. “Or I’ll punch you and see how you like it.” 

Octavia grinned, all nice white teeth, and her other fist rammed into Siobhan before I could prevent the hit. 

Siobhan fell backwards, and Willow caught her and gently laid the unconscious girl on the floor. Purple bruises blossomed all over the blond courtesan’s beautiful face. 

“We had to do it this way to help you escape,” Willow said. “Lydia and Octavia will be your guides and guards.”

She nodded at the dark-haired and the redhead courtesans, and they stripped their gowns and revealed their travel outfits inside. 

The redhead was Lydia, then. 

“What about you?” I asked Willow.

“The girls will also beat me, gag me, and tie me up,” Willow said. “Siobhan and I will wait here to be found. We’ll be all tears when they find us and tell the horrible story of you taking advantage of our naivety and kindness, hitting us, and making your escape.” 

“You’ve gone to great lengths to plan this,” I said. “Why? You know I can never repay you. Even though you think it might work, you still might get yourselves killed for helping me.” 

“We have our reasons,” Willow said. 

“Your reasoning isn’t sound to me,” I said, not wanting to owe them a life debt like this. Besides, part of me was unwilling to leave the archangel. “And Elijah said he’d take care of—” 

“The archangel will try to buy your freedom,” Willow said, her voice turning hard. “But you’re not going to count on him, or any Sváva. You got me? Emperor Cain has marked you, and he’ll never allow you to walk out of here alive and free.” 

She was telling me the hard truth. No matter how powerful Elijah was, the emperor ruled the Underworld, and he had an army of demons. 

Even if I succeeded in escaping, I’d leave loose ends behind. I’d leave Willow and her courtesans at the mercy of the demon emperor. I would probably never see Elijah, Max, or Ash again. 

And I wasn’t the kind of person who believed in sacrificing many so one could live. 

I shook my head. “I can’t do it.” 

“What do you mean you can’t do it?” Willow demanded, her voice no longer syrupy but harsh. “You showed us courage and defiance. You showed us it was worth fighting for freedom. You’re the ember in the dark jungle. You lit something in us, something long-forgotten, something we didn’t know had survived all the darkness and horror in our souls. And now you’re going to abandon us and snuff out the only spark of life and fire? Now you’re going to turn into a coward?” 

“I’m no one’s hero, Willow,” I snapped. “I never was and never will be. I have a brother, and he’s sick. They’ll take it out on him. They’ll make him an example if I flee. And where can I even flee to? This is the demon realm.” 

“Your brother escaped,” said Octavia, the dark-haired beauty. “Someone helped him. And we’ll bring him to you.” Over my suspicious look, she added, “I vow on my future children’s lives, if I’m lucky enough to have any, that I didn’t lie to you. We do have a place to go. We’ll bring you to the Prophet.”  

Max must have reached my brother and taken him under his wing. 

I swallowed in gratitude. If Sebastian was safe, I wouldn’t need to look over my shoulder and constantly fear for him. 

A sliver of hope rose in me, yet I wasn’t completely convinced that I should go along with their plan. 

“The Prophet?” I asked. 

“Lydia will tell you everything on the road,” Willow said, eyeing the redhead. 

“Who are you exactly?” I asked.  

“We’re the Thorn Rose,” Willow whispered. “We’re the underground rebellion force. Our network exists to serve you, and we’ve been waiting for you for a very long time.”

Everyone was mistaking me for someone else. 

“I’m Octavia.” The dark-haired beauty winked at me. “Lydia will be your guide, and I’ll be your guard.” At my dubious look, she added, “I was trained with weaponry. I’m a courtesan warrior, and we all have different roles.” 

She brought out three daggers from a leather bundle, one of them an angelblade. 

I lunged at the sword, grabbed the hilt, and studied the runes on the edge of the silvery blade. It looked so familiar, yet the meaning danced on the edge my perception.  

I couldn’t dim the glint in my eyes. “How did you get hold of an angelblade?” 

Willow regarded me. “We stole it from a red-winged Sváva.” 

“Do you know that it’s the only weapon that can kill a Sváva?” I asked.  

“How did you know that?” Willow asked. “You’ve been a slave your entire life.”

I smiled at her. “Yet you’re risking your life for me.” 

“You know things,” Willow said, “but you don’t know everything, including our Thorn Rose operation. We don’t have time to teach you. Now, you need to hurry up.”

I scanned them. “Some privacy?”

Willow snorted in exasperation. “We can’t afford modesty now. Change, Calamity.” 

I didn’t want them to see my marks, but then they were risking their lives for me. I had to trust them a little. Let them see the magical marks on my body if they had to. 

I turned my back toward them and pulled the red gown over my head, but Willow spun me around just in time to see the icons on my arm, one of them still glowing. At her touch, a violent wind blasted out of me, sending her crashing against the wall. 

It had acted without my command, just as the flame of my icon had slammed into Elijah, though it hadn’t hurt him but imprinted him. 

“I’m so sorry, Willow,” I said, scrambling toward her to help her up. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I had no control of my—power.”

The icon beamed with dark gold light. The wind must have come from its power. It’d reacted with possessive protectiveness outside of my will. 

“Your magic would have broken me if it truly perceived me as your enemy,” she said with a smile. Then tears streamed down her beautiful face as she gazed at the blue flame twirling inside five white petals at the top of my left breast.  

Elijah had called it the Queen of the Night. 

Lydia and Octavia also glued their widened eyes to the mark. 

“It’s her!” Lydia whispered and dropped to her knees. “It’s really her. My queen. Our queen.”  

Willow and Octavia also knelt in front of me, tears flowing down their cheeks and their eyes brightening with burning hope. 

Yet hope was a dangerous thing.  

“We thought we’d lost you.” Willow wept with joy. “There was no trace of you ever existing. But here you are, our queen. You’re right in front of us.” 

My blood only went cold at their pronouncement. I wouldn’t be a fraud just to comfort these poor women. I refused to offer anyone false hope. 

“I’m not a fucking queen,” I said harshly as I pulled on the clothes they’d brought me and inserted my feet into the hunting boots. 

“Then are you a slave?” Willow asked. 

“I was, but no longer,” I said, holding the gaze of the mistress of the emperor’s courtesans. “I’ll be damned if I ever allow anyone to define who I am.” I lifted my chin. “I declared my own freedom in the arena. You heard me. You were there watching the bloody sports, too.” 

“Exactly,” Willow said, placing a handheld mirror in front of me. “Look at yourself, Queen Calamity. Your power has awoken. It’s burned the slave mark from your temple, something no one else could do.” 

“Just as the Prophet said,” Lydia confirmed. 

I stared at my reflection in the mirror. The slave brand was gone. I touched my temple. It was all smooth skin, as if the symbol of double shackles that had branded me when I was a toddler had never existed. 

“You’re the queen who’s promised to us,” Willow declared fiercely, “the queen who’s come for us, the queen who’ll burn the Underworld and shatter our chains.” 

“Now we must preserve the Queen of the Flame.” Octavia, my self-appointed guard, picked a blade and handed the other to Lydia. They let me keep the angelblade, which delighted me. “We have to go.” 

“How do we fight our way out?” I asked. “You mentioned that the emperor’s elite guards have secured the perimeter to prepare for Cain’s arrival. Three of us can’t fight a horde of demons. We’ll be slaughtered.” 

Willow smiled. She rose to her feet and sauntered to a closet. Then she pressed something on the wall inside the closet, and the inner wall opened a crack. She pushed it with her shoulder, and I hurried to help her. 

“It hasn’t been used for over a century,” she murmured. 

“That doesn’t sound good,” I said, and she smirked at me. 

“You’ll make it, my queen,” she said. 

Together we pushed at the secret wall until the opening was big enough for a person to walk through. 

A dark staircase lay ahead, leading into a deep tunnel. 

My path to freedom stretched in front of me. 

Tears welled in my eyes. 

“How? How did you know?” I asked. 

“As I said, we’re the Thorn Rose,” Willow said proudly. “The Sváva don’t know there’s a secret underground city beneath them, but we’re the descendants of the natives, the builders of the Underworld. We’ll get our world back, and you’ll lead us to light and freedom, Queen of the Flame.” She turned to Octavia. “Hit me as hard as you can, then tie me up. The button to seal the wall is on the other side. I’ll manage to shut the closet.” 

“Why don’t we all leave?” I asked. “There’s enough room.” 

“Someone has to run the Thorn Rose and help you,” Willow said. “You’ll need us again. When the final battle comes, Queen Calamity, we’ll answer, and we’ll come—” 

Octavia hit her before she finished the words, again and again, leaving Willow with bruised eyes, split lips, and a broken nose. The mistress of the emperor’s courtesans never stopped smiling, despite my winces. 

I pricked my ears, and my superior hearing caught the sound of Elijah commanding the women to leave him alone and not to cling to him, then he demanded to know where I was and why the makeup was taking so long. 

I went to Willow, holding her steady hands in mine and kissing her bruised cheek. “I won’t forget this debt,” I said. “I might not be a queen, but I’ll fight for every one of you until my last breath.” 

“Go,” she urged through her swollen lips. 

I followed Lydia and Octavia into the closet, ignoring the sharp pang in my heart at leaving Elijah, at not being able to say goodbye. 

I’d tasted what it meant to be a woman. 

I plunged down the stairs and into the tunnel, and Octavia pushed a button and sealed the wall behind us, leaving our past behind. 

And we would make sure it didn’t catch up with us. 

Ahead, the darkness extended endlessly. 
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Octavia insisted on positioning me in the middle as we rushed through the dark tunnel, our way lit by a gleaming gem in her hand.  

“I was a digger,” I said. “I dug in the tunnel since I was eleven. I should go first.” I didn’t say that they hadn’t labored a day, as I didn’t want to hurt their feelings, but I believed I was tougher than any of them, so I should take the risk. “Besides, I just came from the arena. You ladies have seen how I fought.” 

“You fought well, Queen Calamity,” Octavia said with admiration. 

“Don’t call me queen, please,” I grunted.  

“Only in private.” She looked over her shoulder to wink at me. Her dark hair was tied in a sleek ponytail. The dim light cast a shadow on her face, shrouding her beauty. “And no, you cannot lead on unfamiliar ground. We’ve finally found you, and we’ll guard you with our lives.” 

“That’s fucking heavy,” I said, and she chuckled.  

My sensitive ears caught labored breathing behind me. Lydia, my other self-appointed guard, was obviously having a hard time in the narrow tunnel. She was trying her best to keep pace with us, but she was probably experiencing claustrophobia. 

I understood the feeling. Every time I went into that long, deep tunnel, my armpits were soaked in cold sweat. I never got used to it. I just never told Sebastian. 

I slowed down. “Lydia, are you okay?”

“I—I’m fine,” she said. 

I went to her. “Walk with me,” I said, rolling up my sleeves and letting the radiating golden icon distract her. It also helped illuminate the tunnel. 

“There are four of them,” Lydia said. “What do they mean?”

“No idea,” I said. “They appeared on my arm during my transition into adulthood. And then today—”

I stopped in the middle of the sentence. I couldn’t tell her that one of the icons had lit like a beacon after Elijah and I climaxed during our wild night of passion. The glowing symbol had duplicated itself and imprinted on Elijah’s chest, right above his heart. He hadn’t minded it but had been awed at its appearance. 

He’d wanted to tell me about a bond and the mark of the Queen of the Night, but then the courtesans had come and interrupted us.  

My thoughts kept returning to the golden archangel. Despite him being a Sváva, I’d never felt more connected to anyone than to him. I also felt the connection to Max and Ash, but it wasn’t as intense as what I felt for Elijah. Maybe it was because of the intimacy between us.

It’d been more difficult than I’d thought to leave my first lover behind. The moment I let the door shut behind me and separate Elijah and me, I’d experienced a tearing pain in my chest. I’d ignored the agony and turned a deaf ear to the burning need to return to him. I’d prowled on, to pursue my freedom, and to live to fight another day. 

Born a slave, pain was part of my daily existence anyway. 

“Today, this icon was activated,” I said as I realized both courtesans had slowed their pace to wait for me to explain further.  

“It must be part of the prophecy,” Lydia said beside me, and I didn’t correct her. I didn’t believe in any religion or prophesy, but I knew how important they were to a lot of people.

There had been this undercurrent of religion amid the diggers, too, about a queen coming to save them. I’d never believed that anyone could save us, but that hope had sustained many diggers and kept them going. 

And now Willow’s network had appointed me as the queen they’d been waiting for, which only made me trust any prophesy or religion even less. 

I kept my opinions to myself. Lydia was doing better in the tunnel with all the talk and the distraction of my radiating icon, which was what mattered for now. 

“So, tell me more about Thorn Rose,” I said as we kept moving. “What does it stand for, exactly?” 

I was exhausted, running low on adrenaline. I could fall asleep on my feet, but I fought to keep my eyes open. We’d need to put as much distance between the emperor’s court and us as possible. 

The air was stifling, but I pulled my mind away from the damp, mossy smell mixed with sulfur. Occasionally, a few rats or other strange creatures scurried by us, so we couldn’t risk resting inside the tunnel. 

“Thorn Rose was formed centuries ago, when the Sváva first invaded our world,” Lydia said beside me. “Our ancestors received a vision that one day the queen would come to them and shatter the shackles for them and their children. They passed on their faith to us, and we’d have kept passing it down, if you hadn’t come.”  

I’d once dreamed of rebelling against the Sváva demons, but now that it was staring me in the face, I felt that being a savior was too big a role for me to fill. It was an unbearable burden to carry. Could we—me with a few courtesans—really overthrow the tyranny of the emperor and his demon army? 

“I’m not a queen,” I said again. I needed to put a stop to this. I could get everyone killed if I let them keep pinning such an unrealistic role on me. “And I don’t want to be one. I don’t believe in any prophecy, either. However, I’ll do whatever I can to fight the demons.” I chuckled without humor. “I have no choice anyway. I’m a fugitive now, and the emperor will never stop hunting me.” 

Maybe Elijah would join the demon emperor’s pursuit. A pang speared my guts at the fleeting thought of the archangel. 

“You’ll see, Queen Calamity,” Octavia said, swishing her ponytail. “You’ve done more than you know. You achieved the impossible in the arena, doing things that no slave has dared to try. You’ve lit the fire, and the Underworld is going to burn!” 

“You made one hell of a speech in the arena, like the Queen of the Flame would,” Lydia said in approval. 

“I’ve gotten so many titles in just one day,” I said drily. “How did Lady Willow, who’s also the mistress of the emperor’s courtesans, become the leader of the Thorn Rose?” 

“On the surface, she leads and trains the emperor’s courtesans,” Lydia said. “She also selects the concubines for Cain. Some of us volunteered to be chosen, to be close to the emperor, in order to serve the queen-to-come. We’re an army of spies. We’re your secret blade in the enemy’s heart, Queen Calamity. Lady Willow carries a great burden and tries her best to protect us all, but we understand that sacrifices need to be made, so our children and their children won’t need to live this way.”

“Lady Willow also used her position to inspect every girl before they are sent to the emperor,” Lydia said, pausing for a second to fight her grief. “Some luckier ones get to join us, but some have to be sent to the brothels. And the most unfortunate go to the worst brothels, run by the commanders. We cheered when Lord Elijah beheaded one of the butchers.” She laid a hand on my arm, her voice turning fierce. “The prophecy can’t be wrong. An archangel, the most powerful Sváva, would never slay a commander for a mere slave.” 

She took a deep breath and touched her neck. I had seen bruises there, and my heart went out to her. I patted her hand to comfort her. 

“Lady Willow is responsible for examining every girl to make sure that she finds the queen among them,” she continued, “so we can hide our queen. When you showed your true gender in the arena in your show of defiance, we instantly knew you were the queen we’ve been waiting for. The mark of the Queen of the Flame on your breast is the final confirmation. Our wait has come to an end.” 

No matter what I said, they wouldn’t stop believing and calling me their queen. 

I sighed. We’d lived in different worlds, but now our paths had merged, united by a common goal—to fight the emperor and his demon army. 

First, we must focus on escaping and surviving. 

I trained my gaze on a ray of dim light at the end of the tunnel and let out an audible breath. 

“Where exactly are we going again?” I asked. 

“We’ll bring you to Nightingale, the hidden city,” Lydia and Octavia said at the same time, “to meet the Prophet.” 
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We came out of the tunnel five miles away from the emperor’s court. 

I surveyed the empty plain stretching under the endless ashy sky. Xavier once told me the story of another realm, where the high sky was streaked with millions of sparkling stars. He once filled my mind with dreams and hope, and then one day he was gone, blown to pieces. 

If Emperor Cain and his demon army had never occupied the Underworld, my father would have lived. After my father’s demise, I’d lived in fear that one day they would take Sebastian from me as well. 

I glanced at Lydia and Octavia, swallowing a question about their families. I wondered if they had any family left, but I didn’t want to tear their wounds open. I turned my gaze to the light grayness that would soon break through the sky and announce the coming of dawn. 

“Should we find a shelter and rest for a couple of hours?” Lydia asked. 

She had dark circles in the hollows of her pale green eyes. Octavia also looked exhausted, and her high ponytail was a messy thread in the wind.  

Despite both women’s determination to guide and protect me, they had never gone through this kind of harsh training meant for a warrior. They were courtesans trained as spies, and they’d thought they could take on anything. 

There was no need for them to go through any more hardship and risk themselves. 

“You two know how to find the way back through the tunnel?” I asked. 

Octavia blinked in displeasure. “You want to send us back?”

“You’ve done enough for me,” I said. “I might never be able to repay such kindness. Being a fugitive is worse than you think. I don’t know how long I can stay alive. Coming with me, you two will have a slim chance of surviving. Why waste your lives? Go back and live, and I’ll manage to find this Nightingale by myself if you point me in the right direction.” 

Lydia’s face paled. “I’m sorry that I asked to take a break, Queen Calamity,” she said. “You battled in the arena and then ran for the entire night. I just thought it might help you to rest a little. I’m sorry for saying this, but you look like you can barely stand.” 

Octavia spat onto a small rock. “I won’t go back, ever! The life of a whore isn’t much of a life. My skin crawled whenever any of the demons touched me. I endured it all for this, for a chance to serve you, and you want to send me back?” 

“With me, you’ll probably die,” I said flatly. 

“I’ll die guarding you, which is an honor and a privilege,” she said. “I’ll die feeling joyful that I got to serve the Queen of the Flame. My ancestors will be so proud in the afterlife if I die a warrior’s death.”  

“Fine,” I reluctantly said. I hated the idea of taking advantage of her, but I didn’t want her to feel dishonored if I sent her back. “We stick together, in life and death.”

“Will you be able to keep walking for a few more hours?” Octavia asked, her tone softening. She pointed at a ring of jagged hills over the horizon. “We need to cross those hills, and then we’ll be out of the demons’ patrol range.” 

“Let’s go,” I said, pulling the pack Lydia carried from her shoulder, despite her protest, and swinging it over mine.  

The three of us plowed through the field of wild grass toward the rocky hills. 

We didn’t talk much after that, since we didn’t have much energy. All I knew was that I had to force myself to drag one foot in front of the other and repeat. 

And then, like a miracle, we climbed over the hills before we allowed ourselves to pass out.  

The landscape shifted on this side of the hills. 

I gazed down at the distant stream across the meadow and swallowed a sob. For the first time, freedom felt like more than just a dream. 

I looked at Lydia and Octavia over my shoulder. Tears glinted in their tired eyes as well, despite the wind tussling their hair in the dawn’s gray light. 

“After we pass the meadow and cross the dark river and a few more mountains, we’ll reach the first watching station of Nightingale,” Lydia said. “The scouts will come out from their hiding place to meet us and send word to the Prophet. A small group from the rebel army will then escort us to the hidden city. Once we reach Nightingale, you’ll be safe.”  

I would never be safe. I knew it in my bones, but I didn’t say that to them. There was no reason to make them worry. 

I had no idea where my path ahead lay, but I knew this: I would never stop fighting the demons, and I needed to find my brother first.  

“Tell me about this Prophet you constantly bring up,” I said, and then I stopped cold. My superior hearing had just picked up the sound of flapping wings in the wind, and my blood turned icy. 

The sound of wings didn’t come from a pair, but from many. I wondered if Elijah had led the party to hunt me and if he’d punish me for escaping. 

“The Prophet—” Octavia started. 

I turned to them with a sharp look. “Lydia, Octavia, the demons have found us.” 

They darted their eyes around wildly. 

“They’re in the sky, hidden by the gray clouds,” I said, pulling the angelblade out of the bundle. “They’ll be upon us soon.”

“There’s no shelter here,” Lydia cried in dismay. “How did they find us so soon?!” 

My throat felt parched, as if hot sand was stuck in its passage.  

My glamour might hide me from the demon army, but it couldn’t shield my companions. I’d stumbled upon the magic by chance. I must try to conceal them and lead the demons away, so at least my friends would live.  

I threw up my hands and cast my feeble glamour on them. I sensed a magical wind stirring, but it didn’t stick to them. I swallowed the bile in the back of my throat. I didn’t have time to practice it and make it work. 

“What was that?” Lydia cried out. “I felt something strange pass by me.” 

I’d failed them. 

My glamour magic had failed me when I needed it the most. However, I couldn’t let Lydia and Octavia know that I had this magic, or they’d beg me to use it to preserve myself. 

“They’re coming,” I said. “We can’t outrun them.” 

We would only have an advantage over the demons if we were inside the tunnel. Their wings would hinder their movements in the narrow space. But we’d left the tunnel far behind us. We couldn’t make it back before the attack came.  

Then a thought occurred to me—Lydia and Octavia would probably make it. 

“Listen,” I said. “You two run back to the tunnel. I’ll distract them as long as I can. If they catch you, you blame all this on me. Tell them that I knocked out Willow and forced you to lead me here. Shed a few tears while you tell the tale. You’ll make it. They want me. They don’t want you.” 

“We all swore a blood oath the first day we joined the Thorn Rose,” Octavia said ferociously. “We live and die to serve the Queen of the Flame. Lydia, preserve Queen Calamity at all costs! If she dies, our hope dies.”

Lydia raised her dagger before her chest, brushing her red hair from her pale face. “Queen Calamity, we have to go. We have to leave Octavia to fend off the demon army.”  

“As your queen,” I said, pulling the fake rank, “I order you to abandon me and return to Willow.” 

“No way,” both Lydia and Octavia said. 

The flapping of the wings grew louder. Now both Lydia and Octavia heard the unnerving sound too, as massive red and gray wings bolted from the clouds into the faint light of dawn. 

“Run for cover!” I shouted. 

The three of us broke into a dead run down the slope, toward a few dead trees at the base of the hills. They wouldn’t provide any cover, and the trees wouldn’t cause trouble for the demons’ wings, but it was better than being so exposed here. 

Just as we reached the dead trees and a cluster of thorny shrubs, a dozen or so demon sentinels landed, surrounding us. In their claw-like hands, their angelblades flashed with wicked, dark runes. 

Elijah wasn’t among them. 

“We’re free citizens!” Octavia shouted. “You’ve no right to hunt us.” 

A Sváva demon who had four red streaks on his armored shoulder glanced at Octavia maliciously before fixing his hazel eyes on me. He must be their captain then. 

“Everyone in the Underworld is a subject of Emperor Cain,” said the demon captain. His features morphed between angelic and demonic. “We don’t have orders to bring you two back alive, whores; just the slave.” He pointed the tip of his blade at me. “Her fate will be worse than yours.” 

Lydia, Octavia, and I pressed our backs against each other. I could hear my pounding heartbeat as well as their panicked breaths. Then, the next second, fear receded from me, and cold clarity filled my mind, just as it had in the arena.

“I’m not a slave, asshole,” I said. “The Underworld isn’t Cain’s. Tell him to get the fuck out of this realm and crawl back to whatever hole he and all of you came from.” 

“Well said, Queen Calamity,” Octavia shouted. 

“Her slave brand is gone, Captain,” a red-winged sentinel standing beside his captain called in alarm. “How can it be?” 

“This slave is dangerous. She probably has witchcraft,” murmured another demon, who seemed to be the next-in-command. “She could be what the emperor has been looking for all along. She even tamed the tiger and the gray wolf and bewitched Lord Elijah and his elite aide. And now she holds an angelblade, which only our kind is permitted to carry.” 

“His Majesty will question her in person,” said the captain. “He’ll dissect every inch of her to get the truth out of her.” 

I didn’t shiver at the threat, yet a couple of demons shuddered. 

I’d heard that being the demon emperor’s personal captive was the worst fate anyone could imagine. But I wouldn’t allow myself to be captured. This ended today. 

It was either death or freedom for me. 

“Slave, drop your weapon!” barked the demon captain. 

The flame that Elijah had named Queen of the Night burned on my left breast. It had crashed into the archangel, not to burn him but to mark him, knowing that he wasn’t my enemy. 

The flame should have no problem torching the demons in front of me. I called for it to explode, to blast the horde into oblivion. And I wouldn’t mind going down with them in an eruption of fire. 

But no fire surged out of me toward my foes. 

My power had been suppressed for decades, and it’d just awoken. To my utter frustration, I had no idea how to conjure it up or direct it toward the hostile force to save our asses.

I didn’t have time to figure it out while the demon sentinels closed in on us, so there was only one thing to do. I adopted a conventional fighting style. 

I lunged at the demon captain like the wind. He raised his blade to fend me off, surprised at my ferocity. It was a feint on my side. I wheeled and sidestepped, then I buried the angelblade into the demon’s left side. 

Neither the captain nor his minions had expected such a move from me. 

At the demon’s bellow of pain, I yanked the angelblade out of him before he collapsed to the ground in a heap. I slashed the blade toward another gray-winged sentinel, but he had seen me coming and diffused my strike with his sword. 

Lydia and Octavia shouted a battle cry and charged toward the guards opposite me to protect my back. 

I heard the piercing sound of steel crossing, and then Octavia screamed Lydia’s name. 

Ice filled my veins. 

She hadn’t lasted one blow. Lydia had fallen, and I’d just gotten to know her. 

I shouldn’t have let them guide me into the tunnel in the first place. I should have known that if we encountered the demon army, my brave courtesan friends wouldn’t stand a chance, despite their training and determination. 

Their blood was on my hands now. 

“Octavia, get out of here,” I hissed. 

“I’ll never leave you,” she shouted and charged again. “Fuckers!” 

I wheeled toward Octavia, my heart constricting at the sight of Lydia lying in a pool of blood. She was beyond our help now. 

Rage surged through me. I leapt to my remaining friend’s side to guard her, just as a demon swung his jagged gray wing toward Octavia to impale her. 

My angelblade lashed out and cleaved off half of the demon’s wing. He screamed in pain, and I stabbed my blade toward a movement I heard behind me, and punctured an armored chest. 

The asshole had tried to sneak up on me. 

While I charged another red-winged sentinel in my blind spot, a gray-winged demon moved toward Octavia, oblivious to her blade ramming into his chest. Guilt burned through me. I had left Octavia and Lydia defenseless because I had taken the only angelblade, the weapon that could hurt a Sváva. 

Octavia’s blade bounced off the demon’s chest. His claws lashed out and sliced across her shoulder. She cried out in pain. The next moment, he gripped her throat and lifted her up into the air.  

“Let her go, you motherfucker!” I shouted, my blade swinging toward him. 

He shoved Octavia toward me as a shield. 

Three demons closed in on me from all sides, and an angelblade pierced into my shoulder just as I buried mine into one of them.  

“Careful,” the captain hissed. “No mortal can stand a wound inflicted by our blades. If she dies before Emperor Cain has his way with her, I’ll have your head on a spike.” 

“I only pierced her skin,” said the demon who had cut me. “We brought the med kit. If we subdue her within an hour, we can inject the serum into her to prevent her from rotting.” 

The shallow slice from the angelblade burned me worse than anything. 

I groaned in pain, yet I managed to yank out my blade and toss it at the demon who was strangling Octavia. My blade entered through his temple, and he dropped Octavia instantly.  

My courtesan friend collapsed to the ground and didn’t move again. 

I had no way to check if she was still alive in the middle of a fight. I pushed my tears back and lunged toward the dead demon to take back my angelblade so I could cut down another, then another. 

“She moves as fast as us, even though D.J. just cut her with an angelblade,” a red-winged demon said as he moved in toward me.

They struck as one before I could reach for my angelblade. They were trained killers, members of the mighty Sváva race, and I fought only with my old muscle memory. 

The pommel of a blade slammed into my temple. I stumbled. When I tried to spin away from the next assaults, which came from all sides, a clawed hand clutched my throat, lifting me into the air. 

I kicked the demon, trying to break free, but several hands grabbed my legs, pinning me down. There were too many of them. 

“We got her! We got the slave prize,” a demon shouted in vile delight. 

I gagged as the iron-clawed hand added pressure to my neck. The demon was incredibly strong. 

A whimper rose. I managed to dart my gaze down. Octavia moved a hand. She wasn’t dead! But my joy lodged in my throat as I watched a demon stomp a foot on her chest. 

“Let...her...go,” Octavia pleaded. “Lord Elijah...claimed her. He...will skin you...alive.” 

She was trying to use the name of the archangel to save me. 

“Well, Lord Elijah isn’t here, but we are,” the demon captain answered giddily. “And we’re going to have a little fun with this spitfire before we deliver her to Emperor Cain.” 

A red-winged demon standing next to his captain pointed the tip of his angelblade at me. “This slave disguised herself as a boy and escaped us for decades. Now we’re going to take a good look at her and see what she has that both Emperor Cain and Lord Elijah want so badly.” 

His blade sheared away my jacket and the top two buttons of my blouse, exposing my breasts. 

“No!” Octavia struggled under the demon’s heavy boot, trying to reach me in vain. Pain and terror twisted her beautiful face, her jet-black hair tumbling and spreading on the hard dirt. “Take...me.”

The mark of the Queen of the Night flared on my skin, and I prayed that this time, my magic would burn the demons, but the flame only seared my skin, hot and useless. 

“What the hell is that?” the demon captain asked, inching closer toward me to take a peek at my flame mark. 

All the demons gathered around, staring at the flame twirling inside white petals, trapped.  

I roared inwardly, since I couldn’t make a sound because of the iron grip of the demon’s claws. I screamed at my power, commanding it to defend me, cursing its uselessness.  

A borrowed memory flashed beneath my eyelids, stung by my tears. It was that wolf girl again. She removed her gloves and clutched a Sváva’s face in her bare hands. 

That Sváva wasn’t a demon yet. He hadn’t fallen, but nevertheless, he was her enemy and hunter. He screamed at her touch, and his skin turned gray in his agonized death. 

A realization hit me. The wolf girl and I must be related, and I had the death touch, just like her. Only I needed to will it to manifest. 

I threw my hands up with the last of my strength and thrust them toward the demon’s neck. 

Burn! Death! I summoned my magic. 

“She’s still got some fight in her. This slave is special.” Another demon chuckled, and then all the demon guards joined in the lewd laughter. 

The demon who held me captive grinned. “Let’s see what else you got, slave girl.” 

His free claw grabbed my breast. 

Power blasted from me, and I heard its enraged roaring for the first time. 

My captor widened his eyes and screamed in agony. Two trails of smoke wafted from his eyes as my hidden fire burned them to empty pits. 

“What the hell?” two demons yelled, and all of them backed away from me. 

My captor dropped me and tumbled to the ground, his skin turning gray before it cracked like a clay pot. 

I landed in a crouch and pulled his angelblade from him, thrusting my other hand toward the rest of the demon sentinels, a faint red lightning sparking from my fingers. 

All I needed was to learn how to push the lightning at them and electrocute them. 

“It’s impossible,” the demon captain hissed, his eyes widening to expose the whites, his face morphing between an angel’s and a demon’s. “Only the Queen of Atlantis on Earth has the death touch, and she’s the granddaughter of the High Lord of All Sváva Angels, the ultimate conqueror of the universe.”

“This changes everything, Captain,” one of his minions said excitedly. “If this slave is the lost heir the emperor has been looking for all these years, our reward will be beyond our wildest dreams.”

“Change of plan,” barked the captain. “Don’t let her touch you. Go get the net.” 

A massive metal net appeared in the air, held by four demons, their wings flapping as they flew toward me.  

They planned to cast the net over me and drag me to the sadistic demon emperor.  

I flung my wrists out, roaring for the red lightning to fry the demons and burn them to ashes, but my power only coiled around me. 

I had no time to get my magic right. There was only one option left, and I would never allow myself to be captured. 

I would not be a slave again.

Even in death, I’d be free. 

I turned the angelblade to my throat, ready to slash across it in one deep motion. 

“No, my queen. Please...no!” Octavia screamed. 

Octavia’s plea was a reminder that I couldn’t let my friend be captured, either. Her fate would be worse than death. I grabbed another blade, aiming for her heart, and then I would end myself before the net came down on me. 

All they’d have was my corpse. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER 12

[image: image]


_____________

––––––––
[image: image]


“No! Ayanna!” A roar thundered across the battlefield. 

Elijah had called me Ayanna. Had he arrived to rescue me, as he’d done in the arena when I hit the end of the rope? He hadn’t let the emperor have me, and he’d slain Cain’s commander for the contested right to claim me for one night. 

A sliver of hope ignited in me, and my trembling hand gripped the hilt of the dagger I intended to use to end my friend and then myself. 

I gazed up at the sky. I didn’t spot the pair of golden wings that I’d expected and wished to see again. Instead, I saw a pair of massive, powerful obsidian wings. 

Max had found me. 

My heart leapt with joy, warmth spreading in my tightened chest. At the same time, hurt brewed inside of me. Elijah hadn’t bothered to come for me, either to capture me or set me free, after he’d had my virginity.  

I had no way to know if he was my foe or on my side, but I wouldn’t dwell on it at the moment. I had demons to slay. 

Max dove toward the four demons who held the net and slammed into one of them to break their formation. Next, he spun and decapitated another demon. A formidable warrior, he slashed and swung his angelblade like the angel of death. When his blade fell, the crimson runes on it glinting, he impaled the third demon. 

I leapt up and sent my angelblade sailing toward the demon asshole who still had his foot planted on Octavia’s chest. He ducked and raised his blade to parry me, but I was faster, especially as rage carried me like the avenging wind. 

My blade speared his guts, the force tearing him away from my friend. Octavia reacted at the same time and rolled away. 

“Run to the side,” I ordered her as she struggled to her feet. 

The captain and his second-in-command rushed me, one blade thrusting toward my shoulder, the other hacking at my thigh as the demons attempted to incapacitate me. I twisted out of harm’s way, missing their stabs by a hair’s breadth, but their next strikes followed me in perfect coordination. 

Twin angelblades appeared and flashed in front of me, one blade plunging into the back of the demon who had tried to amputate my arm, the other swinging toward the demon captain’s neck. 

The immediate danger around me was diffused in a second, and a beautiful face framed by silver hair came into view. Ash grinned, winking at me before he turned to engage the captain, his every move lethal. 

He wasn’t in his massive wolf form, yet his lanky, muscled fae form was even more terrifying. 

I grinned back at him, but he didn’t see it, as he was too busy fending off two demons and their captain. He whirled like a tornado, slashing, cleaving, and swinging his twin blades effortlessly. 

I could watch him fight like that all day long, but there were more demons in the battlefield that needed to be dealt with. With renewed vigor, I wielded the angelblade I took from the enemy and charged at a demon who was trying to sneak up on Ash. My blade sliced off part of the demon’s wing, forcing him to leave the fae warrior alone. 

The demon screamed in pain and rage and turned to hack at me with brutal force, but a broad sword blocked him inches from my face. 

“Don’t you ever touch her, fucker!” Max roared, his long angelblade driving into the demon. 

Power burst around Max and Ash. 

Max had rushed to my aid after he finished all four demons who had deployed the net in the air, just like he’d come to defend me when I was in the arena. 

I fought beside him. Together, we impaled a demon and shared a grin. 

It felt damn good. 

“Where’s my tiger, Max?” I asked as I sneaked up on the demon who’d tried to sneak up on Ash and slashed his thigh with my blade. 

The gray-winged sentinel bellowed with rage, and I flashed him a feral grin. 

“Who’s the hunter now, bitch?” I asked him. 

Just then, I heard the roar of my beast. 

Killian sprang down the slope of the hill and closed the distance between us in seconds. He leapt toward the demon who threatened me, his jaws opened, his tongue red, and his fangs lethal.  

My tiger clamped his jaws around the shoulder of the demon. While an animal’s bite couldn’t harm a demon, it distracted him and annoyed him. 

The demon tried to shake off the tiger, but Killian was stubborn as hell and held on. The demon raised his sword to stab Killian’s huge head, but I lunged toward him and pushed my blade into the space between his eyes. 

When I pulled my angelblade out of him and kicked him down, I eagerly searched for my next victim, only to find that the battle had come to an end. 

Another red-winged demon sentinel had just fallen under Max’s sword, and now the only enemy standing was the demon captain. 

He feigned a move, threw off Ash, and took off into the sky. 

“We can’t let him get away!” I shouted. “He’ll bring information back to the emperor.” 

“No worries, sweetheart,” Ash said, an icy stream puffing out of his sensual lips. 

He flung his hand upwards, and a violent hail of ice pummeled the demon captain. 

Ash was an elemental fae who could also shift to a wolf. He was indeed the Winter Prince. 

“Show-off,” Max said, rolling his eyes. He produced an extra dagger, probably from his boot, and hurled it toward the airborne demon. The emperor’s captain dropped to the ground in a heap, his red wings hanging limply under his dead weight. 

Ash narrowed his eyes at Max. His friend ignored him and turned to me.  

“Are you hurt?” Max asked in concern, looking me over. 

A small patch of blood coated my shoulder from the light wound I’d received from the angelblade, but I didn’t feel the sting anymore. 

“I’m fine,” I said. 

“No, you’re not,” Ash said, staring at my wound. “We need to treat you right away.”  

I wanted to pat my tiger. I was overjoyed to see him, along with Ash and Max, but Killian was busy eating the demon I’d just killed. 

Ew. 

I stared hard at Max. “I told you to feed him.” 

“I did,” Max said.  

“Your pet is forever hungry,” Ash added.  

Killian flashed me a picture of the wolf annoying the hell out of him by talking too much. I’d eat him if he weren’t your friend, the tiger concluded. 

Thank you for not eating him. I flashed back a picture to Killian. They’re our allies now. 

“Have you helped my brother?” I turned my anxious gaze back to Max and Ash. “Did you bring him medicine? My new friends told me he escaped. I need to—”

Then I saw a large, familiar figure staggering down the slope of the hill toward me. 

Sebastian. Tears streamed down my face.  

“We had to leave him and the tiger behind to reach you,” Ash said and trained his stern gaze on Killian. “I ordered your tiger to stay with your brother. But he isn’t a well-trained tiger. He has no discipline.” 

Killian made a loud crunch as he chewed the demon’s bones. 

Of course, Sebastian couldn’t compete with Max and Ash and the tiger in speed, though he was faster than a human. 

But then, why was I faster than the Sváva? 

I tossed the angelblade onto the ground and broke into a run toward my brother. Sebastian also raced toward me, his strong arms wrapping around me as I hurtled into him. 

“Calamity,” he said with a sob. “I thought I’d lost you.” 
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“We’re free, Bas,” I said fiercely. 

My brother grinned at me, his face wet with tears, and hugged me tighter. “I never thought we would have this day.” He pulled away from me and studied me from head to toe. “Gods, Calamity, you’re a beautiful woman.” 

Even as my brother, he’d never seen my true form; I couldn’t afford to let my guard down for one second while I’d lived as a slave. 

It felt incredibly liberating to wear my true face and be my own self. 

And I was no longer his little “brother.” I was a woman, through and through. I could see how relieved he was that he didn’t need to pretend anymore. He no longer needed to worry that a slip of the tongue could get me killed, or worse. 

“We’ll never go back,” I said. 

“Hell, no,” he said. 

I touched his forehead with the back of my hand to test his fever. The temperature felt right. He was getting better, though his blue skin was still dull and his lips remained cracked.

Sebastian eyed our companions over my shoulder. “Your friend brought me medicine and helped me get away. Is he a Sváva? He looks like an upgraded version.” 

Our adopted father had never told him about the history of the Sváva. When an angel fell to the Underworld, he became a demon. Over time, his appearance also changed to fit the environment. 

I knew Elijah was a pure Sváva, but Max was something else.  

Just then, Max stalked up to us, and his obsidian wings vanished. 

Sebastian’s eyes widened like eggs. “How did he do that?”

“To answer your question, dragonian, I’m not a full-blooded Sváva,” Max said. At our expectant gazes, he shrugged. “It’s a long story.” 

Which meant he didn’t like to talk about his heritage. 

That was fine with me. I’d disguised myself as a boy my entire life until yesterday. There were reasons for people having to hide their identities. 

“We gotta move,” Max said. “When Cain doesn’t see his captain return, he’ll send a small army.”

Ash jogged toward us and handed Sebastian an angelblade, which he had taken from the dead demon captain. 

“I’m sorry about your friends,” the fae prince said to me, his eyes brimming with sympathy. 

That reminded me. How selfish was I! I should have tended to Octavia first instead of running to hug my brother. But when I’d spotted Sebastian, I’d been overjoyed that he was safe.  

I knew beyond doubt that Lydia was gone. I’d seen her chest impaled by an angelblade, but Octavia was still alive.  

I rushed toward her. 

“Octavia!” I called. 

She couldn’t move, but she struggled to open her eyes, which were filled with relief and joy. 

“My queen,” she breathed out. “You...survived.” 

Her dark eyes begged me to leave her and run for my freedom. She wouldn’t want to be a burden. 

“Go to the...Prophet,” she pled. 

“I won’t leave you behind,” I said.   

“I can carry her,” Sebastian offered, squatting by my left side. “She’ll heal on the road.” 

When I sent a demon to his death with my lethal touch, I’d seen his essence through the contact. And I knew my touch wouldn’t hurt my friend. It could kill, but it could also heal.  

There were always two sides to a coin. 

Hesitating for a second, I pressed my palms against Octavia’s face.  

She startled, feeling the power of my touch. “My queen, you shouldn’t...waste your energy.” 

“Shush,” I said, sensing her internal bleeding through my touch. 

I closed my eyes, calling for my magic to rise from the deep well, not to kill, but to cure.  

The queen’s flame on my breast burned, then a wave of white light streamed into Octavia, finding her injuries and mending them. 

Her eyes widened, then a proud, satisfied smile formed on her lips. 

“The queen is also a healer,” she said. “The Prophet said you’d burn the Underworld, and then you’d heal it.” 

“Let’s not go that far,” I said. “Will you be able to stand?”

She nodded and sat up with Sebastian’s help.  

“I’m sorry about Lydia,” I said, tears pooling in my eyes. “I can’t do anything for her.” 

If the redhead beauty hadn’t come with me, she’d have lived. All of them were so determined to give life to their so-called queen. Once I shook off the demon army, I’d make sure the Thorn Rose wouldn’t make me their symbol or figurehead. I was neither, though I’d never stop fighting the bad guys.  

Octavia knelt and hugged me, her face streaked with tears. “She died a warrior’s death, Queen Calamity.” 

Max offered me a hand. “We have to go.” 

I accepted his hand. “Only after we bury my friend,” I said.  

Max looked worried. He really wanted to whisk me away from this battlefield as soon as possible. 

“I won’t leave her body exposed to the wild animals,” I insisted, though my voice sounded weak. I’d been spent before we battled the demons, and my last act of healing Octavia had taken every last ounce of my energy. 

“Fine,” Max said, pulling me up, and golden stars wheeled before my eyelids. 

A wave of vertigo overcame me.  

“Max, I—” I didn’t finish it. 

I saw Ash sprint toward me, rage and worry burning in his ice-blue eyes, before I blacked out. 

~
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My eyes fluttered open, and I found myself lolling on a bed of soft, silky feathers, the arc of a wing above me shielding me from the frigid wind. A warm, massive body wrapped me in its embrace, and a muscled, tattooed arm draped over my hip. 

Why was I snuggling against a man’s chest? Where was I? My drumming heartbeat returned to normal as I registered that the clean male scent mixing with cypress and flame belonged to Max. I stilled, savoring the feeling of warmth and safety in his arms. 

My eyes darted around slowly to take in my environment. 

We were in the open, camping on a terrain of hard dirt and dried grass. Wind whooshed by, stilled, and whistled again. 

There was no campfire. My companions must have decided not to light one for fear that any flame would attract the enemies’ attention. 

The sky was cloudy and dark. But at least the space wasn’t blocked by massive demon wings like in my dream.  

We’d left the hills and meadow behind. 

How long and how far had we traveled while I was out cold? 

My ears picked up steady, shallow breathing around me. The sound came from the slumbering forms of Octavia and Sebastian nearby. My dragonian brother was lending his body heat to my friend. 

We hadn’t lost anyone except Lydia. My chest eased with a breath of relief, then it tightened again. I pushed my grief away. It would have to wait, so it wouldn’t crush me. 

I turned my head to the left and watched a huge wolf slumbering near me, lending me his warmth. He opened his eyelids, his eyes gazing at me and glowing faintly in the dim light. Of course, his beast form could detect the slightest stir of movement. He must have heard the shifting rhythms of my heartbeat and my breathing. 

Max pulled me closer to him, his nose nuzzling against my neck, as if he couldn’t get enough of my scent even in his sleep. The wolf growled. 

Why was he complaining? 

Max has wings, so he got to have you in his arms, the wolf said in my head. I can’t fight that, even though my fur would also warm you up. He’s one lucky bastard. 

My heart skipped a beat. If he thought Max was lucky to get to hold me, what did he think of Elijah? Ash had patrolled outside Elijah’s apartment when Elijah and I had mated. I’d heard the longing howl of the wolf the moment one of the four icons had ignited on my arm. 

The thought of Elijah sent a wave of sharp pain through my chest, but he was miles away now.

Would I ever see the archangel again? 

Would he be my foe or my ally? 

He’d called me mate. 

Beside me, Max slowly opened his eyes, yet he didn’t pull away from me, and I had no intention of moving away from him. I desperately needed his warmth and a sense of safety a little longer. 

The wolf inched closer. Move your inconvenient wings, Max, he demanded. I want to get close to Ayanna, too. You’ve held her long enough, and now it’s my turn. 

The name again—Ayanna.

Even the demon captain thought I was someone else. 

Max rolled his eyes, but he lifted the wing that covered me, pulled me gently onto his chest, and dragged back the wing beneath me. When he released me back onto the ground, my body lay on the edge of the wing that still covered the frozen land. 

The gray wolf nudged against my other side with a satisfied puff. Before he completely settled beside me, something flashed, and where the wolf had been there was now a man. His scent of snow, forest, and pine tantalized my nostrils. He flung Max’s hand off my hip and replaced it with his. 

“Now, that’s much better.” He chuckled in satisfaction. 

Max hissed, but he didn’t pick a fight, as if he’d gotten used to the fae, like a thorn in his side. 

Their heat radiated into me, delicious and solid and intoxicating, and their male scent encased me. Before I knew it, a trace of liquid fire erupted from between my thighs, lighting my every cell with white-hot lust. 

What the fuck? 

It happened just like it had when I was with Elijah in his apartment. 

He’d told me that I’d gone into heat. He’d also said that the mating call rang in our blood and neither of us could reject its call. 

I thought it had faded after I put distance between the archangel and me, but it had followed me all the way to the wasteland. Now it demanded I throw myself to the two males who snuggled against me to inhale my scent. 

I’m not a whore, I cursed under my breath at this unnerving mating heat. 

It didn’t care, whore or not. 

It urged me to mount the male of my choice. After I fucked him, I would fuck the other. I’d take turns riding them both, riding their massive cocks, hard and raw and brutal, over and over, until I bruised them and imprinted them forever. 

The dark, naughty voice also mentored me that I should let them both fuck me at the same time or have one of them watch. 

What the fuck? I screamed at the erotic images in my head, yet I couldn’t expel them. 

I was losing it. 

My skin burned with carnal need.  

My gaze dipped to Ash’s masculine form, from his taut chest to his powerful legs, and lingered on the bulge that distorted his pants.  

He wanted to fuck me, too, and badly.  

I licked my lips and tore my gaze from his huge erection, despite that I wanted his cock inside me more than anything. 

Our eyes locked, and his were filled with pure male lust. The air vibrated with sexual tension, like a ticking bomb. 

“How do you feel, Blossom?” Ash asked in a whisper, his voice thick with desire.   

I couldn’t even answer him for fear my voice would betray my need. 

I wiggled my body and turned to my other side to face Max. 

Max’s heated gaze held mine captive, then it dipped toward my breasts with ravenous hunger and vulnerable before returning to my face. 

My eyes roved over his perfect male torso inch by inch before fixing on the bulge that indicated his hard-on.  

Fuck, they were both loaded and fully charged. 

Liquid fire twirled inside my channel, licking my inner walls. My pussy was soaked in its wet flame. An unbearable ache throbbed inside, needing a cock to fill me and thrust into my depth. 

My breath hitched. My face burned. 

No, no, no, Calamity. Get a hold of yourself. You aren’t a beast in heat. Have some dignity. 

But I wasn’t in control of my body. It whimpered and urged me to tear the clothes from both males and fuck them. 

I balled my hands into fists, sinking my nails into my flesh and drawing blood to prevent myself from jumping on Max.  

I turned away from him and faced Ash again, only to find the same scorching lust waiting for me in his blue eyes. 

I squeezed my thighs against the throbbing ache. 

If I wanted to survive the demons, I needed to survive this animalistic heat first. 

Biting into my bottom lip, I bolted upright. 

If I hadn’t, the next second I’d have climbed on top of one of them, bared my pussy, and humped them like a mindless beast. I didn’t even care that my brother and friend were sleeping only a few yards away.

“Ugh.” I hissed in displeasure. “How long have I been passed out?” 

“Two days and two nights,” Max said with a ragged breath, not because I’d passed out for that long but because lust hadn’t loosened its grip on him. 

I managed a word. “What?” 

Max and Ash sat up, one on each side of me, crowding and warming me. They were unwilling to put one more inch of space between us. 

That comforted me, yet it didn’t improve the situation.  

I fanned my face, then dropped my hands, realizing that the air was actually chilly. 

My cheeks flamed, from both embarrassment and the unrelenting mating fever. 

Did they know I’d been inflicted with this fever? From the heated way they both gazed at me, I’d say they were affected, too. Was I the source of the infection? 

Female animals could do that to male animals by spreading their pheromones in the territory. Were my pheromones in the air? How could I stop this madness? 

Ever since my power had awoken, I’d been like this. I needed to get my shit together. 

Damn, I hoped Sebastian wasn’t affected as well. He was my brother! 

“Max and I took turns carrying you,” Ash said, running a hand through his flowing silver hair, fighting to gather coherent thoughts. “We didn’t want anyone else to carry you. Your cousin offered frequently, but we turned him down. He’d just gotten over his illness, and we wouldn’t have risked letting him drop you. He got angry at our low confidence in him, but we handled him.” 

I widened my eyes. “You handled him?” 

Sebastian didn’t let anyone handle him. 

“He’s sleeping now, isn’t he?” Ash asked leisurely. He didn’t turn to check if Sebastian was asleep but swept his heated gaze over me, inch by inch.  

I squeezed my thighs together again, and he noticed that, too. The lust in his eyes only burned brighter. 

“Sebastian isn’t my cousin,” I said, still endeavoring to get my shit together. “He’s my brother. We aren’t blood-related, but we—” 

“Sebastian and you are blood-related.” Ash finally gave Sebastian’s still form a passing glance, probably wanting to give himself a break from the boiling lust between us. His gaze soon fixed solely on me again, setting me ablaze. “He’s truly your cousin.” 

Neither Sebastian nor I had ever asked Xavier if he knew who our real parents were and if they were still alive. The knowledge of our heritage was useless for slaves. It would only bring unnecessary hurt to our hearts and bruise our spirits.  

Max produced a flask of water, unstopped the lid, and handed the flask to me. 

“Drink slowly,” he ordered. 

I obeyed. 

The stream of cool, clean water soothed my parched throat. I sent Max a sultry, grateful look, and he returned a heated one. I parted my lips and dropped my gaze. If I kept looking at either of the gorgeous males, my short fuse would burn to the end, and then there’d be nothing to stop me from lunging at them and fucking either of them, or both. Probably both. 

I forced out the image of me riding one of them and the other fucking me from behind. 

How would it feel to have two massive, hard cocks inside me at the same time? 

Stop! Stop it, Calamity, I ordered myself. 

Maybe I should go back to sleep, wait out this storm of lust, and hope to wake up at dawn as my normal self. But how could I fall asleep in the first place while this searing lust burned in my bloodstream?  

I’d thought that the demons were an issue, but it seemed I had a bigger problem. 

I unbuttoned my coat, wanting the chilly air to cool me down, but both Ash’s and Max’s gazes instantly snapped to my taut nipples that pricked against my shirt. Harsh male need darkened their eyes. 

Uh, this wouldn’t work. I pulled my coat back on and wrapped my hands around my chest. 

“Did you make a grave for my friend Lydia?” I asked, bringing up a somber question to diffuse the tension between us. 

Max nodded. “She’ll be remembered as a worthy warrior.” 

“She was a worthy friend,” I said as grief struck me. For a moment, it repressed and cooled the torturous heat in me.  

I hadn’t had friends growing up. Slaves couldn’t afford friendship, especially in Lethe, where diggers were driven to work like mules. 

Just as I’d started to form a relationship with the courageous courtesans, I’d lost a cherished friend forever. 

I took a few more mouthful of water, feeling my energy seeping back gradually. 

Ash produced a loaf of bread and put it on a plate in front of me. Where had they gotten the food? They weren’t like any males I’d ever met. They weren’t just formidable warriors; they were resourceful. 

“As soon as you feel stronger, we’ll have to leave, Calamity,” Max said, making an effort to sound businesslike. “We’ve stayed too long in this unknown region. Our enemies could catch up with us at any moment.” 

“Give her and our other travel companions a couple more hours,” Ash said. “We’ve been driving them to move at breakneck speed. They aren’t built like us.” 

“We can all rest when we’re dead,” Max said. 

Sebastian turned over and slowly sat up, as did Octavia. 

Everyone had woken except the tiger. 

Shouldn’t the beast stay alert? Was Killian a lazy tiger? But then, from the picture he’d shown me, he’d been abused and starved by the demons since he was a cub. He’d need to be re-trained, and I eyed Ash, hoping he’d take on the job. 

“How do you feel, Calamity?” Sebastian asked from a few yards away. 

“Do you still feel dizzy?” Octavia added. 

Other than being thirsty and hungry, I felt incredibly horny, but I couldn’t tell them that. I didn’t want them to know that I was in heat for some fucked-up reason. 

I swallowed my bread. 

“I’m fine,” I said. “How do you two feel? Have you recovered?” 

Octavia nodded. She darted a careful glance at Max and Ash before turning her gaze on me again. “You call the shots, Queen Calamity. I’m ready to get going again.”

She’d fought hard not to show weakness, but she still looked exhausted, with dark circles under her eyes.  

And Sebastian didn’t look fazed at my new title. I bet that my courtesan friend had preached to him about the prophecy while I was out cold. 

He stared at Ash. “Why did you say my sister is my cousin? We don’t even look alike.” 

He sent me an apologetic look, as if he was worried that I’d get offended. I tilted my head to the side and smiled at him. Not everyone could have a pair of horns like his. 

Max and Ash traded a look. Max’s face held a cautious, warning look, but Ash shrugged. 

“She has the right to know everything, Max,” the fae said. “We agreed not to keep anything from her on the trip here and to treat her as our equal, no matter how hard the truth is. I’m not going to lose her trust over lies, pink bubbles, and shit.” 

“Thank you, Ash,” I said. “I’m not the kind of person who can’t handle hard facts.” 

Ash flashed me a killer smile, and my heart fluttered. I’d merely distracted myself a little from the unbearable heat inside me. 

Max wrapped a hand around me to warm me, mistaking my shiver as my reaction to the frosty air. Ash immediately shrugged off his long coat, draped it over me, and wrapped an arm around my waist from the other side. 

“Your true name is Ayanna Darken,” Ash said. “You’re the lost heir to Atlantis, once the greatest kingdom on Earth.” 

I frowned in confusion. “Once?” 

“After you were stolen from the cradle, King Ares Darken and Queen Freyja Darken nearly destroyed Atlantis to search for you,” Ash said. “They turned over every stone on Earth to look for you. Their elite guards are still hunting for you, as are their enemies.” 

I felt a warm current swimming around my heart. I’d been wanted. I hadn’t been abandoned as I’d suspected. Tears pricked against my eyelids. 

“Your mother was inconsolable after they failed to locate you.” Max continued the narration. “She and your father soon left their kingdom behind to search for you, to seek out every seer who had glimpsed you. Yet no one could see you.”

I held my breath. 

“After they left, the kingdom fell into the hands of the power-hungry dragonian elders,” Ash said. “It gradually weakened under their constant power struggles. A decade later, other kingdoms rose, especially the ones built by new humans. The ratio of the species on Earth changed dramatically during those twenty years. There’s been a great shift. The mortals grew in number at rapid speed and started wars in every corner of Earth, fighting over territories.”

Max nodded. “The dragonian, the engineering race, no longer dominated Earth. Mortals are still afraid of the fae and the Sváva, but most of them have left for other galaxies. Your parents might leave with the last wave of the fae. Your mother is the granddaughter of Dark Lord Atlas, once the most powerful Sváva in the universe. She believed that you weren’t on Earth anymore and that Atlas’s loyal generals had stolen you, as they’d once tried to do to her to harvest her magic. She recruited a team of powerful fae, archangels, and other supernaturals to hunt down Atlas’s generals in other galaxies.” 

I hadn’t expected that my parents’ love for me was so profound. My heart warmed and then bled for their long suffering.

“But I’m here,” I cried. “We need to let them know I’m here!” 

Ash hugged me against his chest, and Max stroked my back.  

Sebastian and Octavia gathered around, so we were huddled in a tight ring. To his credit, Sebastian didn’t pull his big brother attitude and shove the two males away from me. He looked at them warily, though. 

“No one from the Upper Realm knows about the Underworld, a place that exists at the edge of Hell,” Max said. “Cain, one of Atlas’s generals, led the defeated Sváva to escape the pursuit of High Prince Seth, a powerful archangel, and his fae queen mate. Cain and his followers stumbled into this dimension.”

“The most terrifying ruler of the Underworld was a loser?” Sebastian asked, eyes wide. 

“It’s a long story that involves the war between Heaven and Earth,” Max said. “We’ll talk about it another time.” 

“We learned about the Underworld only a month ago,” Ash said. “Max and I were about to leave Earth with Seth and Rose and their entire fae and Sváva army, but then Merlin came and sent us to fetch Ayanna, the lost princess.” 

“If this Merlin knew about where I was,” I said, balling my palms into fists as the flame on my breast burned at my outburst of emotion, “why didn’t he tell my parents about me?”

“He’s a seer,” Max said softly. “But he doesn’t see visions at will. Sometimes what he sees is tangled up in a different timeline.” 

I took a deep breath to calm myself. Their friend had no obligations whatsoever toward me. I already owed him a life debt just for the fact that he’d sent the three males to look for me in this hellhole after he’d glimpsed my whereabouts. 

“Seers are powerful,” Ash added, “but not as powerful as everyone thinks.” 

From his scowl, I suspected that he and Merlin had a rivalry. 

“The Prophet said the promised queen would come for the oppressed slaves of the Underworld,” Octavia cried. “You weren’t born a slave but a princess, heir to the greatest kingdom. You’re the light stolen from the Upper Realm, Queen Calamity, so you could shine in the Underworld. So you can light the dark and save us all.” 

“I’ll do what I can to help and fight,” I said softly and firmly. “But I’m no one’s savior. I wasn’t born to that role, as you and the Thorn Rose think. There’s no savior in this world, and it’s dangerous to put faith in the wrong person. You will save yourselves one day if you keep fighting, as you and your sisters saved me and brought me out of the demon emperor’s court.” 

“We must escort you to the Prophet, to prepare you,” Octavia insisted. “And you’ll see the path of enlightenment, my queen.” 

“We’re going straight to the portal to the Upper Realm,” Ash said. “Our priority is to bring Princess Ayanna safely home, and we won’t allow anyone or anything to get in our way.” 

“But Queen Calamity came for us,” Octavia said. “She came for all the slaves. She’s ours!” 

I wasn’t going to let anyone dictate my path, no matter how many favors I owed them. 

I raised a hand to stop the argument. 

“I appreciate that you came for me, Max, Ash,” I said, willing myself to form a coherent thought under their heated gazes. “But don’t you know that no one has ever escaped the Underworld?” 

“Yeah, we heard about that,” Ash said with a shrug. 

“Yet you still came,” I said. “Why?”

Max and Ash shared a look but didn’t explain further. 

“Even before the fallen angels arrived and became demons,” I said, full of sorrow for the two fine warriors, “no one could leave the Underworld. The Reaper brings everyone here, but it’s a one-way ticket—you get in but you don’t get out. I’m sorry that you’re now stuck here with us.”

“I always screwed up,” Ash said. “But coming here for you is the best decision I’ve ever made.”

My heart fluttered and warmed. 

“Our druid friend will open the portal from the other side,” he added. “He’ll be waiting for us. All we need to do is get to the spot.” 

“We’ll get you out, Ayanna,” Max chimed in with determination. “Even if we don’t get out, you’ll get out.” 

Ash flashed me a big smile, knowing how it would make my heart leap. “Though I’d prefer to get out with you.” 

Octavia’s glance darted between us. “The Queen of the Flame draws in all the—” She paused and shook her head. “That’s not what I meant.” 

“—moths?” I finished for her. “I don’t want anyone to be moths,” I said. “I don’t want anyone to sacrifice themselves for me.” 

“Well,” Sebastian said, eying Max and Ash suspiciously. “It’s nice of you to come for my sister, but we haven’t established your credibility.” He sent me a big-brother look. “We can’t just trust any strangers.” 

Max and Ash were no longer strangers since the moment they’d landed in the arena to defend me. They were my protectors, and more.  

My heart leapt hopefully at the prospect of what would develop between us.  

“I found a big hole in your conspiracy story,” Sebastian continued, pleased with his cleverness. “If Calamity and I are cousins, we should at least share some physical resemblance.” 

I nodded. “What my brother said makes sense,” I said in support of Sebastian. “I don’t need to have horns like Bas, but I should have blue skin, at least, instead of being so golden.”

Ash gave my body another heated caress with his intense gaze. “You want to have blue skin, Blossom? But your golden skin is perfect.” 

“You’re a pureblood dragonian, Prince Adam Darken, which is your true birth name,” Max said to Sebastian. “Your father, Prince Liam Darken, also a pureblood dragonian, is the first cousin to King Ares Darken. Ares, however, is a hybrid—half advanced human and half genetically enhanced dragonian shifter. Queen Freyja Darken is half witch and half archangel Sváva. So, Princess Ayanna is actually a tribrid. You two do share some dragonian DNA, but Ayanna has less than a quarter of it. Her Sváva genes dominate her physical traits, except she doesn’t have wings. As you can see, she’s more beautiful than any other race.” 

My heart pounded in my chest. Maybe that was why I could move faster than an archdemon. 

“And Ayanna can regenerate faster than even Max and me,” Ash added. 

When he checked my wound, the shallow cut in my shoulder from a demon’s angelblade had sealed. 

Both Sebastian and I were quiet for a moment. It was too much to take in, even though I’d said that I wanted nothing but the truth. 

Sebastian turned to me, his brows furrowed. “Do you think Xavier stole us and brought us here?”

I hissed. “How could you doubt our father? He gave us everything.”  

“He loved you way more than he loved me,” Sebastian grunted. “Not that I minded. I’m just saying, I understand why you thought he was a perfect father.” 

A sense of guilt passed over me. Xavier had showered most of his attention on me. Sebastian had competed to do the same, so he hadn’t been jealous, as he’d said. 

But then, the hard truth was that Xavier had been full of secrets, and they had died with him in that explosion in the deep tunnel. 

“Don’t you remember anything at all, Bas?” I asked. “You’re older than me.” 

Sebastian squinted his brown eyes, trying hard to concentrate, then opened them, shook his head, and wiped a huge hand over his handsome blue face in frustration. 

“When you both disappeared, Sebastian was three and a half years old,” Max offered.  

“He was your protector as soon as you were born,” Ash said. “He was bigger than a human boy. He wouldn’t leave your side, and you always wanted him and no one else, except for your parents, to hold you. Whenever you cried, your cousin would rush to you. That was probably why the kidnapper took both of you and smuggled you to the Underworld.” 

“I’m sorry, Bas,” I said ruefully. “You weren’t the target. You were taken and sold as a slave because of me.” 

He’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time. If he hadn’t guarded me, he would still have a good, easy life as the Prince of Atlantis. 

Sebastian stared into the dark space ahead. The wind blew over the dried grass. 

“I’m glad they also took me, Calamity,” he said quietly. “I’d go anywhere to shield you. But you were supposed to be the future queen and me a prince. We would have lived a great life in the Upper Realm. At least up there you’d be safe and free.” He then said, in a sudden burst of anger, “You almost didn’t make it out of the arena, and I nearly lost you. I want to knife that bastard who stole us and robbed us of our childhood.” 

“We don’t know who smuggled both of you to the Underworld,” Ash said, a dark shadow flitting across his eyes. “When we find out who did this, that fucker will have to answer to us. The punishment won’t be pretty.” 

“You said the king and the queen weren’t in Atlantis, since they were about to leave for another galaxy to hunt for Calamity.” Sebastian flicked his glance between Ash and Max. “What about my parents? Did you tell them that I was here? They could bring an army to come get us, right? You said my father is the Prince of Atlantis.” 

There was a pause, then Max said, “Your mother died during your birth. Prince Liam is sick from poison.” 

My heart sank at the bad news. I hugged my brother. “I’m so sorry, Bas.” 

Tears streamed down his cheeks. “I need to find a way to get back to him as soon as possible.” 

Ash gathered me into his arms, as if I was the one who needed to be comforted. 

“We didn’t tell your father or anyone about our discovery,” Max said with sympathy. “We couldn’t afford to let anyone know that we were coming to the Underworld for the lost heir to Atlantis. The known and unknown enemies’ spies are everywhere.” 

Octavia took my place and embraced Sebastian. 

In the fae prince’s strong arms, a long-buried yearning sparked in me. I wanted to return to the Upper Realm to meet my mom and dad, shouting to them that I’m alive, fulfilling my duty as their daughter, and mending their broken hearts. 

And I wanted to see the sunrise and the stars filling the sky. 

Another warm hand landed on the small of my back, and Max turned me toward him and pulled me against his chest, ignoring Ash’s low growling. 

Max’s scent of cypress and flame caressed me, while Ash’s scent of snow and pine and forest lingered on my skin. 

The liquid fire between my thighs hadn’t receded, and it started licking my tender, aching flesh again. 

“Wait,” Sebastian called over Octavia’s shoulder while he clung to her. “As much as I want to believe that my sister and I are actually royalty from another realm, I can’t just trust your words. You two obviously have impure intentions toward my sister, and I don’t approve of that.” 

What if they had indeed mistaken me for someone else? 

“Careful, dragonian,” Ash hissed. His dominant alpha trait surfaced right away. “No one standing between my mate and me will keep breathing.” 

I pulled away from Max and trained my furious gaze on the fae prince, my eyes ablaze with fury. “Don’t threaten my brother!” 

“Diplomacy, Ash,” Max said with a sigh. “You’re always short of it. Are you going to push away the woman of your dreams with your harsh manners?”

“She’s all I want,” Ash said, meeting my livid gaze unfazed. “I won’t allow anyone or anything to stand between our mate and us.” 

Our mate? 

I glared at him, yet a joyful sense of relief washed over me. I’d wanted all three of them, and I’d thought there was something very wrong with me and nearly let shame beat me down. 

Elijah’s words resonated in the chamber of my head. “If I could, I would keep you as mine and mine alone.”

So he thought I belonged to all of them as well. As my thoughts drifted toward the archangel, a longing for him and pang filled my being again. 

“What are you talking about, guys?” I demanded. 

“You’re our fated mate, Ayanna,” Max said, his gaze full of heated tenderness. “On your right inner arm, you bear four mating icons, each representing your mating bond to one of your mates—us. We know you’ve marked Elijah.” 

My heart drummed, and my face flamed. 

That explained the mating fire coursing in my veins whenever I was around one of them. It’d be worse if I was with all of them. The flame of lust might just engulf and combust me. 

I eyed Max, then Ash, with raw, scorching heat that I couldn’t disguise. The mating fever burned in me hotter than a river of lava. Both males were absolutely smoldering hot and gorgeous. All my life, I had seen only the diggers and the Sváva. I hadn’t seen much of the world or many pretty faces, yet I knew in my soul that Max, Ash, and Elijah were the finest males. It’d be any woman’s dream to have any one of them, and they told me I was the mate to them all. 

But a rebellious part of me still protested, not liking that I didn’t have a say in this fated thing. And I wasn’t thrilled that my body had turned against me. It wanted to dance to the tune of the males in front of me. It had no care for dignity or shame, or anything but its own carnal need. 

The very core of me preferred to have control over my own path and my own body instead of letting anyone, including fate or prophecy, decide things for me. 

Sebastian threw his head back and laughed. I’d never heard him laughing like that. Being a slave and my protector had taken a toll on him. I bet the whole thing about our heritage sounded more than ridiculous to his ears. 

He was the only one chortling. When he finally stopped, his gaze shifted between Ash and Max in pity. 

“You think my sister marked a high-ranking Sváva and bound him?” he asked. “You really believe Calamity is half archangel, with mystic runes on her arm that bond not one but four powerful mates?” He chuckled again and wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “I’m sorry to break the news, but you’ve got the wrong dame. You came all the way from the Upper Realm, left your warm beds and hot meals, and got stuck in this hellhole for the wrong girl.”

I sighed, understanding Sebastian’s denial. Part of him hated the idea of anyone taking me away from him. 

“I helped bathe my sister when she was little,” Sebastian said, deadly serious now. “She doesn’t have any marks on her entire body. She isn’t your fancy princess heir, but it doesn’t matter. She’s my little sister, and she’s under my protection.” 

“They’re actually right about the marks,” Octavia said to Sebastian quietly. She and my brother seemed to have grown close while I was out cold. “I saw the symbols, too. That’s why Willow and all of us from the Thorn Rose recognized her as our promised queen. It makes sense that the Upper Realm warriors came for her. We believe in fated mates in the Underworld, and they’ve come to hell for their queen and mate.” 

I regarded Octavia drily. The courtesan warrior wasn’t only a cult member; she was also a romantic. 

Sebastian narrowed his unhappy eyes on her. 

On a sigh, I drew up my right sleeve. Four icons, half-circles embracing each other, lined up vertically on my inner arm, strung together by a glowing glyph of an ivy vine. A dark golden icon in the middle beamed, though not as brightly as when Elijah was around. Two other icons glinted faint purple-gold and silver-gold. The one at the far edge faded on and off like a dull coin, inactive. 

Sebastian stared at the icons on my skin, his jaw dropping in shock. 

“They weren’t there when you were a kid,” Sebastian accused. 

“They first appeared when I went through puberty,” I said, giving him a nonplussed look. “They faded in and out. Xavier warned me not to show my marks or let anyone know about my magic. I listened to him, since I was terrified of bringing the demons to our door and endangering Father and you. And I didn’t want you to think I was a freak.”

“Whatever you are,” he said, “you aren’t a freak. You’re my beloved sister.” 

“The glowing icons are so beautiful,” Octavia said from her place beside him. “I wonder what kind of magic they possess.”

“They’re the mating bond for each of Ayanna’s mates,” Max said. 

And my mating bond had once sent Willow flying across the room when she’d touched me without permission. 

“Where’s the fourth one?” I asked, sending a sultry glance at Ash and Max—I couldn’t help it—before I pulled back my sleeve to cover the icons. The last emblem must be my mating bond to him. “I only saw three of you get off the ship.” 

“Merlin is your fourth mate,” Max said. “He’s the one who sent us and the one who’s waiting on the other side for you.” 
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Max pulled a long, slender blade from a leather sheath behind his back. His wings had vanished. He leveled the blade and let the sword rest on his palms.  

“This is Dreamkiss, an angelblade, and a gift from Merlin,” Max said. “It can align with your magic and cut into anything.” 

“How could he know about my magic?” I asked. “He hasn’t even met me.” 

But I was quick to take Dreamkiss from Max’s possession. I was afraid that if I acted a bit slower, he would take it back. 

Max chuckled. 

“The demigod druid shielded your mother against Atlas’s dark angels,” Ash said. “And he’s always had a way with magic. He’d better stay on the other side all the time with his she-dragon. And he’d better prepare a decent hot meal and a warm bath when we get there, or he won’t win a mate.” 

Was this a courtship? 

My blood drummed at the romantic notion, even though our situation was still dire in the danger-infested Underworld.  

As soon as I took the sword, the crimson runes on its blade flared, and I felt an instant connection to Dreamkiss. This blade was indeed made for me. It felt right and perfect in every sense in my hand. 

I brandished the blade, jumped back and forth, and swung it left and right to test it. A spark of red lightning appeared on my fingertips, rushing to the end of the blade and shooting into the nearby ground. 

Everyone stared at the square of dried grass burned by my lightning. Sebastian hurried to drag the pack away, as it was dangerously close to the scorched patch of land. His wild eyes darted between me, Dreamkiss, and the two warriors who had come for me.  

I smirked smugly. “Never seen this side of me, have you, Bas?” 

But I turned the tip of Dreamkiss toward the sky, in case I shocked anyone with my next outburst of lightning by accident.  

Sebastian didn’t smile back. A look of hurt shone in his eyes. 

“Both Xavier and you kept your warrior side from me,” he said. “He trained you in secret and didn’t let me into your inner circle. He should have trained me, too, so I could go to the arena instead of you. So I could protect you better. I was worried to death, lying on my sickbed and cursing myself, knowing you were fighting in the arena. I never want to experience that terrible, helpless feeling again.” 

If he’d gone to the arena, he’d be dead, and I might never have met Max, Ash, and Elijah, my promised mates. 

But my brother’s hurt still got to me, and a spear of guilt pierced me. I seemed to be the cause of his every misfortune, and I’d also taken the love and devotion of our adopted father from him. 

Xavier had excluded Sebastian from fine education and martial arts training, despite my constant protest. He’d said he didn’t have the energy to take care of both children, so it had to be me. In the end, I’d just accepted it, believing it was because I was a girl and that Xavier needed me to have all sorts of skill sets to have a surviving chance. 

Sebastian spread his arms in anger. “I did everything Xavier asked me to do, but he kept so many secrets from us. He must have known our heritage and never said a word about it. He might be the one who smuggled us to the Underworld as slaves. Now that I come to think of it, I don’t feel any gratitude toward him anymore. He might be the one who ruined our lives and robbed us of our birthrights. That bastard is a kidnapper!” 

Xavier had kept a lot of secrets. I’d known that as a kid. A small part of me had resented him for that. But I wouldn’t allow anyone, including my brother, to show any disrespect toward our father. Though, in the end, it broke my heart to realize that Xavier wasn’t all I’d thought he was—my hero. 

“Stop, Bas,” I barked back. “Don’t ever call him that! He raised us and sacrificed everything for us.” Mostly for me. “I won’t allow you to show our father any disrespect. You got me?” 

My gaze flickered to Ash and Max for a second. I felt their intense focus glued on me. It must have something to do with the way I swayed my hips. I quickly returned my furious stare to Sebastian, letting my big dragonian brother know where I stood.

Sebastian blinked, looking stunned. I had never taken that tone with him before. 

I’d always let him be the alpha and decide everything for us after Xavier died, but now I was my own person. I’d become this new Calamity the day I’d stepped out and gone to the arena in his place. I did not live in my brother’s shadow anymore. 

Ash chuckled. “Take care how you talk to Ayanna if you don’t want your dragonian ass to be burned by her fiery spirit.” 

Sebastian glared at him. 

Max nodded with approval. “Our mate is a spitfire for sure.” 

They liked my spark, and I was pleased. 

“Your sister is the Queen of the Flame,” Octavia chimed in, not liking to see Sebastian being scolded by two alpha males who didn’t seem to be very sensitive toward others, except to me. “You should be proud to have such a sister. You can learn to get used to her new fiery side.” 

“The diggers in Lethe worship you,” I said to my brother, softening my former harsh tone. “Your pals Diego and Brooklyn followed you everywhere. Xavier had reasons to worry that you might let something slip if he told you anything. You’re impulsive, Bas. You aren’t good at keeping secrets.” 

“That’s not true. I kept your secret that you’re a girl,” Sebastian said. 

“Because of your love for me,” I said. “And you knew the consequences if you ever told anyone about it. In the end, you can only trust family.” 

“It’s useless to argue with you. You always win,” he grunted, running a hand over his tired face. “I now understand why Xavier trained you and was devoted to you. He must have known you’re the lost heir to Atlantis. But I’ve got a purpose, too.” 

Ash arched an eyebrow in amusement. “And what is that, Prince Darken?” 

Sebastian stared hard at him. “Get my little sister home.” 

“That’s our job,” Ash said. “That’s why we came here. You can hitch a ride, too, for her sake. And since both of you have gotten your family drama off your chests, we need to move on in a hurry. We don’t have space for any extra emotional baggage.” He turned to me, his fiery eyes giving me another once-over. “When we get to the Upper Realm, Blossom, you’ll need training to tame your wild magic and learn how to properly channel it, or you’ll burn a lot of holes in unintended targets, like our chests.” 

My mind immediately drifted to the images of their bare torsos and how I would lick every delicious inch before I kissed all the way down to their massive shafts. 

I blinked, my face flaming and my body searing with raw need. Ash and Max gazed back at me with the same need, sparks flying between us. 

This journey was going to be a trial. 

“Uh, guys,” I said, tearing my gaze from them to look at the dark horizon, “shall we get going?” 

Killian yawned in answer. 

He rolled from the ground, stretching his body to a good length before he came to my side to rub my legs with his huge head. He was all for moving along after he had eaten a demon and had a long nap. At his demand, I scratched the spot behind his furry ear. 

~
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“I don’t give a fuck about the Prophet or your thorny flower network,” Ash said, waving a hand at Octavia dismissively and ignoring Sebastian’s glare. My brother had grown very protective of the courtesan warrior. 

Our dynamic had changed overnight. Apparently, I was more powerful than Sebastian, and thus I’d lost my status as the little sister who needed his orders and protection. 

“We’re not going to see him,” Max also confirmed. 

Octavia stared hard at them. She’d been a bit nervous around them in the beginning, but no longer. “It’s Lady Prophet, and it’s Thorn Rose!” 

I hadn’t known that the Prophet was a female, but I folded my arms across my chest while they argued. That was the thing with a group: people liked to argue all the time. 

“Like that’s going to sway my decision.” Ash snorted. “Our priority is to get Blossom to the Upper Realm as soon as possible, before the demon army descends on us. If the fucker Cain realizes who Ayanna really is, he’ll move Heaven and Hell to get his claws on her. So, no, we aren’t going north. We aren’t crossing those barren hills and plains to see Lady Prophet. We’re going south, straight ahead, until we reach the exit point of the Underworld, where the only hidden leyline exists.”

“What if the demon army follows us to the Upper Realm?” Sebastian asked. 

“That’s not for you to worry about, dragonian,” Ash said. “Just prepare for the free joy ride. As I said, Merlin and our supernatural army are waiting on the other side. The druid knows how to seal the portal. Well, he’d better handle it.” 

Sebastian sent Octavia a sheepish look. He wanted more than anything to return to Atlantis to tend to his sick father. We’d thought we were orphans, and then all of a sudden we had family in the Upper Realm, who wanted us and missed us so much. 

My parents had even abandoned their kingdom to look for me. Tears welled in my eyes as I thought of the parents I’d never known. 

“This isn’t right,” Octavia said, shaking her ponytail in the wind. “Queen Calamity needs to go see Lady Raven first, as the prophecy said that the Prophet would show the queen the way to victory, or we’d fail. We can’t skip that important step.” She turned to me, desperation brimming in her eyes. “You can’t just abandon us, my queen. You came for us. You’re supposed to save us. You’re the Queen of the Flame, who’ll burn the Underworld and melt our chains.” 

“My mate isn’t going to serve your rebel cause,” Ash snarled. “You and your flower network will only get her killed if she stays.” 

I glared at him for growling at my friend, then I turned to Octavia. “I’m sorry, but I can’t go along with your plan. I’m sorry for disappointing you and your friends, but I need to go home to see my mom and dad first. If I hurry up, I might still catch up with them before they leave Earth. If I don’t go back now and my parents leave, I might never see them again. I can’t give up on that chance. But I promise I’ll come back for you, for all of you. I’m the heir to the great kingdom. I can bring an army to the Underworld, supposing we can get out of the realm in the first place.” 

“We’ll make sure you go home, Ayanna,” Max said. “Even if we don’t get out, you’ll go home.” 

Twice now he’d mentioned that he’d stay behind to make sure I got out, and I didn’t like it one bit. It sounded like a bad omen. 

“Don’t ever say things like that,” I snapped. “If we go, we go together. If we’re stuck, we’re stuck together.”

Max smiled at me, his hand brushing against mine. Blood roared in my veins as heat charged my body. I wanted his hand to explore me completely. 

Ash grinned. “Does that mean you’ve already accepted us as your mates?” 

My face flamed. “This matehood has to wait. Our first priority is to survive and flee this hell. I also need time to figure out this fated thing between us. I don’t like anyone or any force to decide my path.” 

Ash and Max shared a look. 

“It’s fair,” Max said. “We’ll give you all the time you need.” 

“Just don’t take too long,” Ash murmured, sending Max a harsh look. “We’re all burning here.” 

As Max had announced, the fae prince had a shorter fuse. 

“The plan of returning to my true home sounds logical at the moment,” I said, giving Max and Ash a warning look, “so I decided to go with you. But don’t for a second think that you can make all my decisions for me, even though you might think it’s best for me. I’m my own person.” 

“You got it, doll,” Max said with an indulgent, sexy smile. 

My stupid heart fluttered. Was that how they charmed other women in their world? Were the women in the Upper Realm very different from me? 

“We’ll go to Atlantis first,” Sebastian said and turned to Octavia. “But we’ll come back with an army to squash the demons, I promise.” 

Octavia swallowed and nodded. She couldn’t argue with that. 

Max touched the screen of a device on his wrist, and the needles and arrows inside twirled wildly before they aligned. 

“What is that?” Sebastian asked suspiciously, leaning closer to Max. 

“A magical compass,” Max said, yet his amused eyes stayed on me. “Never seen one before?”

“How does it work?” Octavia asked before I could.  

“Earth is a big magnet that interacts with other magnets,” Max explained. “It draws the north end of a compass to align with its magnetic field.” 

“But we aren’t in the Upper Realm,” Sebastian objected, as if he knew science. 

“So we got a magical compass, boy,” Max said. 

Sebastian glared at him, not fond of being called boy. But he couldn’t bully or tower over Max and Ash like he did the other diggers.

I appreciated their resourcefulness. These males had come prepared. 

“We can’t just blindly follow the direction indicated by the magical compass,” I reminded them. “We’re in the demon realm, and the demons can be anywhere.” 

Max nodded. “Clever thinking, doll. We’ll have to avoid all the main roads, as the demon sentinels will be waiting for us at every outpost.” 

“Don’t call me doll, Max,” I grunted. 

I’ve never called any woman doll except you, doll, he said in my mind. 

I shook my head. I’d found that it was often pointless to argue with either him or Ash. 

“I’ve learned by heart the geography of the Underworld,” Octavia chimed in. “That’s our first training. We all prepared ourselves for this day, to serve the Queen of the Flame in every capacity.” She surveyed the area. “We’re now in Cocytus, the land of lamentation. In which direction will you decide to go, Lord Max?”  

Max flashed her a grin. “Just Max will do,” he said. “I have no penchant for the title of lord. We’ll go south.” 

“That will be Acheron, the land of woe,” Octavia said. 

Sebastian smiled at my courtesan friend. “It’s good to have you with us, Octavia.” 

She beamed back. It seemed their romance was going to bloom before mine did. 

I stole a quick glance at Ash and Max, only to find that they were watching me. I turned away and marched ahead, determined to return home before Mom and Dad took off to the far galaxy. 
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“It’s not that way, Blossom,” Ash said with a chuckle. 

“It’s dark,” I complained. “Who knows which way is which.” 

It wasn’t that dark, but I didn’t want to admit I was still overwhelmed by what I’d learned about my heritage and the danger that lay ahead.  

“That’s why you have us.” He veered me toward the south, his large hand lingering on the small of my back, unwilling to break contact. 

Even though the contact came through layers of fabric, a shiver of pleasure slithered up my spine. 

I wanted more of his scorching touch. But if heat kept rising in me and between us, we’d never get out of here. It would be all too easy to sink into a mating frenzy if I allowed this indulgence. 

I was incredibly horny, but I was also pragmatic. So I stepped away from the fae prince. 

“That’s wise,” Max said in approval, yet he failed to conceal the thick desire in his deep, rich voice. “This is going to be harder than I thought.”

The mating call summoned and commanded us, driving us to the land of madness, especially after Max and Ash had revealed that I was their mate. 

What are you waiting for? it demanded. Mate already.

We aren’t beasts, I hissed back. 

“There isn’t even a cold shower in the wilderness,” Ash sighed. 

Max snorted. “Like a cold shower would help.” 

Despite my misery, I bit my bottom lip to suppress a darkly amused chuckle. At least I wasn’t the only one who was suffering the shit storm of lust.

“I have superior night vision,” Ash said. “I can see for both of us, Ayanna. All you need is to stay by my side.” 

My birth name rolled off his tongue sensually, sending a shiver of pleasure up my spine. Even his voice had that kind of effect on me. What if he ran his hand all over me? First, he could cup my breasts, knead my nipples, and then slide all the way down...

Helplessly, my mind drifted to images of the fae prince pounding between my thighs. His big cock filled me and thrust into my depths. 

Would he fuck me differently than Elijah had? 

Stop, Calamity, I ordered myself. I mean it. Just stop.

“No, thanks, Ash,” I said. “I can see pretty well in the dark.” 

Then I realized I’d told them that the darkness confused my sense of direction just a minute ago. I shook my head and hoped they didn’t catch on to my inconsistency. This throbbing mating need was addling my mind.

We trod on. 

The big cat rushed ahead. Ash and Max strode on either side of me. Octavia and my brother trailed behind. 

Ash and Max refused to let me carry anything except for Dreamkiss, the angelblade that was made for me. I’d thought it was because I was a woman and they were gentlemen, but they had no issue letting Octavia carry a bag or two. 

The ground grew less frozen as we headed farther south. The gray light pierced the thick clouds. Dawn was here. 

“So, what exactly are you, Max?” I asked, unable to hold back my curiosity anymore. If he was my mate, he should at least let me know his heritage, right? I wouldn’t get into a relationship with anyone who I knew nothing about. 

“I’m a hybrid of vampire and Sváva,” Max said. “Elijah is my half-brother.” 

“What is a vampire?” I asked. He might be the first vampire in the Underworld. 

“Uh,” Max said, perplexed.

Probably no one had asked him this question before. It was like asking a human what a human was, or asking my brother what a dragonian was. He looked at me, trying to find the proper words. My heart fluttered at his smoldering-hot expression. 

I sighed. This intense attraction would never get old.

When a lock of his chestnut hair dropped into his eyes, all I wanted was to brush it away. I’d thought I only felt lust for them, and this new, tender feeling scared me more than the mating fever. 

Despite the fact that they had fought for me and saved me, I still didn’t know much about them. I didn’t even know their races. 

Max froze, as if mesmerized by the tenderness in my eyes. 

“I can answer that for him,” Ash said, shattering the moment, and Max threw his companion an outraged look. 

“A vampire is a supernatural being that feeds on the blood of all living things,” Ash said. “It’s also commonly believed that a vampire is remade from a reanimated corpse. Legend says that a vampire is allergic to garlic and holy water, and the only way to kill a vampire is to stick a wooden stake into its heart. And the only way to kill an original vampire is to use the white oak.” 

“What?” It was my turn to stutter as I gave Max a once-over. No way was he that kind of creature, but Ash looked deadpan serious. 

I heard a gasp and looked over my shoulder. Sebastian and Octavia widened their eyes and dropped their jaws. Sebastian was one step away from rushing to me and dragging me away from Max. 

“Fuck off, fae,” Max snarled. “Can you stop being an ass for one second? Don’t ever try to confuse my future mate and ruin my chances with her. I’m not one of those remade undead.”

“Where’s your sense of humor, bloodsucker?” Ash smirked. “I didn’t say you’re part of the majority of vampires, who all have pale skin and dark countenances, since you can obviously walk under the sun and get a tan. However, the vampire part of you does need to feed on the vital force of the living, preferably blood, and Ayanna has to know that part of you. I won’t lie to her for you.” 

“I don’t need to sink my fangs into anyone’s veins to feed,” Max hissed. “I’m a primordial, superior vampire.” 

I blinked. “You have fangs, Max? But I’ve never seen them.” 

“When I need blood badly or when I get angry, my fangs come out,” Max said reluctantly. When he gazed back at me, anger and harshness melted from his handsome face right away.

I’ll never hurt you by any means, doll, he said in my head. 

“I don’t mind your fangs,” I said. “My brother also has a pair of them when he’s upset. He once bit a mean digger who tried to hurt me. That was the first time I found out that he has fangs.” 

“Which digger?” Ash snarled. 

“I took care of the fucker,” Sebastian said. “He never laid a hand on my sister again.” He then raised a hand in order to ask questions, wearing a worried look on his blue face. “Max, are there many vampires in the Upper Realm?” 

“They’ve grown in number as the human populace exploded,” Max said. “But the supernaturals on Earth are still the minority.” 

“And you aren’t like the remade undead vampires Ash talked about?” Sebastian asked. He wanted to make sure I wouldn’t end up with an undead. 

“I was born a half-vampire, half-Archangel,” Max said. “A branch of the fucking Sváva race used the original vampire blood to experiment and created the undead vampire race, and they spread like a virus in the galaxies. The new vampire race is as notorious as the fae.” 

Ash hissed. 

“Yep,” Max said with satisfaction, pulling me closer to his side as we trekked on the edge of the road, over dried grass and rocks. “Fairies are noted for trickery and cruelty. They’re commonly believed to be creatures of malice on Earth. Humans have to put salt and iron around their fences to protect themselves from the fae. I’ve heard all sorts of stories about fairies stealing human babies.” 

Ash spat. “Lies! What do we need human babies for?”

“You tell me. You’re their prince,” Max said with a shrug. “If you refuse to reveal your secrets, as you fairies love to keep dirty secrets more than anything, I don’t mind spilling the beans for Ayanna. She has to know. For one, everyone is saying that the fae need human babies since immortal fae have issues with reproduction.” 

“We don’t steal babies.” Ash gritted his teeth. “We don’t want mortals among us to taint our pure blood. The humans regard us as gods.” 

“I see,” Max said, arching a mocking eyebrow. “The fae are also elitists and racists. But aren’t trolls part of your kind, too? You haven’t come out of your ivory tower in the Twilight Realm for a while, so you might not know that the most popular human opinion is that your species originated from the devil.” 

“Do I look like a devil?” Ash said, his voice low and threatening. 

“Maybe one in disguise?” Max offered. “Who knows what’s really beneath a person these days.” 

Sebastian and Octavia had moved to walk with us. They were as curious about the Upper Realm as I was. 

They traded a bewildered look at the mention of the devil, then glanced at me. 

I had no idea what the devil looked like, either. Maybe he looked like the Emperor of the Underworld. I had seen his form, morphing between an angel and a demon. 

“Stop, Ash, Max,” I sighed. “You’re better males than that.” 

This mating fever had gotten them so riled up that they had to take out their aggression on each other to blow off steam. Right now, they were merely throwing insults, but soon they’d escalate to violence. 

I’d seen how lust drove men to the edge in the tunnel, and I bet their base lust paled in comparison to the intense carnal need coursing between Ash, Max, and me. 

“You can’t let it get to you,” I added, appealing to their honorable side, which I knew in my gut they possessed. “If you aren’t worthy, disciplined males, you’d never have come to hell for me. I expect you to bring my brother and me home safely.” 

“She’s right,” Max said with an exasperated sigh. “We should be better males for our mate instead of acting like fucking adolescents.” 

“This is getting out of control, fuck,” Ash said in agreement. 

“If we don’t get it under control, we might let our woman get hurt,” Max said. 

My heart swelled at him calling me their woman. 

“You watch the sky, vampire, and I watch the ground,” Ash said. “We won’t let anything harm her.” 

“I’m not some damsel,” I protested.  

Ash grinned at me, fire burning in his blue eyes. I wondered if the women in the Upper Realm all fawned over his killer smile and gorgeous looks, and the thought sent a stab of possessive jealousy into the center of my heart. 

Did Max and Ash have a complex romantic past? What kind of women were their types? I tore my thoughts away from the dark path. 

“I must clarify a few misconceptions about fae, Blossom,” Ash said. “We share similar features with the humans, but we aren’t humans. They regard us as a fairer species, and some of them worship us, while the ignorant and fundamentalists hate us, as they hate all supernaturals. We, the fae, are immortal beings who possess magical powers that come from Mother Earth. But during these last few centuries, Earth has shifted to welcome the age of technology, and the magical realm is fading, so most of my kind have left Earth. I’m among the last ones who still linger in the Twilight Realm and hold on to the remnants of the magic on the planet.” 

My heart ached, and I suppressed an unreasonable fear that he’d abandon me. 

“Will you leave with the last of your kind after we return to the Upper Realm?” I asked. 

“I was about to,” he said softly, his eyes full of tenderness and heat. “Now that I’ve found you, I’m not going anywhere without you.” 

“We’re already bound to you,” Max said. 

A current of warmth and gratitude washed over me. My life had turned upside down, in a good way, all because of the arrival of these males. And now I knew why I’d been obsessed with going to the Reaper landing site every time the airship returned. 

Somehow, deep in my soul, I’d been waiting for them. 

We jogged in silence for a while, and the heat, need, and want in me only grew stronger with every step. 

Liquid fire licked between my thighs, growing thicker and more intense, making my flesh throb and ache. I tried to squeeze my thighs together, but while I was walking, I couldn’t achieve that. And I for sure didn’t want to embarrass myself by walking funny. 

I bit my inner cheek until I tasted my own sweet, metallic blood, yet the pain couldn’t overpower the flames of lust leaping higher and higher in me. 

There was only one way to quench it—fuck the two males on this rocky terrain, over and over, until I passed out from mating with them.  

That’s out of the question, I shouted at the maddening drive in me. 

Unable to help myself, I stole a sidelong glance at Max. His amber eyes turned molten gold as equally potent lust blazed in them. 

That was not good. That was fuel to my fire. 

My heart pounding, I tore my gaze from the bulge in the front of his pants. I shouldn’t even have looked there, but I couldn’t help it. The next moment, I fought hard to erase the image of his large cock nudging at the entrance of my pussy, teasing and rubbing, before driving into my molten core. 

Panting, I snapped my head to the other side, only to find Ash sniffing. 

A flush crept up my cheeks. 

Both males had a superior sense of smell. Ash had obviously scented my arousal. A pained look of longing and desire filled his ice-blue eyes, turning them to flaming blue. 

He looked like he wanted to pull my pants down and fuck me where I stood. 

With a profane curse, the fae prince shifted into a massive gray wolf to defuse the tension. I could see that he was a hair away from pouncing on me. Then the wolf whimpered. The scent of my pheromones was probably too potent in the air; even I felt like I could smell it.  

The wolf gazed at me as if I was the most delicious thing, yet I didn’t think he regarded me as food. 

He knew I was his mate. 

Even in his beast form, Ash couldn’t take it anymore. He raised his beautiful gray head, howled, and bolted ahead like a flying arrow under the gloomy sky of dawn.  

“What’s that for?” Sebastian called in alarm, then darted his eyes around to seek threats. “If there’s any danger, Prince Ash should stick around to defend my sister, right?” 

“Let him run,” Max said. “One of us will always be with Ayanna.”  

Killian roared with joy and shot after the gray wolf. 

“If I’m not mistaken, I think the three of them are fighting the mating call,” Octavia whispered to Sebastian. “I heard of the legend of true mates and the mating fever they have to endure for each other, but I didn’t think that it was possible until I witnessed this phenomenon today.”

“Mating call?” Sebastian asked in puzzlement.

Octavia swatted his arm for his loud whisper.  

I could no longer take it, either. The mating fire was burning every inch of my skin. I leaned toward Max, but before I grabbed him to take him down to the ground and mount him, I bolted after Ash. 

“I need to run,” I shouted over my shoulder at my companions. 

“But you haven’t had breakfast yet,” Sebastian called after me. 

Max nodded. “I’m coming, too, doll.” 

He reached me in seconds, keeping his easy pace with me. 

The fire between my thighs wouldn’t abate.  

“Uh, Max, maybe I should run alone?” I said. “You can stay a few paces behind or jog ahead?”

“It won’t help, doll,” he said with a dark chuckle. “It won’t stop until we fuck.” 

My cheeks burned hotter, despite the cold wind biting into my face. 

“We’ve finally found you,” he drawled. “The bond between us needs to be formed as soon as possible. The force that paired us together isn’t pleased about being put on hold.” 

“We can’t just mate like beasts here,” I hissed. 

“Of course not, doll,” Max said. “You’re our mate, the most precious thing to us. We’ll claim you properly, but this mating urge kicks me in the balls all the time.” 

Racing footsteps stomped behind us. 

“Must we all run so early in the morning?” Sebastian said behind us. “I’m still tired. We should at least have breakfast, so Octavia and I have enough energy to run.” 

“We need to keep up with them,” Octavia urged. “C’mon, big guy. You can do it.”  

“I had no idea my sister could run that fast,” Sebastian said in dismay. “She just zooms along.”

“You don’t know a lot of things about your sister, do you, even though you grew up with her?” Octavia said, more teasing than scolding. 

Sebastian didn’t know I also had superior hearing and could hear their every whisper in the distance. 

I slowed down to wait for Sebastian and Octavia to catch up. I should have considered their physical state. Sebastian had just recovered from a high fever, and Octavia had suffered from battle injuries. They didn’t have the immortal strength Ash and Max had, and they’d been on the run nearly non-stop, while Ash and Max had taken turns carrying me when I was unconscious. 

My running hadn’t helped reduce the searing lust in my veins, just as Max had warned me. It hadn’t cooled my head as I’d planned.  

How was I going to survive this vicious mating fever while we were fleeing with a demon army on our tails?  

A range of hills loomed near, and soon we crossed over them. There was another meadow ahead that looked more like a swamp. 

The wind blew uncomfortably warm, and I wasn’t sure if it was actually the mating fire inside me. My clothes pressed on my damp skin, on my plump breasts and taut nipples. 

Ash shifted back to his fae form and strode back to me at the base of the hill. I sensed his mood and need. He didn’t want to put distance between us if he could help it. 

Killian followed him with a low growl, not happy and not used to Ash shifting back and forth between a wolf and a fae. That kind of shifting behavior confused my tiger. 

However, I could tell that neither running nor shifting had helped Ash fend off the mating fever. Agony, lust, and half-insanity brimmed in his now bloodshot eyes, and he was still determined to resist it with every ounce of his fae will. 

Sebastian and Octavia caught up with us. 

“Let’s take a break and have breakfast.” Max decided.  

Sebastian darted glances between the three of us—we all looked like frenzied, wild beasts in heat. 

“So this—uh, this mating stuff is real, right? Like fever?” he asked, his face as red as a beet, but he had to get it off his chest. That was the way of my brother. He couldn’t keep things inside him, except for the secret of my true identity. And he was quite glad that he didn’t need to call me little brother anymore. “More like a plague?”

I bit my lip. 

I’d never felt so alive every fucking second, with unbridled lust filling my bloodstream, my every sense in hyperdrive, yet I had never felt so miserable as well. 

The fire of lust was stewing me alive, yet there was no channel to vent it out, at least not yet, while Max, Ash, and I fought to maintain our last dignity. 

It didn’t help that the potent male musk of Ash and Max twirled in my nostrils, and the heat of their gazes set me ablaze and constantly sent me to the edge. 

Even their every whisper sounded like a mating call blaring in my eardrums. 

“You have no fucking idea,” Ash said without humor. “It’s been burning every ounce of my strength and will, but I’ve promised to be a better male for my mate.” 

Max trembled as he pulled out dried bread and fruit from a pack, and my gaze darted to his perfect, taut ass. 

“It’s worse for Max,” Ash added. “He also craves her blood. He hasn’t wanted anyone’s blood like that.”

Sebastian blinked in disbelief and anger. “Blood? He wants my sister’s blood?!” 

“What do you expect, dragonian?” Ash snorted. “He’s a vampire, and she’s his mate. Her scent sings in his veins. I don’t know how long he can hold on. We need to get to the Upper Realm as soon as possible.” 

Max’s control seemed to be slipping away; I suspected that was the only reason he let Ash speak for him. I could tell they competed and fought all the time, but they also looked out for each other. 

My mind drifted to the picture of his fangs sinking into my veins while his cock thrust wildly inside me. A normal girl would be repulsed by the idea of fangs sinking into her flesh, or she’d at least feel a healthy dose of fear, but this mating fever only got me excited at the prospect of being pierced and penetrated by my vampire mate. 

Sebastian sucked in a breath. He wasn’t happy at all. 

“Here’s what I think,” he said, darting his gaze between us, his face turning redder. “You three should just get it over with right there.” He pointed at a bush. “Octavia and I won’t even look. We’ll just have our breakfast quietly and pretend we don’t hear anything.” 

Max and Ash gazed at me expectantly. They’d go for it if I agreed. After all, they were males. 

Despite my body feeling like soft jelly charged with carnal need, I still had one last shred of dignity left. 

I glared at Sebastian. “What did you say, Bas? Are you fucking crazy?” 

“You’re my little sister,” he said. “The last thing I’ll do is pimp you out. I’ll cut off anyone else’s hand if they lay a finger on you. But these two immortal males are your mates, obviously, and they’ve come for you. This mating thing is jeopardizing us. You three are losing it. Your two males can’t even think straight now, even though they used to be mighty warriors, and you can’t even walk straight. All of us need to be functional, or we’ll be done for when the demons come, and they’re coming.” 

“I’m not a beast, in case you don’t know that,” I cried and stormed off. If I didn’t, I might just cave in and drop my pants behind the bush.  

Yet my body urged me shamelessly. What’s so bad about having a quickie in the wilderness? It’ll ease the burn inside. 

But in the back of my mind, my last cold, logical thought told me that the voice was telling a lie. If we got started, we wouldn’t stop. The mating fever didn’t care about our survival. It only wanted instant gratification. It only wanted to satisfy our base needs. 

“Have your breakfast, too, doll,” Max said, his amber eyes giving me another caressing glance. “I’m going to scout. Our food is running low. We’ll need to hunt soon.” 

Ash nodded. “We won’t let our mate have an empty stomach. We’re the providers.” 

I was pleased by their way of thinking, but in this barren terrain, there wasn’t any game. 

His wings whooshing out and spreading to their full length, Max shot into the sky. I watched the magnificent black wings pierce the gray clouds and disappear from view. 

I clustered together with Octavia and Sebastian, sharing the last roll of bread with them.  

Ash perched on a rock next to me, his body heat radiating toward me in delicious waves.

Killian slouched at my feet. He was hungry, but he didn’t ask for food. I searched the pack and gave him the rest of the dried meat. 

We finished our meal, and the tiger looked up and growled, though the sound was not unfriendly. 

A pair of massive wings beat toward us. 

My heart lurched at the sight of Max returning. 

He landed gracefully beside me. His silky feathers brushed against my shoulder, sending a shiver of pleasure down to my curled toes from the contact point, before he tucked his wings in. 

“There’s a forest to the southeast, less than four miles from here,” Max said. “We’ll make a stop and go further south from there. My compass said that direction is good.” 

“That’s Acheron,” Octavia said, “the land of woe.” 

“Have you checked inside the forest?” Ash asked. 

“We don’t need to,” Max said. “There are no demons in the area. And we’re the most dangerous predators anywhere in the universe. No other creatures dare to stand in our way.”

Ash nodded. “Tonight, we hunt.” 

The tiger, who had finished his meager meal in one swallow, licked the back of my hand in bloodthirsty excitement as I flashed him a picture of hunting. 
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We trudged toward the forest ahead.

I’d never seen a forest. There wasn’t a single tree in Lethe, and the path to the Reaper’s landing site was all wasteland and hills. 

I thought of how the arrival of Max, Ash, and Elijah had changed my life. If they hadn’t come for me, I’d have died in the arena, torn to pieces for defying Emperor Cain. And even if I hadn’t stepped up to replace my brother to fight to the death in the gladiatorial stadium, I’d have died eventually in the land of oblivion and never seen anything other than the tunnel and the swamp.  

“Is the forest in the Upper Realm the same as this one?” I asked Ash and Max, who strode on either side of me. 

“The fairy forest in the Twilight Realm is the loveliest on Earth,” Ash said, with a nostalgic smile ghosting his sensual lips. “The trees are ancient and vast. Their silver and red leaves stretch high into the blue sky. The raindrops and the sunlight spill through them like an enchanting dream you don’t want to wake up from. The blossoms never fade, and magic pulses deep in the soil, scented like the finest wine in the air.” 

Yet he’d given up that magical realm to come to the Underworld for me.

Sebastian and Octavia both widened their eyes in longing.  

“It’ll be your home if you don’t desire to live in Atlantis,” Ash said. “I’ve inherited the realm, since my half-sister, Empress Rose, left with her archangel consort for the galaxy of Valhalla.” 

There were so many things about the Upper Realm, my homeland, that I didn’t know. 

My tiger roared and charged headlong into the forest.  

“Killian, come back!” I called, but he’d vanished into the rows of dark, canopied trees. 

“He’ll be fine,” Ash said. “He’s a predator that needs to hunt. Even though he listens to you most of the time, he’s still a wild animal. He can’t fight his nature.” 

I gave Ash a look, wondering why he didn’t shift to a wolf this time. 

As if perceiving my thoughts, he smirked, a dimple that I hadn’t seen before appearing on his cheek. “I fight better in my fae form.”

“I thought we were going to hunt,” I said. 

“I hunt in my fae form as well,” he said. “Besides, it’s easier for me to communicate with you in this form. I want you to know me better.” 

“You can speak in my head in your wolf form as well,” I teased. “You did that when we first met.”

He blinked. “You prefer my beast form? I thought you would be more attracted to a man.” 

I flushed. “I like both forms.” 

Lust pulsed with every heartbeat.  

Max stepped closer, his hand brushing against mine, and the touch sent an instant buzz of pleasure to my nerve endings. The vampire’s eyes brightened at my responsiveness to him. 

“I have two forms, too, doll,” he said. “One with wings and one without.” 

Ash snorted.  

The males were getting competitive again. This mating fever kept messing us up. 

Ash entered the forest first. One of them would always scout and the other would stay with me, as if they had a silent agreement. 

“The tiger has gone deeper into the woods to hunt,” Ash informed us. 

We followed him into the forest of low trees that blocked most of the gloomy sky. The entire Underworld was depressingly overcast all year long, and this place was worse. It wasn’t anything like the enchanting forest in the Upper Realm that Ash had told us about.  

The thick forest felt like the setting of a nightmare—stifling air, deep shade, and thorny trees.

Silence stretched. The only sounds were our breathing and our feet padding on the dead leaves. There wasn’t any movement, either. 

I swept my gaze around. “There doesn’t seem to be any game in this forest. I should call my tiger back.” 

Though I was glad to see even a dark forest for a change, my survival instincts screamed for me to stay away from this place.  

“It’s too quiet,” Max said, voicing my uneasiness. “It’s unnatural.”

But they wouldn’t call for a retreat from the forest as long as they thought they could handle it. My mates were top predators. 

We had to keep going anyway. There’d be another week’s walk to reach the portal, according to Octavia’s estimate. If it were only Max, Ash, and me, we would probably reach the exit of the Underworld in less than three days. But we had Sebastian and Octavia with us. We’d have to consider their pace. Sebastian was faster than a human, but he wasn’t half as fast as me. 

And we had to hunt. It seemed that providing for me was very important to Ash and Max. I suppressed a smirk. 

Max drew his angelblade, just to be ready, his wings forming a protective half-ring around me. I’d sprawled on his silky, soft feathers once. But I’d also seen them harden like steel in a mere second when he’d fought the demon horde. 

“I’ll hunt and check on the tiger,” Ash said. “You stay at the edge of the forest. If there’s any hint of danger, Max, you bring them out right away.” 

“No, we stick together,” I said. 

The idea of letting Ash venture into this eerie forest alone shot fear and anxiety into me. I was already on edge because Killian was deep in the woods alone. 

I liked to keep both Ash and Max in sight. Call me possessive, but I couldn’t imagine losing either one of them. To part from Elijah had broken my heart. The distance between us hadn’t eased the pang.

I wondered if Max and Ash could feel my hidden pain. 

Ash sent me a warm gaze, pleased with my concern for him. 

“I’m one of the greatest hunters, Blossom,” he said gently. “I’ll be back before you know it and I’ll bring Killian along.”  

“Actually, I think we should stick together,” Octavia said. “I recognize this place. We can cut through the forest to reach the portal and save ourselves a day’s walk.” 

That sounded like music to our ears. 

“Move along and hurry up,” Max barked at Ash. 

My mates were all for getting me out of this hell as soon as possible. 

Ash gave him a glare and stayed a few feet ahead of us, his angelblade tight in his hand. 

Although I was confident about Ash’s and Max’s combat ability, my heart thrummed in my throat as we ventured farther into the forest. 

The perilous feeling I had about this place deepened with every step. I tried to shake off the dreadful feeling. Maybe it was my nerves. 

“Killian,” I called again as we moved deeper into the forest. 

A roar of warning ricocheted off the dark trees, and a picture from my tiger flashed in my mind. He was being besieged by four creatures, and he warned me to run.  

“My tiger is under attack,” I cried furiously, and dashed south.  

Ash had moved, sprinting like an arrow ahead of me. 

We reached a clearing just in time to see Killian crash into a lion-shaped beast, only the lion had sharp spikes in his head. They locked together, snarled viciously, and bit into each other. 

Blood flew from both animals. 

Another red-furred beast jumped on my tiger and sank his fangs into Killian’s hind leg.

Killian roared in rage, trying to shake off both foes. 

“Leave my tiger alone!” I shouted, forming a mental picture and slamming it into the minds of the beasts that attacked Killian. 

The beasts hesitated for a heartbeat before assaulting Killian even more savagely, gnawing and clawing at him. 

Ash leapt across twenty feet and stabbed his angelblade into the skull of the lion-shaped beast that had his jaws in Killian’s throat. 

Max was there in a second as well. He impaled the beast attacking the tiger from the side. The crimson runes ignited on his blade, and the two remaining beasts jumped back at the vampire’s ferocity. 

The beasts’ eyes glowed red with hunger, their fangs as sharp as daggers. 

I touched their minds again, flashing them a new image of the wolf girl hanging out with wild animals, as I’d done to Killian and won him over. 

The beasts brushed off my picture. 

They didn’t care for my friendliness. They might spare me, I saw, but they wouldn’t let go of the fresh meals that had stumbled into their territory.  

The beasts raised their huge heads and bellowed.  

Within a second, the entire dark forest burst to life with the shrieks of predatory birds and the yowls of wild animals all around. 

They’d called for backup and answered each other. 

A realization clicked in me. They’d lured us in. 

There was no leaving this forest, unless we fought our way out. 

Before I could tell that to my companions, shadows descended on us like phantom ghosts. Then, an armada of beasts and monsters of all shapes charged from every tree line, closing in on us from all directions. 

Ash thrust his angelblade into one beast, then another, and pulled it out just in time to impale more as they leapt over the corpses toward him. 

Max reached my side the next second. “Pull back, Ash. There are too many.” 

I summoned Killian to come to us. 

Ash reached me right before he cut down another one-horned monster.  

The six of us formed a defensive ring, our backs to each other, Killian included in our circle. He was limping, blood dripping from his wounds. But my fierce tiger wasn’t lying down. He snarled at the monsters surrounding us, his jaws wide open to expose his dripping fangs. 

His golden eyes fixing on a lizard-shaped creature, he flashed me a picture of how he’d bite off his prey’s head. 

I studied the assembly of monsters and beasts in front of us—massive spiders, scaly-tailed lizards, giants covered by hard shells, and beasts with razor-sharp claws and jagged fangs. 

I sent the beast pack a series of pictures that said, “Hey guys, sorry for the misunderstanding earlier. We’re actually a friendly bunch. We’ll just get a rabbit or two and then be on our way.” 

At their ferocious sneers, I changed my strategy with a sigh and sent them a compromise image that spelled, “Fine, no rabbits. We won’t touch your game. We’ll just pass through this forest in peace.”

They weren’t moved. If they knew how to gesture like humans, they’d probably flip me off. 

The beast horde stared at us, their red and yellow eyes glowing with hunger. While I tried to communicate with them and probed them, I learned what they were. 

“They’re mutant beasts,” I told my companions. “They’re probably failed experiments by the Sváva demons.” 

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Max said in disgust. “Their race is notorious for creating hybrid monsters in the galaxies. The army of undead vampires that plagued Earth is their signature style as well.”

Without warning, the monsters and beasts surged toward us, moving as one, like a well-oiled machine. It was a surprise that they could coordinate so well. Then it hit me. They’d probably developed a hive-mind. 

Max propelled his wings forward, tossing a few beasts into the air. He danced and weaved, his blade slashing and slicing through the air, faster than anything. Where it landed, bones and flesh separated, and the monsters fell. 

Ash was equally formidable. He was a leftie, the angelblade becoming his extended hand as he sailed toward the beasts’ heads. The Winter Prince blurred in a seamless blend of light and shadow, cutting through the savage monsters without missing a beat.  

While the two warriors fought, they kept an eye on the rest of us. 

Sebastian charged with a battle cry, hacking with a broad angelblade Ash had taken from the demon captain. The fae warrior had also showed him some basic fighting moves on the road. Sebastian scored by slaying a monster that had horns like him and roared in victory. My brother had never been trained like the rest of us, but he had a dragonian’s brutal strength and speed. So far, he managed well.  

Octavia fought beside Sebastian, watching his back while cutting down a beast. She didn’t yell like the rest of the males, but she cursed a lot when a monster’s claws opened a slash on her arm. 

Killian tore into the lizard he’d marked as his prey. Just as he’d shown me in a flash of pictures, he bit into the lizard’s head and refused to let go, despite his opponent thrashing and swinging his scaled tail in rage. 

I cleaved left and right, slashing and stabbing, leaving a trail of bodies behind me. Dreamkiss was the perfect weapon for me. It became the extension of my will and my hands as I spun and slew the beasts. 

I hoped I could meet Merlin, my last mate, soon, and thank him for this wonderful gift. He knew my strengths and weaknesses even before he met me, judging from the blade he’d forged for me. For a brief moment, my mind drifted to what he looked like, and I wondered if he had a good personality. Ash, the most competitive male I’d met, seemed to have an issue with the demigod druid. 

Max swept away another wave of beasts that surged toward us. 

I didn’t know how long we’d been fighting, but it seemed this mêlée would never end. 

I fought not to blink as sweat streamed into my eyes, stinging me. 

The battle raged on, blades crashing against fangs and claws and scales, and soon our clothes were torn. Sebastian and Octavia had slashes from the beasts all over their bodies. Ash moved to their side at my urging, covering them both while Max guarded me. 

With his wings expelling the monsters and his blade driving into them at blinding speed, Max hadn’t let any monster get to me—except for one that clamped his jaws down on my thigh while he pulled his angelblade from a giant that had layers of thick scales. 

Pissed off, Max impaled the monster that held my leg in his jaws and kicked the corpse away, which collided with another giant monster. 

“Are you hurt, doll?” Max asked urgently. 

The bite from the beast had hurt like a bitch. He’d tried to tear off a chunk of my flesh, yet I had no wound. And my skin wasn’t bleeding. That was kind of a nice surprise. But now that I recalled, the only time I’d bled was when I was punctured by an angelblade. 

Did that mean no ordinary weapon or creature could harm me? 

“I’m fine,” I called back. 

“They’re endless,” Sebastian said in dismay. “We can’t last forever.” 

He was right. No matter how well we fought and how powerful our weapons were, we couldn’t fend off an unceasing army of creatures of teeth and claws. 

They kept advancing toward us, leaping over or trampling on the corpses of their kind to reach us, wave after wave. The stench of blood in the forest only excited them more and kicked them into frenzy. The beasts and monsters had no fear. They wouldn’t stop until we were hot in their bellies. 

“We need to get the fuck out of here,” Max shouted, his hard wings pushing away a few monsters as he flew up, his blade swinging at the savage mutants. At the same time, he was seeking a way out. 

“They’re everywhere,” he declared, cleaving a few more beasts and landing beside me again. 

“Fight toward the south,” Ash shouted.  

So, we pushed toward the south, inch by inch. As soon as one mutant fell, another replaced it, and this carnage made me sick to my stomach. 

A flash of vague genetic memory played in front of my eyelids. The wolf girl—my mother—had once pushed off an entire fallen angel army with a wave of red lightning. Maybe I could do the same. I had her magic, too. 

I summoned my power, but only a spark of red lightning flashing on my fingertips. I tossed the electric sparks at a spider-like monster that hissed and spewed acid at me. I thought my lightning was weak, but the spider went into spasms when the spark of red lightning hit its thick skull.   

Max sent me a look of approval as he covered me to let me practice. I grinned at him in appreciation. The best training happened on the battlefield, despite him and Ash planning to bring me to the Upper Realm to let my druid mate train me.

You can do this, I told myself. I had to get this magic working, so my companions and I could get out of this hell of a jungle. 

I’d burned a demon to death with my touch. All I needed was to believe in myself, even though I wasn’t acquainted with my long-dormant power.  

I threw up my hands, and this time the trickle of magic turned to a stream, my red lightning slamming into a horde of the beasts and knocking out rows of them. 

The mutants dropped in heaps.  

Sebastian widened his eyes at my red lightning.

Octavia shouted in encouragement. “Praise the Queen of the Flame!” 

I roared, feeling like a badass, and tossed a bigger red wave toward the south, sending monsters flying to either side. As they parted, an escape route was revealed in front of us. 

“Go!” Max shouted. 

With his wings and blade guarding me, I tossed another wave at the monsters far ahead as I scrambled along the cleared path. With this pent-up lust scorching within me, my magic had been boiling to get out. 

Sebastian and Octavia raced after me, with Ash bringing up the rear. Octavia wasn’t fast enough, so Sebastian threw her onto his shoulder and bolted beside me. Killian trotted on my other side, a small beast between his jaws.  

He wouldn’t give up his dinner. 

Ash blasted a gust of ice and wind—his fae elemental magic—toward the monsters pursuing us from all sides.  

“I heard a waterfall ahead,” Max called. 

“Go southeast!” Ash answered.  

Sebastian looked confused. “I don’t hear anything except the beasts’ angry howls.” 

The sound of water rose above the enraged, hungry baying of the monster army. 

Our group dashed forward as one. The waterfall could be as dangerous as this nightmarish forest, but at least there would be a change of scenery—the carnage was turning my stomach. 

But it was either kill or be eaten.  

Then we all saw the waterfall hanging in the air, fifty yards away from the end of the forest, half-veiling a vast cave behind it. 

“Go. Go!” Max yelled at Ash, and they instantly shifted position. 

Ash leapt toward the waterfall while Max guarded our rear, his wings spread wide, beating toward the approaching monsters menacingly. 

Ash alighted on the other side of the waterfall in a crouch, right at the entrance of the cave. He gave Max a curt nod, and Max grabbed Octavia from Sebastian’s shoulder without any warning and tossed her through the curtain of the waterfall. Before she could finish uttering a surprised yelp and a whimper, Ash had caught her like she weighed nothing and put her down on a rock behind him. 

“Go, Killian,” I called. 

My tiger leapt with his dinner between his teeth and landed perfectly beside the fae warrior.  

Sebastian glared at Max. “I refuse to be tossed.” He turned to me. “Calamity, do you need a hand?”

I showed him a grin. “I jumped higher and farther than you even when I was a kid.”  

He shook his head at me, but his ego wasn’t really bruised. “Go, then.” 

He would argue with me if I didn’t go next. I leaped and touched down in front of Ash in a crouch. He pulled me up, crushing me against his chest before he let me go. Even now, in the midst of danger, the mating fever still thrummed between us. 

Sebastian jumped, the powerful water slamming into him and knocking him down toward the bottom of the deep pool. 

“Sebastian!” both Octavia and I screamed. 

I was about to go after him, but Ash grabbed me. Then Max flew over, snatched Sebastian as he dropped like a brick, and carried him safely across.  

The monsters arrived, wave after wave, facing the waterfall. 

“Lead Sebastian and Octavia to the cave, Max,” Ash shouted. “Ayanna and I will use magic to halt the beasts.” 

Max made his wings vanish and charged into the cave, his angelblade thrust before him. Sebastian and Octavia followed him closely, panting hard, eyes wide. Ash and I withdrew into the cave together and positioned ourselves at the entrance. 

The monsters leapt through the waterfall. My wave of red lightning blasted ahead, and at the same time, Ash’s icy deluge hit the monsters. 

My lightning shocked the first two monsters and sent them plunging to the bottom of the pool, and Ash’s elemental wind tossed the remaining beasts farther back. 

Yet the beasts kept arriving, throwing themselves at the waterfall in an effort to come at us. 

“We can’t do this forever. My magic is draining,” I told Ash in dismay. “We need to find a way to block the entrance.”

I tossed a new wave of red lightning toward the army, and Ash blasted out his icy wind. Then, at the entrance, his wind and my lightning weaved together, covering the cave’s mouth like a crimson-and-silver net. 

I widened my eyes. “What’s that?”

“A ward,” Ash said in awe. “Our combined magic formed a ward. Now, just watch.”

A giant monster with fangs larger than a dagger leaped over the curtain of water and slammed into the net. Just as I was about to thrust Dreamkiss into his open jaws, the monster’s red eyes blinked, as if shocked, then he flew back and plunged toward the bottom of the pool. 

Another beast rammed into the net and suffered the same fate. 

“The ward will hold, Blossom,” Ash said. 

“I don’t even know how we formed a ward,” I said, grinning at him. We’d be safe for a little longer, and I was exhausted.  

Ash interlaced his fingers with mine. “You’re my fated mate, so our magics have decided for themselves and mated before we consummated the mating bond.” 

Liquid fire leapt in me, spreading and licking every inch of my skin, and lust coursed in my veins. 

It’s time to mate, the mating call purred in my head. 

“That was unexpected,” Max murmured behind us. 

Max took my other hand, and we ventured into the cave, ignoring the monster army’s snarling and howling on the other side of the waterfall. 
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It wasn’t really an abandoned cave in the wilderness. 

Someone had taken care of this place and made it clean and tidy. There wasn’t even a hint of spiderweb in any corner. 

The ground was paved with cobblestones. The ceilings reached a hundred feet high. We strolled farther into the cave, Max’s blade drawn, Ash and I ready to toss our magic at any nasty surprises. 

Killian occupied a corner, chewing his kill, glowering now and then to keep anyone from getting close to his dinner.  

“There’s food on the table,” Sebastian called ahead. 

While Ash and I had been setting the ward at the cave’s mouth, Sebastian and Octavia had made themselves useful by scouting and exploring the cave.  

“This place was prepared for Queen Calamity’s arrival,” Octavia said. “There’s a note here. This must be one of the Nightingale’s outposts. I wasn’t aware of this area, because I was supposed to bring Queen Calamity to the Prophet via the opposite route.” 

The angelblade flashed in Max’s large, powerful hand. He wasn’t going to trust anyone or their hospitality. He let go of my hand and stepped through an archway. Ash and I followed. 

In front of us was an open space with a stone table and several chairs around it. On the table were baskets of bread, fruits, and dried meat. Beside the baskets were three pitchers of water and several glasses. 

The food was simple, yet it was a luxury for a slave like me. 

I licked my cracked lips. My stomach groaned. 

“They might be poisoned,” Max said, standing at the table to examine the food. 

“They aren’t poisoned. They’re prepared for the Queen of the Flame,” Octavia said, waving the note in her hand. 

Max extended a hand for the note, but the courtesan shook her head and waited for me, despite his scary glare. She wouldn’t even let Sebastian have a look. 

I reached the table. 

Octavia handed me the note, her eyes bright with amazement. “Queen Calamity. Lady Prophet knew you were coming.”

I had asked her to just call me Calamity, but she wouldn’t do it, as if she was afraid that if she stopped calling me those fancy titles, the prophecy would fall apart. 

I unfolded the note, and Ash and Max read over my shoulders. Sebastian tried to lean in to read as well, but Ash and Max blocked him by taking all the space. 

Greetings to the Queen of the Flame, the note said simply, signed with the initial R. 

Ash frowned. “Who is R?” 

“Lady Raven, the Prophet,” Octavia said, still excited, despite her exhaustion and injury. 

“Let’s eat,” Sebastian said, more interested in food than any spiritual leader, and grabbed a loaf from a basket. 

Octavia glared at him for a second before letting out a resigned sigh. She liked to do things in the proper order. She believed I, as the queen, should have the first bite in a formal setting. 

Max finished examining the bread, cut a slice, put it on a plate along with some fruit and dried meat, and handed the plate to me. 

“The food was prepared two days ago,” he said. 

As a slave, I had never had fresh food. The bread we had was always leftover from at least a month ago. 

“They’re fresh to me,” I said, perching on a seat between Max and Ash as I thanked Max for the serving. The two males always put my needs before theirs in every situation. 

They took their roles as my providers and protectors seriously. 

I waited until Max and Ash had food piled on their plates, too, then put a chunk of bread in my mouth to sate my hunger. Sebastian hadn’t waited for anyone, though he grabbed a string of cherries and put them on Octavia’s plate. 

“Let’s check out the cave further after we’re done eating,” Ash said and poured a glass of water for me. “Ayanna needs her energy first.” 

The males’ pampering warmed my fluttering heart. I fought the tears that threatened to form in my eyes. When I was a branded slave, I’d never thought one day I could taste freedom and someone other than my brother would want to take care of me. 

And Ash was right. I needed to eat before I could summon any energy to heal my brother and Octavia. 

“How did the Prophet know that Princess Ayanna was coming?” Ash asked, a dark light flickering in his ice-blue eyes. He had a suspicious nature like Sebastian. Only my brother wouldn’t question Octavia, his new favorite person. 

“Lady Raven is the Prophet!” Octavia said. “The Gods favor her and gift her with visions. She prophesized the Queen of the Flame’s coming long before the queen was born. That’s why I was entrusted with the important task of bringing Queen Calamity to the Prophet for a blessing, so she can be the Queen of the Underworld and replace the archdemon usurper. If we had taken that route, we would have reached the secret city of Nightingale and be safe now.” She gave us a hesitate glance. “I still think we should bring Queen Calamity to Lady Raven first.” 

“That’s out of the question,” Max said, not bothering to say more. 

“We’ll be at the portal in a few days,” Ash added. “We’re not risking our mate to satisfy your Prophet’s whim.” 

He’d finished his share of food. He’d basically devoured it without chewing. I knew he was restless, since he didn’t like everyone sitting around with no one guarding us. 

“I’ll go check the rest of the cave,” he said in a clipped tone and stood up. 

He called Killian, and the tiger licked his paws, rose to his feet, and followed Ash. The tiger had finished with his dinner. Now and then, he turned his head and snarled at the entrance of the cave. The beasts’ unceasing bellows outside the cave bothered him as well. 

After I ate my fill of bread, fruit, and meat, my stomach finally settled instead of feeling a gnawing pain. But then scorching lust dominated me again, urging me to climb onto Max’s lap and grind my ass against his huge erection.  

My face flamed with embarrassment, and I stole a glance at him, only to find his hot golden gaze locked on mine, caressing my every curve. 

I squeezed my thighs together to ease the ache of my tender flesh in between. 

Sebastian stared at us, his face red, too. “So, it’s coming back, the fever?”

Max chuckled without humor. “It’s never left, not even in the battlefield when we slaughtered the monsters.” 

Sebastian waved a hand. “Then this cave presents the perfect place to solve that thorny issue. I spotted a few rooms that way, and one room has a door.” 

I glared at him. “Shut up, Bas.” 

“At least we aren’t in the open,” Sebastian said. “I’m not happy with the solution, either. But your mating fever has been driving everyone nuts.” 

I left the table and stormed away. I didn’t want everyone to keep talking about how horny I was. It wasn’t something that I could control. And I needed to find a room where all of us could rest and where I could heal my brother and Octavia. 

I also needed to inspect Max and Ash and make sure they weren’t injured. As I pictured myself examining the gorgeous males, my blood raced giddily in my veins, and heat wrapped all around me. 

The cave turned out to have three private rooms and a small kitchen area as well. I called my brother and Octavia into one of the open rooms that had three beds.  

Whoever had prepared this spot for my companions and me was thorough. Other than food, there were clean outfits and some necessities in every room. 

I wasn’t an expert in healing, but I got the job done. After I sealed Sebastian and Octavia’s wounds, I let them rest and exited the room with Max. 

Max led me into the room with a door. 

Inside, a large bed with clean sheets rested close to the polished, rocky wall. Near the bed was a round table with a bottle of wine and three tall glasses on it. I stared at the dark red liquid inside the wine bottle. Was it part of the Prophet’s hospitality as well? 

Had she foreseen how I would spend the night in this room with both Max and Ash? I should feel grateful for her consideration, but this whole setting bordered on creepiness. Who liked to be featured in a psychic’s visions, especially when it involved intimacy? 

Max, however, didn’t have a problem with the gifts. 

“Wine?” he said with a grin. “Just what we need.” 

I bet he, Ash, and Elijah were all part of the privileged class in the Upper Realm. They didn’t have the slave mentality and scars like Sebastian, Octavia, and I had. Did that mean there would be a huge gap between us, since we came from different backgrounds? 

I had been a princess, but I’d been stolen and lived as a branded slave for two decades. That was the only life I’d known, though I rebelled against being a slave with my every fiber. 

Max closed the door gently behind us. 

It was just Max and me now, in this room, alone. 

My heart fluttered, and my breath hitched at what would happen next.  

Our eyes met. His heated gaze roved my every inch, my every curve, caressing without touch. 

Wildfire licked up my torso, heating every inch of my skin. I’d combust if I didn’t strip bare now. 

Then I noticed the bathtub at the end of the spacious room. Beside it was a low, square stone desk with a stack of towels and new outfits on it. 

Maybe there was even warm water in the tub? I hoped so, since I really needed to wash all the blood, grime, dirt, and sweat off me. 

I scrambled toward the tub, hearing Max’s chuckles behind me. 

Thank gods, clear water filled one-third of the bronze tub. 

I glanced at Max over my shoulder, and his hooded amber eyes never left me. He was my destined mate. There was no need to be shy in front of him. Sooner or later, we would mate. 

I’d used every shred of my will to push back the mating call, and my willpower was now frayed to a thread. I was so tired of fighting the raging need in me. 

It was meaningless and useless to keep resisting anyway. 

I shrugged off my dirty clothes as fast as I could. If the circumstances were different, I would probably strip myself in a sensual, seductive way. 

But now the need to be clean topped all. 

“Need help?” Max asked hoarsely, yet his voice was laden with sweet seduction. 

I flashed him a wicked grin and pulled off the last piece of clothing—my panties. 

I turned to face the tub and contained a smirk as I heard a low groan rumble from his chest.  

Before I raised my leg and climbed into the tall tub, Max was at my side, scooping me up and laying me gently in the water. 

I sank under the water and let it rinse my hair. When I broke the surface of the water, Max had stripped himself nude. 

His huge erection jerked forward at my lustful gaze. It was as beautiful as his wings, which were invisible now. 

My mouth went dry, and I licked my lips. 

I wanted to lick his cock, and then suck it hard. 

“Like what you see, doll?” he asked huskily, intense lust twisting his face.  

I stared at his manhood, thinking how good it would be to have his large, hard shaft thrust into my heat. 

He stepped closer, and the head of his dick brushed over my flaming cheek. 

“What are you doing?” I whispered as my body burned with need for him. 

“Sharing a bath with you,” he said bluntly. “Then I’ll taste you and savor you slowly before I fuck you like a proper mate.” 

“That is inevitable,” I breathed out.  

“It is,” he said with a smile. “And I’ll make sure you enjoy every second.” 

I parted my lips again, wanting to issue an opinion or probably an instruction, but then I clamped my mouth shut. In my current condition, every string of words rolling from my loose tongue would sound silly and ridiculous, since I could barely use my mind. 

Max slid into the tub and settled opposite me. The water rose to the brim of the tub. 

His cock remained hard in the cool water. 

“My cock has been hard for you for days,” he said, noticing me staring at his manhood in fascination. “I’ll always have a hard-on when you’re around.” 

His words sent intense heat all over my body, especially to the flesh between my thighs. 

I squeezed them again because of the aching inside. 

“You don’t need to squeeze your little pussy anymore, doll,” he said. “Soon you’ll have my cock inside you. I’ll take care of you. I’ll fuck you all night in every way I can think of.” 

Was that the way mates talked to each other? I wasn’t a virgin anymore, but I was inexperienced, given that before I met all three of them, I had never been attracted to any male. 

And I didn’t want to dwell on how many women they’d had in their long immortal lives. 

“Let’s wash you first, shall we, doll?” he asked. 

There was no vulnerability in him, only harsh, burning lust. 

Max was all male and solid steel, yet I felt safe showing him my nakedness and vulnerability, knowing that he would protect both, even if I didn’t know how to protect myself. 

He grabbed a washcloth from the desk and started cleaning my face. He dragged it down to my neck, then the swell of my breasts. 

My breasts had felt so heavy for so long, and my pink nipples looked ripe. The washcloth lingered on my breasts, Max’s gaze growing more hooded. 

Hunger darkened his amber eyes, golden flames lighting their depths. 

He moved the washcloth down, cleaning me all the way, until it was between my thighs. 

The whole time, I sat still, feeling flames burning my every inch. He rubbed my pussy with the washcloth, then discarded it and used his palm. His thumb brushed my swollen clit while his fingers moved over my plump folds. 

“Were you wet for me all this time?” he asked softly. 

I breathed. “You know that already.”  

“I want you to say it, doll. Admit it to your mate.”

“Yes.” I moaned at the pleasure as he inserted his large finger into my heat. “I’ve been wet for you ever since I saw you the first time.” 

“That’s my babe,” he said in approval, his voice thick with lust as he lifted me up and sat me on his lap, straddling him. His mouth came down on me hard, scorching my lips with his wild passion. I opened my lips, and his tongue thrust in, dancing with mine, possessive and dominating.  

He tasted like flame and cypress and fine male. Pleasure rippled in me, tingling on my skin. I’d never get enough of this, enough of him. 

While he kissed me deeply, he didn’t forget to wash my back, then my bottom. His moves were so smooth and efficient, I wondered if he’d bathed anyone else. 

Jealousy was one of the worst emotions, so I dragged myself back and stayed in the moment with him. I commanded myself to be reasonable. All four of my mates were immortals who had lived centuries longer than me. It was utterly ridiculous for me to demand they have no romantic past and bed no woman. 

I shared everything with them now, and I was their future. 

They’d come for me. 

As for now, it was me—not any other women—in the tub with Max. 

Shouldn’t that be enough? 

As if perceiving my dark thoughts, Max broke our kiss. 

“No matter how many women I’ve had in the past, it doesn’t matter,” he said. “I belong to only you, always and forever.” 

I picked up the washcloth and washed him in return, leaving his heavy shaft for last.  

He gasped and enjoyed my every touch, his eyes bright and dark at the same time as lust ruled him. I tossed the washcloth to the edge of the tub and reached for his cock.  

It was so big that my hand couldn’t fully close around it. I formed a half-fist around its girth and glided down to its base before moving my hand up again.  

“That’s right, doll,” he said. “Play with it however you want. It’s yours.” 

It didn’t take long for him to heave me up and carry me out of the water. With a towel he took from the desk, he patted me dry, then dried himself. 

I leaned forward and licked a few drops on his tanned, muscled, and tattooed chest. 

He cupped my breast, his fingers kneading my taut nipple, and his manhood pressed hard against my belly.  

He braced his legs, bent at the knees, and brushed his cock roughly between my folds. I could feel them opening like petals, ready and eager to receive him. 

Incredible sensations swayed in me, making me feel lightheaded. 

Just as I thought he would fuck me where I stood, I was in his arms again. 

He carted me to the bed and laid me down in the center, then he got on the sheet as well. His lust-filled gaze roamed my body, lingering longer on my breasts before fixing on the valley between my thighs. 

I hitched a breath and parted my legs for him. 

He rasped, “Ayanna, you awoke every primal male need in me. I didn’t think it was even possible to feel this way.”

“It’s the fate thing,” I whispered in burning lust. “Fate drives us toward each other.” 

“It’s more than that,” he said. “Even without the mating call, I’d want you as I’ve wanted no other. Fate or not, I don’t care. You’re mine.” 

His mouth slanted over mine, his tongue invading my parted lips, thrusting toward my throat. 

I writhed as his large body hovered over me. 

He tore his lips from mine. “I want to taste you slowly, doll,” he said, his rich voice slurring in scorching, harsh male desire. “But I’m no longer capable of controlling myself. I have to fuck you hard now.”

“I can take it,” I said, reaching out to hold his cock. I gave its steel-hard length a rough pump. “Fuck me, Max. I can’t bear it anymore.” 

“After I fuck you harder than you can take, I’ll taste you slowly,” he said. “This fever in me is reversing the whole mating process. After I claim you, I’ll court you properly.” 

“What are you waiting for?” I whimpered. “Just screw me hard already.” 

He chuckled. “Can’t wait to be fucked?” 

I’d once imagined sex to be sweet, gentle, and innocent, like feather-light snowflakes in a dream. Like a gentle wind that didn’t exist in the Underworld. 

But now all I wanted was wildfire burning me, burning us.  

I was no longer a girl. I was a woman. 

“I want it all dirty and sweaty, Max,” I purred, wiggling my ass. “I want to be fucked by you hard.”  

Max pounced. 

Hi large, powerful hand cupped and squeezed my breast before it moved to give my pussy one last stroke, then he was on top of me, his weight delicious and satisfying. 

He nudged his cock at my entrance.

“Please,” I begged. 

His large shaft brushed open my folds and pushed into my narrow passage.  

I cried as pleasure hit me, and my moans undid him. 

He drove into me explosively and hit my molten depths with one thrust. He didn’t pause, but moved inside me vehemently. Foreplay was over, and this was a powerful male fucking his mate.  

“So tight. So hot,” he groaned and cursed. Lust turned his handsome face beastly, and I was so turned on I could barely think. 

He thrust in and out—steady, fast, and relentless. 

I bucked up my hips to take him in deeper. 

The only sound in the room was our wet, hard slapping. 

My legs clamped over his waist as he moved on top of me at brutal speed, and my fingernails raked across his taut muscles. 

A low growl rumbled from his chest, and his eyes burned golden. “I’m fucking this gorgeous pussy. You’re mine, mine to protect, treasure, and fuck. I’ll never let you go.” 

With that dark, possessive promise, his cock grew even larger and harder as it thrust into my core.  

I screamed. The pleasure was so intense that it numbed me for a second before returning with punishing force. 

My mind lost all coherent thoughts, and I uttered animal-like sounds. 

I was in heat. I was more than in heat. 

I arched my back and propelled my hips toward him with brutal strength, exposing my bare, moist sex. I was part archangel and part dragonian. I could match up to my mates in raw strength and brutality.

A guttural sound came out of the depth of his throat. 

“Fuck me however you want, woman.”  

We met in the middle, his cock plunging into me as I rammed up to meet his hard strokes. I raised my head to watch how we joined and fucked. The view of my pussy gloving his cock so tightly and perfectly was the most erotic sight ever. 

Fire traveled in me, lighting up every cell. 

“Now I’m going to fuck you really hard,” he said, a crimson ring appearing in his burning golden eyes. 

I blinked and panted, “You haven’t already?” 

“I haven’t even started, doll,” he said. “Can your sweet little pussy take it, take however I fuck you?” 

“What do you think?” I asked. “I’m your mate.” 

“When I claim you hard, I’ll have to drink from you,” he warned, the words slurring as thick lust laced his voice. It was a wonder he could even express himself. 

He plunged into me with bruising force, his strength slamming into my core again and again, yet my strength not only met his, but teased it.  

Give me everything you have, male, it challenged. Don’t you ever fucking hold back.

“I’ll give you everything, my spitfire doll, my one and only mate,” he answered, delivering a quick succession of deep, hard thrusts, every one hitting my sensitive spots, sending waves of pleasure to my nerve endings. 

His plunges pushed me to the peak of the tidal wave, then dragged me down to the abyss, before tossing me up to the apex of the wave again. 

I was filled and stretched to my limit. 

Yet we still fucked vehemently and relentlessly, in the grip of our mating frenzy. 

And it was more than that. 

Max thrust and thrust, searing me and marking me, harder and faster. 

Then his wings appeared, arching high, fire sparking from the velvet, obsidian feathers. 

His archangel and vampire strength poured into me, and I received it all greedily. I was drunk on it. 

When his next thrusts impaled my molten depths, I exploded around his cock. 

Yet I wouldn’t stop moving. Hot lava coursing in me, I needed to fuck him again. 

Max roared, thrusting through my hot waves, and then his mouth came down on the column of my neck. His fangs grazed my skin, sending tingling sensation all over me, before they pierced my vein.

A sharp burning pain faded as soon as it arrived, in its wake, dizzying pleasure burning through me. My second orgasm blasted on top of the first one, searing me. 

Max drank from me with insatiable thirst, and I would have let him drain me, lost in the haze of lust and raw need I never knew could exist. But then he suddenly drew back, licked my neck, and sealed the wound. 

“I won’t take any more from you, doll,” he said roughly, “or I won’t be able to stop. Your blood is a fire song in my veins. You’re the fire song in my soul, mate.”  

A mystical connection between us snapped into shape, a faint blue thread beaming between us. Max stared at it in amazement, then a stream of flame burst out of me, slamming into him, just like it had hit Elijah. 

Max let out a groan of mixed pain and pleasure.  

The purple-gold icon ignited on my inner arm and duplicated itself on his chest. 

“You’ve just marked me as yours,” he said, his eyes sparkling with contentment and amusement. “You’re quite possessive and territorial, doll, even though you know very well I’ll never go anywhere without you.” 

I flushed. “I have no control over that.” 

Despite his tease, lust remained thick in his glinting golden eyes. 

And to my delight, his cock remained as hard as granite. 

My mates all had great stamina. That seemed to be the benefit of having powerful immortal mates. I’d never need to worry about their performance in the bedroom. 

“Of course not,” Max said, as if reading my mind. “We’ll satisfy your every need and fantasy, little mate. You’ll see.” 

So dominant. So cocky. Yet I liked it very much.  

“Since you promised to satisfy my every need and dark fantasy,” I purred, surprised by my inner vixen, “I’ll have to take you up on your offer. For the next round, I have to be on top.” 

Max arched an eyebrow. “Want to ride my cock, doll? Want to get rough with me?” 

I sent him a sultry glance. “There’s always a first.” 

His eyes flashed. He hadn’t expected that I’d never ridden anyone before. 

I’d been a virgin before his half-brother took me on the bathroom counter. We’d planned to fuck all night, and Elijah would have tried every position with me, including letting me ride his impressive length, if the courtesans hadn’t intervened. 

How was he now? Max and Ash had found me. A horde of demons had chased me. But Elijah hadn’t made an effort to come for me, either to capture or to free me. 

He’d called me mate. Had it been a mere slip of the tongue in the throes of passion? Was our one-time coupling just a fling that meant nothing to him?  

I tried to shake off the pang in my chest. 

The door burst open, and Ash strode in, his dark gaze fixing on Max and me while my hybrid lover still thrust in me. 

“Ride me, woman,” Ash said roughly. 

In an instant, he heaved me off Max, despite that the vampire growled threats. 

“You had her already,” Ash hissed back. “And you’ve claimed her. We talked about this pact before we came to the Underworld for our mate. We all have an equal share. I’m already half-mad from fending off the mating call. If I don’t get to fuck her in the next second, I won’t survive the frenzy.” 

He turned to me, and the crazed look driven by the mating fever in his ice-blue eyes receded a little. 

“Ayanna, may I have your permission to make you my mate?” he asked, holding his breath as if holding on to his life line. 

“It’s too late to say no at this point, isn’t it?” I chuckled lightly, once again surprised at my feminine wiles. 

Seduction was an art, but we didn’t need it. We were burning for each other. 

I pressed against Ash’s hard chest and wrapped my legs around his waist. He wore a new leather jacket and denim jeans that showed off his muscled chest and powerful legs. His silver hair was still damp. He had washed himself before coming to this room. 

He smelled of clean male, ice, and pine. I inhaled his scent, and he was pleased by my interest.  

“I’ve checked the cave and warded it,” Ash told Max. “Our tiger pet is guarding the exit, but I’d appreciate it if you took a turn playing sentry while I fuck our woman.”

Max looked like he wanted to punch Ash in the throat, his fists already forming. I wouldn’t ask him to leave, since I knew the last thing he wanted was to leave me. 

Before I asked him to stay, Ash beat me to it. “Ayanna’s safety is everything.” 

I was burning with lust for both of them, but I was wise not to side with either of them, unless I could side with both of them. 

Max gave Ash a furious, frustrated glare while he swiftly shrugged on a dark shirt and trousers from the stack of clothes provided by the Prophet, who had even gotten our sizes right. 

Had she had a vision of how the two males fucked me? 

I felt color creep into my cheeks. I hoped she hadn’t peeked too closely and too keenly. 

Ash leaned down toward my neck, the unmarked side, and traced his sensual mouth down from my earlobe. 

A moan escaped my lips. 

How could a mere neck have so many pleasure points? Ash’s lips, tongue, and teeth hit every single one. The fae prince was a very experienced lover. 

“Moan all you want, Blossom,” he said, his voice rich and sexy. “Later, I’ll make you scream my name when I bury my cock deep inside your tight pussy and fuck you like the whole world depends on it.”

That wicked promise set my blood on fire. 

I was in the grip of another mating frenzy.

The next moment, Ash stood completely naked before me. The fae prince not only had elemental ice and wind magic, he could also undress himself with a flick of his fingers. 

He was light-skinned, in stark contrast to Max’s bronze skin tone. Max had bulkier muscles, where Ash was a perfect statue carved out of white, hard ice.

My gaze dipped from his broad shoulders, cut chest, and six-pack stomach to his narrow hips. 

He pulled me closer, his rock-hard erection surging up against my bottom, sending a shiver over me. 

His hand cupped my full breast. I sucked in a breath and wiggled my ass, rubbing my bare pussy against his pubic hair, moistening it. 

“Your pussy is so wet for me,” he said huskily. “Was your pussy also this hot for the vampire?” 

“Yes,” I breathed out. 

Max had finished putting on his clothes. He stalked toward me, cupping my face and turning my cheek to him. I gazed at him with burning lust, too. 

“I want to fuck you again and again more than anything, doll,” he said, his eyes darkening with wicked lust, “but I need to guard you.” 

He kissed my lips hard, searing them, before he pulled away. 

“When we’re in a safer place, both of us will fuck you at the same time, Blossom,” Ash said with a sexy, sinful smile that made my poor heart stutter. 

“I can handle both of you.” I offered the same enticing challenge.  

“Four of us will fuck you, doll,” Max said with a chuckle, lust rolling off him like power. “Wait for the day.”

A river of fire twirled inside my heated channel. 

Max headed toward the wooden door, opened it, and closed it quietly behind him. 

Ash’s thumb rubbed my swollen clit, drawing me back to him. 

I arched my back at the sensation and pushed my heavy breasts toward his chest, rubbing against him. 

He spread my legs wider, his cock springing up and nudging against my entrance, its heat searing my skin. 

His manhood was long, massive, and slightly crooked. It was steel wrapped in silk, and it was mine. 

I swayed my hips to let the crown of his cock rub my pussy. 

“I need your cock to be inside me now, Ash,” I said, and it was both plea and demand. “I can wait no longer. I want every inch of it.”

“You’ll have every inch of my dick, mate,” he said roughly. “Everything I have is yours.” 

His mouth came down hard on me to devour, to possess, and to claim me. It knew no gentleness, even though I could see he wanted to show that side first. 

Fire burned in us both, and fierce hunger claimed us. 

In one swift move, his cock glided into my passage with ease, despite his impressive size, and buried deep in my aching center. 

I gasped at the intense pleasure, loving the delicious feeling of being filled and stretched. 

He stilled to savor the moment of our first joining. Then he moved slowly in me, relishing the wonderful feel of flesh wrapped inside flesh. 

“I have to go fast,” he said. “I have to fuck you hard. I can’t fight my primal male instincts.” He thrust so hard into me in the next few moments that pleasure blinded my vision. 

I snaked my arms around his neck and wrapped my legs around his waist, propelling myself forward to meet his every thrust. 

He maneuvered my hips at an angle to let me ride his massive shaft easily. 

Max, Elijah, and Ash all seemed to have excellent skills in the bedroom. I was less experienced, but I somehow had a natural sensuality to match their skill. 

He pumped into me faster and harder, my heavy breasts bouncing up and down at his forceful thrusts. His lust-filled gaze moved from my face to my breasts, then to our joined flesh, and back to my eyes again. 

The fae loved to see my reaction to his every stroke.  

A string of sultry moans escaped my throat as his thrusts blurred with blinding speed.  

This immortal male possessed such impressive strength and pure elemental energy. He was the Winter Prince, yet his ice burned hotter than fire. 

Ash called my name while fucking me brutally, his wild thrusts never slowing. 

I was about to come as he pushed me to the peak then brought me back only to push me up higher. An onslaught of pleasure buzzed on my skin. 

“Let me ride you,” I demanded. 

I wanted to be in control. 

Ash chuckled and slowed down his thrusts. 

I lifted my hips and started pushing forward, riding along his massive hard length. I felt every point of our joining and separating then joining again. 

As I rocked harder and faster on his marvelous cock, a low, animal sound vibrated from Ash’s chest. 

“My wolf wants to claim you right now,” Ash said in a half-snarl, “to mark you as ours for life.” 

I picked up speed, fucking him, riding his cock until my movements blurred. 

“Yes, babe. Fuck me just like that.” Ash groaned in pleasure.

And then he pounced.  

The fae warrior was an alpha male to the bones. He had to dominate, even without the mating fever driving him. He thrust into me with brutal force and strength, sending maddening pleasure all over my body.  

We took turns fucking each other, raw and hard, and then we weren’t just fucking anymore. His fae magic poured into me, ice and wind. He was offering me his essence, and I accepted him unconditionally.  

The ache in me was sated. 

A song of fire coursed in my veins, pleasure blasting in my bloodstream. I recognized the song as my mating gift to the males. I’d mated with three of them. One of them was absent, which sent another wave of sorrow to my chest. 

Merlin was the last one I had yet to meet and mate with. 

What did he look like? 

Was he as daring as Max, as possessive as Ash, or as hot and cold as Elijah? 

When Ash’s next thrust rammed into the depths of my molten core, a river of lava erupted in me. My pussy milked his cock so hard and so possessively that he roared in climax, thrusting through my orgasm and pumping his hot seed into me. 

The Queen of the Flame lashed out, marking Ash by imprinting a silver-gold mystic icon on his chest, right above his heart. 

Ash rasped, and his ice-blue eyes glinted in awe and joy. 

Lust didn’t fade but brightened like star fire. 

Ash pulled out of me, placed me on all fours on the edge of the bed, and thrust hard into me from behind with a true Winter Prince’s brutal force. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER 18

[image: image]


_____________

––––––––
[image: image]


The beasts’ howls never ceased. They kept ramming into the ward set by Ash and me. It’d been a stroke of luck that our magic had happened to mate and form the ward.  

The comfy cave provided a temporary shelter, but we decided not to linger, for fear the beasts’ bellows would bring the demon horde. 

We packed the supplies the Prophet’s people had provided for us and exited through the end of the cavern guarded by our vigilant tiger. 

The landscape changed again. The rocky terrain and dark forest disappeared, and an endless desert stretched ahead. 

Max had been pressing the magical compass on his wrist for a while, but the needles and arrows inside no longer moved. 

“Did the fucking druid hand us a defective compass?” he cursed. “I’m going to have a word with him when we get back.” 

“I think this is the null zone,” Octavia offered. “There are a lot of dead zones in the Underworld.” 

“Why didn’t Merlin think of that?” Ash grunted. “Some expert.” 

I gave our surroundings a quick sweep. “There’re two options—crossing the desert or going back to the forest.” 

I shuddered at the idea of facing the mutants again. Sebastian shook his head, but he didn’t shiver. 

“If we go south,” Octavia said, pointing in that direction, “we’ll reach Fiery. After we cross the land of fire, there will only be Tartarus, the land of torture, between us and the portal.” 

Ash and Max pondered for a second, traded a look, and reached a silent agreement. 

I glared at them. I understood they were used to communicating that way, but things had changed. I should be included in the picture and in every decision as their mate.

Under my simmering glare, Ash and Max gave me sheepish looks. 

“We can cross the desert, doll,” Max said, smiling his charming smile to disarm me.  

“What do you think, Blossom?” Ash asked, as if he was ready to hang on my every word. 

So, we stepped onto the hot sand of the desert. 

We journeyed on for a day and a night. There was nothing in sight except for endless gray sand under the gloomy sky. Worse, the mating fever followed us all the way, nagging us to fuck each other all the time, but at least it didn’t drive us to the brink of insanity, unlike before, since we’d mated and formed the bond. 

Sebastian was perplexed by the power of the mating fever, Octavia was amused and curious, and I didn’t want to talk about it at all. 

We spent the next half-day wading through a sand storm. 

There was no shelter. Fortunately, the sand storm was a small one. But still, the flying sand got in our hair, eyes, nostrils, and clothes. 

It blurred our vision, and for hours we couldn’t see anything but the twirling sand.  

“Will this fucking sand storm ever end?” Ash cursed before he suddenly tensed. 

“Demon patrol,” Max warned at the same time. 

“I didn’t see them,” Sebastian said, his eyes darting wildly. 

“Take cover,” Ash hissed. 

There was no cover, but we dived behind a small sand dune formed by the storm. 

The sound of flapping wings was just audible above the twirling tunnel of sand in the air. 

A few seconds later, three demons, two of them with gray wings and one with white wings, flew in the other direction. 

We stayed quiet, then the storm suddenly receded.  

In the distance, a dark green castle with barbed-wire walls stretched into the gray sky. 

Octavia sucked in a breath. 

“What is it?” Ash demanded. 

“Desert Belle,” Octavia said, hatred and fear dripping from her voice. “It’s one of the most infamous brothels run by the emperor’s butcher—Commander Azazel. He’s caged hundreds of women inside. Liz, Lydia’s sister, is among them. Lydia tried to get her sister out for years.” 

Lydia, my other brave courtesan friend, had fallen under the demon’s blade. She’d sacrificed to get me to freedom. Hard tears stung my eyes. 

“We have to make a detour,” Max said. “We can’t be discovered. According to the intel I collected when I first arrived, each of the demon’s castles and compounds has over a hundred sentinels. Who knows how many guards they have in this big one.” 

We slowly rose from behind the sand dune, but then I stood my ground. 

Cold clarity came over me, just like what had happened to me when I first stepped into the arena. And red rage burned through me.  

“No,” I declared. “We’re not leaving. We’re taking the castle.” 

“But Max just said there’re probably over a hundred demon guards inside,” Sebastian protested. “We can’t take the castle with only the five of us. We’ll be slaughtered.” 

Max and Ash didn’t offer an opinion. They just shared a look. 

“I won’t leave the girls in this horror house,” I said. “Lydia died for me, and her sister is inside.” 

Sebastian swallowed. “I’m not going to lose you and Octavia raiding a demon compound. We need to stick to our original plan—return to Atlantis and bring our army to fight the demons.” 

“What you said is logical, Bas,” I said. “But sometimes we can’t only listen to cold reasons. Sometimes we have to follow our hearts. If I hadn’t stumbled upon this place, I’d have continued on to the Upper Realm. But now that it’s right here in front of me, I can’t go on without doing something for the helpless and abused women. So, no, I won’t stand by and let them rot.” 

I turned to Ash and Max. “I have to do this. I understand if you aren’t with me. If—”

Ash sealed my lips with his thumb. As his digit brushed my lips, a tingling sensation traced on my skin, and longing twirled inside me like fresh flames. 

“There’s no if, Blossom,” Ash said. “We’ll take down the castle. It’s important to you.” 

“If this compound is in the belly of the Underworld, we won’t risk you,” Max said. “Even if we have to knock you out to keep you safe. But we’re close to the portal; we can afford a little delay. We need new supplies anyway.” 

I beamed at my mates. It was interesting that the Winter Prince, who was all hard ice, closely followed his emotions. Max, who should have been driven by his bloodlust more than anyone, was level-headed and pragmatic.  

Ash looked like he wanted to kiss me when I smiled at him like that, but this wasn’t the time and place, considering what that kiss would lead to. We’d been fighting hard to keep the mating fever at bay during the journey through the desert. 

Tears streamed down Octavia’s face, making dirty tracks through the sand on her cheeks. “The Queen of the Flame is the queen of compassion.”  

Ash shifted to a wolf to scout the castle. Killian wanted to follow the gray wolf, but I called him back. The tiger was excellent at pouncing on his prey, but he was not a good spy. 

When the fae prince returned, it was with first-hand intel. 

The castle’s only entrance was the spiked iron gate. Ten gray-winged guards were posted at the gate, four on the ground and six on the wall. Their air patrol team shifted duties every four hours. 

We formed a plan. 

The five of us moved toward the castle, Max at the front, his black wings spread wide. Killian trotted beside him. 

Ash, Octavia, and I were in the middle, our hands tied loosely behind us. Ash didn’t look like a fae prince. Our combined magic disguised him as a blond courtesan. Octavia didn’t need a disguise. 

I was still trying to get the hang of my magic, so I couldn’t cover an extra person with my glamour. Sebastian played the role of Max’s slave, helping to escort three new captives to Desert Belle. 

The guards let down the drawbridge as soon as they spotted Max’s black wings. In the entire Underworld, only Max and the emperor had obsidian wings. Max’s wings were shinier, larger, and more splendid. Evidently, he outranked Cain’s commanders. He’d be positioned above the demon emperor outside the Underworld. 

And no one knew that Max was also half-vampire. 

We crossed the drawbridge without incident and stepped through the iron gate. 

Max strode across the courtyard as if he owned it. No guards dared to question him or stop him, and we scurried behind him like frightened captives. The act was easy for Octavia and me, since we’d lived in fear our entire lives, but not for Ash. Instead of a meek courtesan, he looked like a proud peacock ready to try the sharpness of his beak on some demon. 

I sighed. No one was perfect. 

Our plan had worked so far. The demons were only looking for a silver-haired slave woman. Their emperor hadn’t realized that Max and Ash were my protectors and conspirators, so we had no need to fall into plan B: fighting our way in. 

Just as I was marveling that things had gone surprisingly smoothly, thanks to Max’s intimidating looks and manners, two red-winged sentinels rushed toward us from the entrance of a building.  

“What’s your business here, Archangel, if I may ask?” one of the sentinels asked. He had three stripes on his armor, which indicated he was a demon lieutenant. 

Max lashed out, backhanding him and sending him flying backward. The demon lieutenant collided with a column, and his wing hung limply behind him. That was how a Sváva showed his submissiveness to a higher-ranking officer.  

“How dare you question your superior?” Max snarled, his black wings turning steel-hard in menace.  

The demon lieutenant’s peer, who had red horns to match the color of his wings, swallowed his questions but stared hard at Ash, Octavia, and me, sizing us up. We were the easy ones to pick on. Some demons in the courtyard leered at us with lust, regarding us as new flesh and waiting for a chance to get their claws on us. 

Ash nearly snarled. 

“Lead the way to the dungeon where you put the other whores, soldier,” ordered Max, his frightening power permeating the air. “These three are prepared for Commander Azazel.”

The red-horned demon flinched at Max’s power and snapped to attention. 

“Yes, sir,” he said, turning away and leading us into the building. 

He dared not even ask Max’s name and rank. 

We entered the building. The air reeked of sex, fear, and desperation. I swallowed hard. It could have been me being locked in this castle if my father hadn’t come up with a plan to disguise me as a boy. 

Some women’s groans of pain reached my sensitive ears. 

My shoulders stiffened; nausea knotted my stomach. 

Not yet, Blossom, Ash said in my head. We need to get all the women out first. 

I nodded and told myself to stay put.  

Another red-winged guard flew toward us before we could follow the red-horned demon down the stairs toward the dungeon. 

“Sir, uh, I’m sorry,” the guard said to Max and bowed. “It’s not my idea. I’m a messenger, but Captain Travis said he wanted to see the new whores before you take them to their cages.” 

The red-horned demon’s eyes twitched, as he expected Max to lose his temper and strike down the dutiful messenger. 

Max stared hard at the messenger, his face rigid. Then he barked, “Lead the way. I want to see how this captain of yours operates here!” 

He decided not to make a scene and bring attention to us. So far, we’d passed at least fifty guards in the guard posts, the courtyard, and the building. 

We’d have to pick the best angle and timing to strike our enemies. 

We followed the guards, turning in the opposite direction and climbing the broad stone stairs until we reached a second-floor hall. 

An orgy was in full display in front of us. 

Several women were pinned to the ground, with demons fucking them from behind. Several more were pushed against the walls while the demons thrust into them. All of the women had bruises on their skin. 

On a vast, throne-like chair, a red-winged, red-haired demon yanked a naked woman’s hair with his sharp claws while she gave him a blow job, gagging and looking miserable. That demon must be Captain Travis.  

Icy rage coursed in my veins at the rape scene. I wanted to kill them. I wanted to kill all the demons now!

Not yet, Ayanna, Max warned. 

The demon captain turned to us, his lewd gaze locking on to me. 

Under my glamour, I had raven-black hair instead of silver braids.  

Ash balled his fists, and I could see claws protruding from his knuckles. His rage slammed into me. He was one hair away from shifting to his wolf and tearing the throat out of the demon captain. I gave him a look, and the fae prince pulled his shit together the next second. 

“I didn’t hear the news of an archangel’s arrival,” murmured Captain Travis.  

The two demon guards who had escorted us here shifted uneasily on their feet and sent their boss a subtle warning, but Travis was either too drunk or too arrogant to pay attention. 

Or maybe I held him spellbound, for his crimson eyes never left me, roving over my body. 

“This one has fire, unlike the others,” the demon drawled. I’d tried my best to appear timid, yet as a powerful demon, he could sense the defiance or magic in me. “I’ll find out soon how long she can keep her spirits high. Lord Elijah and his legion arrive in three days.” 

My pounding heart leapt into my throat at his mention of Elijah coming to this location. I’d been trying so hard to push the smoldering-hot archangel out of my mind, yet his image kept haunting me. 

Had he gone dark and turned into an archdemon? Would he come to hunt me? He’d once called me mate in the throes of passion. Had he missed me? Longing squeezed my chest, and conflicting emotions wheeled in my mind. 

The demon captain now talked to me directly. “After I fuck you, the entire emperor’s army will fuck you and the other dirty whores. That’s your sole purpose of existence.” 

Through my mating bond to my mates, I sensed the surging of ice storm and inferno in them at the same time. Yet they held back. 

Fear and despair flashed in the women’s eyes at the dire news of a new demon horde’s approach. I couldn’t even imagine what they’d been suffering. A few of them held my gaze, pity in their dreary eyes. 

My heart bled for them, yet my rage was greater.

“Come suck my cock, wench.” Travis grinned, showing his serrated demon fangs. “Show me what you got.” 

I didn’t move an inch, holding a blank mask in place. We must ride through the show, get the women out first, and then the motherfuckers would pay. 

“The two girls are off limits,” Max said icily. “They’re reserved for Commander Azazel. You can try to take them, but your head won’t be connected to your neck for too long.” He pointed at Ash. “However, you can have the dumb blonde.” 

Ash grinned at Travis, baring his teeth. 

Travis blinked and studied Ash with mild interest. 

“She’ll do,” the demon said. “This one is also fiery. The other whores here are like unresponsive corpses.” 

“Here’s the thing,” Max said. “The blonde likes to dance and tease before fucking. I’ll leave her to entertain you, Captain.” He turned to the red-horned guard. “Take these two whores to where they belong. I’ll supervise.” 

Ash glared at Max, promising violence later. 

“Dance now, little whore,” Travis ordered Ash while he dragged the woman’s head down to force her to take his veined demon cock deeper. 

The woman’s watery gaze found me, screaming for me to run, and my gaze promised, I’ll come back for you in a second, for all of you. I won’t leave you. 

We exited the orgy hall, descended the stairs, walked down a long hallway, made a few turns, and entered a massive open dungeon that hosted over twenty cage-like rooms lining all four walls. 

They were twenty or so women in each cage; each one of them had the slave brand on her left temple and bruises on her naked body.  

Looking at the women who were stripped of dignity and treated worse than animals, my eyes blazed with fire, and my throat burned with acid. 

Through our bond, I could feel icy rage slamming into me from Max. Sebastian sucked in a breath, anger and pity flowing in his brown eyes. Octavia gasped and fought back tears. 

All the women turned their attention to us. They regarded Octavia and me as the newest items. Some of them flashed us pitying looks, but most of them looked numb. Then their gazes fixed on Max, his jet-black wings, and the tiger, and terror and alarm oozed from their every pore. 

They must have had a taste of the butcher commander’s brutality and thought Max was the same, or worse. 

“The key,” Max ordered the guard harshly.  

There were three demon guards in the room. A gray-winged jailor pulled out a ring of keys and swiftly inserted a long key into the keyhole of a cage. 

You take care of the other two, Max, I said in his head. 

My hands sliding out of the loose bondage, I withdrew Dreamkiss from behind my back, hidden by my glamour, and thrust it into the jailor’s heart through his back. 

At the same time, Max cut down the two standing demon guards in a blur of movement. My vampire mate was damn fast. I’d have to train with him when we got to Atlantis. 

I sent Killian to guard the door. 

Octavia stepped over the demon’s corpse, turned the key, and opened a cage. 

The women inside gasped with wide eyes. 

Max had taken a key to open a third cage. He’d broken the key ring and distributed some keys to us to speed up the process of opening the rest of the cages. 

Octavia threw up a hand to stop the women from rushing to the cage. “Listen,” she said. “We’ll get you out, but you must be quiet and organized.” 

A short-haired brunette moved to the front of the next cage. “I’m Amber. We’ll follow your orders. We’ll be quiet and organized. Are you the queen who has finally come for us?” 

“No, I’m not her.” Octavia smiled at Amber, who seemed to have more life and spirit than the others. Maybe the hope of the queen coming for them had been sustaining her. “The one who slew the demon guard is the Queen of the Flame that the Prophet said would come. Queen Calamity has come for all of you, to shatter your chains.” 

I dropped my glamour, and my silver hair glowed in the dim dungeon. I’d let all of my fellow slaves see my true face and wear my identity proudly. 

“Form a line,” I said. “We’re getting you out through a secret passage.” 

Instead of forming lines, all the women in the cages dropped to their knees as one. 

“Our queen has come for us.” Some of them wept.  

“You don’t need to kneel to me, or to anyone,” I said. “You’ll never need to kneel again. Now rise and hurry up.” 

The women rose from their wobbly knees.  

“Find them clothes,” Max ordered. 

“Is someone called Liz here?” I asked, holding my breath. I hoped Lydia’s sister had survived. 

A redheaded woman stepped to the front of a cage. She looked a lot like Lydia. 

“I’m Liz, my queen,” she said. 

“Are you Lydia’s sister?” I asked. 

She nodded and looked at me hopefully. “Is my sister also with you, Queen Calamity?”

“Lydia died defending me. She was a worthy warrior and a friend,” I said, tears burning behind my eyelids. 

Sorrowful tears streamed down Liz’s soft, beautiful face. “Our ancestors must be so proud,” she said. “I want to join you and defend you, too, Queen Calamity.” 

The lines had all formed now. I was impressed at how organized and disciplined these women were. None of them rushed to fight their way out of the cages, which was remarkable, considering the kind of terror they’d endured. 

“Has anyone seen this symbol anywhere in this castle?” Octavia asked, brushing her dark hair aside to expose an inked tattoo of a thorned rose on the base of her neck. 

“We have,” Amber said. “I saw it in the public bath chamber one floor up.” 

“Good,” Octavia said. “That’s the hidden door to a tunnel, our way out.” 

All the cages were opened, and the women filed out quietly, one by one. 

I clasped hands with Octavia. “Take care of them.”

“We can all get out that way, my queen,” Octavia said, looking concerned. She didn’t want to part with me. I was still her mission and charge, even though I hadn’t gone along with her plan to greet the Prophet. 

I shook my head. “The demons will hunt them down, and I won’t allow that to happen. Besides, one of my mates is still in that hall.”

Anxiety churned in me as I thought of Ash alone amid dozens of demon sentinels. 

The fae knows how to handle himself, doll, Max said in my head, sensing my worries. But we’ll go to him now. 

“Go, lead them,” I told Octavia. 

Max assigned Sebastian to assist Octavia and help the women. My brother was torn between defending me and his new love interest. 

“I’ll see you soon, Bas,” I assured him, and he patted the crown of my head before rushing to help the women. 

Max and I called the tiger to us as we headed upstairs to join Ash.
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Fury still coursed inside me as Max, Killian, and I raced upstairs toward Ash. We cut down every demon in our path. 

Ash’s roar reached us, accompanied by the demons’ curses and shrieks of pain. 

Shit! Things had gone down in the orgy room, and my fae mate had started the fight without us. Fear clenched my heart. He was alone against dozens of them. 

Max and I zoomed toward the room at top speed, and Killian bellowed complaints far behind us. 

Our angelblades drawn, Max and I charged into the hall. 

Brandishing his broad angelblade, Ash spun like the wild wind, surrounded by hordes of demons. The demon captain was now headless on his chair—the work of my fae mate. 

Ash’s ice and wind sent several demons flying back, but they regrouped and charged him. 

The naked women pressed themselves against the wall, fear and hatred burning in their eyes. Untrained and weaponless, they couldn’t fight back. While the rest of the demons besieged Ash, two demons were still raping the women. 

Max tore through the wall of demons to reach Ash, and I dashed toward the demon who kept thrusting into a pale-eyed woman. He wore armor, and only his ass was exposed. Without much choice, I slammed my palm onto his ass. 

I hoped Max and Ash wouldn’t see this. They wouldn’t want me to touch any male’s ass except theirs, even under extreme circumstances. 

But I wanted the demon to taste the wrath of my death touch. 

I wanted the women to see that one of their torturers, oppressors, and rapists was punished and suffered an agonizing death. 

The demon trembled, a scream tearing out of his throat. I kicked him away from his victim. The demon thrashed violently on the floor. He never stopped screaming as his skin turned gray and broke like a clay pot. 

His pal stopped raping a petite girl with freckles on her nose and stared at the writhing demon at my feet. 

“What the fuck?” he shouted. 

I moved like a blur and buried Dreamkiss into his side and twisted up. 

He hadn’t seen that coming. He had thought I was just one more human whore. 

“What kind of freak are you?” he cursed. 

“One of a kind,” I said, shoving my hand toward his face, planning for him to die the same excruciatingly painful death. 

The petite girl pulled a dagger from her rapist’s scabbard, which was strapped to his thigh, and stabbed it into his stomach with all of her strength. 

“Nice work,” I said to the girl before turning to smirk viciously at demon, who fell to my feet. His hand clawed at his eyes, where two trails of smoke swirled out. “How do you like my death kiss, asshole?” 

Tears streamed down the petite girl’s youthful face. “The queen, our queen,” she whispered, staring at me. 

Now all the women looked at me with hope in their eyes. 

“Go,” I ordered them softly, my silver hair glowing. “Go to the dungeon level. Amber and Octavia will get you out.” 

“I can help you fight,” the petite girl said. 

“You’ll live to fight another day,” I said. “Now, go.” 

She nodded and ran out of the hall with the other women while looking back at me over her shoulder. 

Two demons came at me, one from each side. 

I twirled my blade, ducking and lunging and attacking. I had learned a few fighting tricks from both Ash and Max. Dreamkiss was the extension of my will, my red lightning flashing across the blade and lighting the crimson runes on it. 

I dodged under the arm of the first demon, then straightened and swung my blade in an arch, disconnecting his head from his neck. 

The other demon widened his eyes. “You’re the arrogant gladiator slave who escaped from the arena,” he accused. “You even dared to disguise yourself as a boy!” 

“Yeah, big news,” I drawled and curved Dreamkiss toward his neck. I had a penchant for beheading, and Dreamkiss loved the act even more than I did. 

“Guard our mate!” Ash roared. 

Max and Ash had connected and broken the demons’ rank, and now they fought toward me. 

Just then, reinforcements swarmed into the hall, led by a red-winged Sváva who had an insignia of five bars on his uniform armor, which meant he was higher-ranking than the headless captain but a level lower than the emperor’s commanders. He was probably a major, then. 

“Well, well,” the demon major said with a sadistic smile. “In the broad Underworld, where you could go anywhere, you had to come to my castle. Today’s my lucky day and I’ll capture the notorious female slave.” 

I charged toward them, crimson runes burning brightly on the edge of my blade. “You probably think you’re charming. Most demons do.” 

The demon major widened his eyes at the sight of Dreamkiss. 

“Only an archangel can wield a crimson angelblade,” he hissed. “Who are you exactly?” 

I had seen Max and Elijah brandish angelblades like mine. They were from the same archangel bloodline. And I was the great-granddaughter of Atlas, once the most powerful being in the universe, so it shouldn’t be a surprise that I could command a powerful weapon made by my fourth mate, a formidable demigod druid. 

But none of the demons knew about my true heritage, not even their emperor.

“Capture the girl! She’s the emperor’s prize. I need her alive. And kill the rest of her conspirators,” the major barked. 

“But the lord—” A demon pointed at Max. 

“He’s no lord.” The demon major spat. “He’s a rogue archangel. He might be powerful, but we have the numbers.” 

The demon horde rushed me. If they caught me and presented me to their emperor, the reward would be beyond their wildest dreams. 

Max cut in front of me in a defensive stance. The demons would have to get through him to get to me. 

“You’ll never touch her, demons,” Max said. 

The demons feared Max. They’d seen how the archangel’s power rolled off him, but they’d fight him on the major’s orders. Fallen demon or not, the Sváva was part of a warrior race. 

With a thunderous roar, Ash cut a path toward me, his blade hacking at any obstacle in front of him and leaving a trail of bodies and feathers behind. He reached my back and guarded my rear. 

Our backs against each other, we lunged, withdrew, and charged again as the demon horde surged toward us in waves. 

Our angelblades clanged against theirs, the sharp sound of steel on steel ricocheting off the walls of the hall. 

Max fought like a firestorm descending from the heavens, and Ash battled like a storm wind from a glacier. Bodies fell around us, yet the demons kept coming, lunging, and fighting.

My mates kept most of the red-winged demons for themselves and let me handle the lesser gray-winged or white-winged guards.  

My overprotective mates.

It wasn’t like I didn’t appreciate their effort, but I’d like them to treat me as an equal. Hadn’t they expressed just that when we were in the middle of mating?  

To prove a point, I sought out more skilled demons, which ended with a demon’s angelblade cutting into my side. 

I ignored the burning agony exploding in me and aimed Dreamkiss toward the one who wounded me. I scored. 

I kicked his corpse away from me. 

Sebastian and Killian roared, coming to aide us. Even so, we were still woefully outnumbered. 

The stench of sulfur and death permeated the air, making me gag. 

“Cover me,” I shouted at Max and Ash, and Max spread his wings to shield me, despite a demon’s blade impaling his left wing. 

I threw up my hands, and red lightning blasted out in waves, slamming into the demon horde and electrocuting whoever it hit.  

My magic was still erratic, but I got a lucky break again. 

The hall rumbled and shook. The demons’ gray, red, and white feathers fell from the air. 

“Red plague!” the demon major shouted in shock. 

Then the coward spread his wings and flew out of a high window shattered by my red wave. 

“We can’t let him get away,” I cried out. 

A flock of demons frantically took flight through the entrance, the exit, and the windows and zoomed away into the high sky. 

“We can’t get them all, doll. There are too many,” Max said, but he chased them out the window.  

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER 20

[image: image]


_____________

––––––––
[image: image]


The battle ended, and I wasn’t exactly happy that so many demons got away. I’d wanted to slay them all. 

The women, all freed and dressed, gathered in the hall, staring down at the heaps of demon corpses. The floor was slippery with their black blood. Max, Ash, and I had demon blood all over us, and our own blood. Killian ignored everyone, since he was busy eating a horned demon. 

Max led us down to the open courtyard to get a breath of slightly less foul air. 

Amber and Liz turned out to be healers and insisted on taking care of me. I was on the brink of exhaustion, so I couldn’t be of use healing myself or others right now. A few women offered to help clean my mates’ wounds, but Ash and Max waved them away. They could regenerate fast, like me. 

“What do you want me to do with this castle?” I asked the women. “It’s yours now.” 

But I knew that the demons would return. Hadn’t the demon captain mentioned that Elijah and his legion would arrive in three days? 

“Burn it,” Liz said. “Burn it all to the ground.” 

“Burn it!” the petite girl agreed as she brought a pitcher of water for me and my mates. 

“Burn it to hell!” the women shouted. 

“And we’ll follow you anywhere, our queen,” Amber said.  

It wouldn’t be practical for all of them to follow me to the Upper Realm. Our small group had to reach the portal before the demon legion came. But it wasn’t in my heart to leave them behind. I’d have to discuss the logistics later with my mates when we had more energy. 

We’d have to vote. 

The women dropped to their knees at Amber’s mention of “our queen,” despite the ground being tainted with demon blood. 

“Girls,” I said. “What did I say about never kneeling again?” 

Some of them laughed and some wept. 

“We kneel only to Queen Calamity,” Amber said, and many shouted their agreement.  

I sighed. It seemed I was stuck with the title of queen. 

“Please rise,” I said. “Get going. I need you to take out some supplies, all that we can carry, before we burn this place down.” 

The women cheered. Octavia and Amber effortlessly stepped into their roles and led the woman in carrying out their tasks. 

When we had all the supplies we needed—medicine, food, and all the angelblades we took from the demons—we carried them across the drawbridge. 

The women had poured gas all over the castle. They retreated to a safe distance, and only my mates and I remained on the bridge. 

I turned to look at the women on the desert sand, and they raised their fists, tears streaming down their faces. They’d held on long enough, and now they’d see Desert Belle burn. 

I returned my gaze to the castle and threw up my hands. Red lightning from the dregs of my magical well streaked across the air and ignited the fuel. 

A vast wall of flame erupted from the stone castle and shot into the overcast sky. 

Max, Ash, and I zoomed from the bridge toward the desert like three flashes. A moment later, the castle exploded, a sheet of flame engulfing the entire demon fort. 

“You’ve done a good thing for all of them,” Max said. “You made a statement in the Underworld and sent a message by burning down a demon fortress. You’re an immortal queen in your blood, my Ayanna.”

“Every fucking brick and stone was soaked with innocent girls’ tears and blood for centuries,” I said. “This is only the beginning of the fall of the Underworld.” 

“We need to get our mate to Atlantis as soon as possible,” Ash said, watching the fire redden half of the sky. “We can no longer delay.” 

I bit my lip. “The demon captain said Elijah would lead a legion to hunt us.” 

“Elijah is a cold, calculating bastard,” Max said, his fingers holding my chin as he peered into my blazing eyes. “He never does anything without a reason. But whatever he does, he’ll never hurt his own mate.” 

What if the Underworld had affected him? It had turned all of the fallen angels into hideous demons. Would that be his fate, too? Ice formed in my bloodstream. I didn’t voice my fear to Max and Ash, afraid that if I did, the nightmare would become reality. 

“What then?” I asked defiantly, my aching heart cracking a little. “We leave him behind?” 

“He’ll catch up with us,” Ash said. “Worry about nothing, Blossom. We got this.” 

Max and Ash had once sworn that they’d get me home even if they didn’t get out of this hell, but I made my own vow: I wouldn’t leave any of them behind. 

I tore my gaze from the raging fire to my mates. Adoration, protection, and passion blazed in their eyes. I reached out to grasp each of their large, powerful hands. 

“I’ve got you,” I said. “Thank you for coming for me.”

The mating fire between us ignited the air, and their male scents wrapped around me, singing in my veins. 

Our mating bond flared, strengthening. 

Ash’s and Max’s eyes brightened like starlight, their raw, primal need for me crashing through me, echoing mine. 

When lust rampaged through me, hotter than the flames burning the sky, I wondered if I could survive this mating fever. Standing on the desert sand, I squeezed my thighs together, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to douse the fire.  
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Dear reader, 

Thank you for reading this book. A lot of you want more stories in the First Witch universe, so now you have Of Shadows and Fire series. For those who haven’t read the Dragonian’s Witch yet, I’d love for you to turn the page and check out the excerpt. 
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The Dragonian’s Witch
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He abducts me to find his fated mate, unaware that I am she.

I am Freyja, the First Witch. I was born with a cruel curse: anyone I touch with my bare skin will die an agonizing death. That is, until a formidable, drop-dead gorgeous Dragonian prince invades my forest home.

The prince’s lust burns hot and bright for me, yet he resists, wanting his destined witch more. The oracle promises the witch will be his true queen and bring him the greatest kingdom on Earth. Knowing he’s the only man who can touch me, I crave his scorching caress. But I’ve sworn never to reveal that I am the witch. Not until he chooses me above her.

When the mating frenzy drives both of us to the brink of insanity, someone has to give, but it won’t be me.

––––––––
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




SNEAK PEEK: THE DRAGONIAN’S WITCH



[image: image]


I wore the fine travel clothes Merlin gave me, the cloak covering half of my face, and gloves tight on my hands. If I toned down the aggressive grace I carried, I could pass as a regular human. Ares, however, was a completely different case.

It didn’t matter that he didn’t put on his sculpted armor, his size and powerful build already made him stand out, and the natural menace and raw energy rolling off him and saturating the air made it even worse. He looked handsome in his faded trousers, white shirt, and long trench coat.

His face was always feral and serious if not lustful. He never bothered to mellow it. But I doubted he could succeed if he tried. Even his smile left a predatory imprint.  

No wonder the crowd gave him a wide berth, instinctively sensing a ravenous lion among the sheep.  

“You’re like a lighted beacon,” I said. “You should just let Einarr go with me instead of drawing all the attention.”

“Complaining again, Freyja?” he asked, scowling at whoever glanced in our direction, and the humans averted their gazes hastily.

“See, no problem here,” he said. “No one’s bothering us.”

We passed one shop after another. The crowd thinned. Ares became impatient, which showed he was definitely not the type to go shopping with his female companions.

“What’s wrong with those shops?” he asked.

“I don’t like their styles,” I said.

“They look fine,” he said. “We don’t have the whole day to fool around. If you don’t pick one in the next three minutes, I’ll drag you into a shop to get what you want and get out of here. I don’t give a rat’s ass about styles.”

“Because you have no style,” I said.  

I soon spotted a quiet alley, which led to another busier market. It was odd that no one walked through this passage to the other end, as if it spelled more than just danger. We were strangers in this city, so we couldn’t know a cursed, forbidden place, and I wouldn’t care much. Danger could kick Ares’ ass, and I would walk away.

I strode into the alley. 

“I knew this would happen,” I said. “You should have let Lucas come with me so you don’t need to keep nagging me on everything I do. Lucas is the opposite of you. He’s very amiable and pleasant to be around.”

“Since you mentioned the shifter,” Ares said acidly, “try not to mislead him.”

I blinked. “What? Mislead Lucas? How would I do that?”

“You tell me. I’ve been watching you two. You’re giving him the wrong ideas.”

“What kind of wrong ideas?” I asked, anger and curiosity both rising in me.

“You’re flirting with him every chance you get. If I didn’t tell him to back off, he’d have taken you as his mate, and that’ll be disastrous for all of us.”

“How will it be disastrous?” I asked in outrage. “And who is everyone? What’s the big deal with Lucas taking me as his future mate?”

I knew the mating thing would never happen between Lucas and me. Even if I wanted him, he would never be able to touch me and live. I just wanted to drive Ares mad. The humiliation from our encounter at Merlin’s cabin still clung to my heart and I wanted him to feel the same pain I was feeling.

“Because you can’t be his mate!”

“Why not? Who dictates that? Lucas and I are both adults and available. Whether, when, or where I fuck Lucas is no one’s business.”

“You want to fuck Lucas?” he asked incredulously and viciously. 

I glared at him defiantly. “There’s nothing you can do about it.”

Red sparks glittered in his golden eyes. In his jealous rage, Ares lunged and grabbed my shoulders, shaking me hard. “You’ll not fuck anyone on my watch!”

He wouldn’t have me, yet he didn’t want anyone else to have me. This was the most selfish asshole I’d ever met!

I hissed. “Try me. I’ll fuck whoever I want.”

He roared in fury. “I’ve suffered enough of your attitude. I’m the future ruler of the great Dragonian race. No one has showed me such contempt, except you. But I won’t suffer yours either.”

He spun me around and almost slammed me to the stone wall. In a second, he had both of my wrists in his large hand and pinned them up over my head.

I didn’t struggle. I knew a predator always preferred a squirming prey.

Besides, I was curious to know what he was going to do to me next.

His hard body pressed against my back.

He threw down my hood and breathed into my hair; his strong aroused male scent enveloped me like a midnight net. I had no intention of escaping from it.

We both panted hard.

Even in his anger, he didn’t know how to punish me. His mouth lowered to the hollow of my shoulder blade and his lips assaulted my skin.

And just like that, my body was on fire. My eyelids lowered from the intense rush of lust. A moan of pleasure fled my parted lips. I arched my neck to the side to let him have a full access.

He didn’t waste it. His hot lips traced up along the column of my neck, the tip of his tongue hitting my every sensual spot. He branded his kisses on my skin with such hunger and passion that I believed I would combust.

I begged for more.

His erection prodded the curve of my ass, his heat, enticing and distracting, searing my skin through my pants. Gasping, I swayed my hips and propelled backwards to rub his groin.

My shame and anger became a distant memory and lust gripped me mercilessly.

Ares groaned and thrust his hardness toward me and grinded on me. I wanted his cock to be inside me. I desperately wanted it driving deep inside me to expel the twenty-two-years of empty ache.

Ares moved his hand to my front and slithered up my clothes, cupping my full breast and squeezing it hard. I threw my head back and leaned against his shoulder.

His lips wrapped around my earlobe and his teeth nipped it.

“What am I going to do with you?” he said hoarsely. “You set me on fire every second of the day like no other. The very sight of you tortures me. You constantly challenge my destiny. If I give up now, I’ll lose everything. I’ve never wanted anyone as I want you. I wonder if I’ll even feel this way for the First Witch when I finally meet her. Freyja, you’ve stolen something from me and I can’t get it back.”

“Then take something from me,” I whispered. “Take me. Just don’t think of the future for now. Moments are all we can have.”

His rough hand yanked my pants down to my knees.

We were in the alley; anyone could walk in on us, but I didn’t care. My body wanted him more than anything. It didn’t want to be denied again.

Ares let go of my wrists. He tweaked my nipple between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand; his other hand stroked my sex. I was wet and ready. I was at the peak of the liquid fire.

A deep, rumbling sound vibrated from his chest. His hand left my breast and pulled out his cock. Its silky, hot, and hard crown rubbed against the curve of my ass, then between my thighs. I could feel the moisture on the slit of his shaft. 

I lifted a leg and pushed my hips backward toward him to let him enter me from either behind or sideways.

A hot steel rod nudged at my entrance.

I purred, swaying my ass impatiently. I wanted his cock now.

No more foreplay. I needed him inside me. His touch was the fire of drugs that had turned me into a junkie. I urgently needed to release the storm of sexual energy in me.

Ares stilled behind me.

“Just fuck me, Ares,” I hissed. “What are you waiting for?”

That only got him to pull away from me. His ragged breath told me how torn he was.

“I want to bury my cock deep inside you more than anything,” he said. “I want to fuck you like there’s no tomorrow. I want to make you mine.” He let out a string of cusses. “But I can’t do it.”

“You can’t?” I said roughly. “You’re as horny as I am. You’re rock hard.”

“I won’t,” he said. “I must be faithful to the First Witch.”

“You’ve already touched me. Your cock was inside me the other night. It felt good, didn’t it? So what’s the big deal? Just finish what we started. I’ve told you I wouldn’t say a thing. No one ever needs to know. Let’s just fuck this once and get it out of our system.”

With a growl, he aimed his cock between my folds again. Then with a long, explosive thrust, he drove deep inside me to the hilt. I cried in pain and extreme pleasure.

Liquid fire erupted from between my thighs and spread, lighting my every cell like wildfire.

I moaned and he groaned in intense pleasure. He drove hard and fast inside me, and I moved my hips back to meet his every powerful, delicious thrust.

Ares pinned my hips to stop my moving.

“If I finish this,” he said painfully, “I’ll fail her. You’re the fire in my blood. You called out the primal male need in me, but you aren’t her. This will be the last time I’ll ever touch you.”

He drew out of me.

The fire in me screamed, and an empty ache struck me like hail. I almost told him who I truly was to get him back inside me. I needed him to finish it. But I didn’t whisper a word. Even if I told him now that I was the witch, he wouldn’t believe me. He’d only disparage me for being willing to say and do anything to be screwed. He would brand me as an imposter and a liar before walking away.

“Damn you to the seventh hell, Darken!” I cursed, pulling my pants back up. I wheeled toward him in a blinding rage and kicked him in the calf, but to no avail. It was as if my foot rammed into hard marble. I snarled. If I had an angelic blade, I would have rammed it into his fucking heart.

The unquenchable, lustful fire kept burning in me, and there was no channel for it to vent out of. 

Ares seemed no better. Agony, lust, and half-insanity brimmed in his now blood-shot eyes, yet his will and reason still won.

“Damn myself to the seventh hell,” he agreed and pulled further away from me. “Let’s get the things you need and get out of here.”

We kept our silence. I stormed toward the end of the alley, and he stayed a step or two behind me. I was sizzling. Ares looked like he wanted to destroy the world when I looked over my shoulder. I glared at him and gestured for him to keep the fuck up. I didn’t care for his self-inflicted and much-deserved torment, though I would pity anyone appearing in front of us now.

When we both exited, a vendor who was selling an assortment of weapons looked at us, face paling, as if seeing ghosts. I glanced at his booth and didn’t spot any angelic swords. They were extremely hard to get anyway and only valuable when fighting an Angel. There hadn’t been reports of Angel sightings for decades.

A few blocks away, I found the shop that fit my needs.

It was the largest, busiest clothing store in the area. Rows of hats were at the front, women’s tops and pants and dresses followed, and scarves and undergarments were all the way in the back.

I strolled in, grabbed two long dresses and a hat, and headed upstairs.

“Get what you need,” Ares advised. “I’ll pay, and then we go. We’ve been out for too long.”

“Whose fault was it?” I hissed.

“Fine,” he grated. “Take all the time you need.”

“I’ll get five pairs of boots,” I announced. “They wear out too quickly.”

“We’re mostly flying,” he said.

“Are you being cheap?” I demanded.

“What?” He widened his eyes and frowned at me. “I have all the gold in the world. I’m one of the richest men alive. You can have tens of thousands of boots after we find the witch. I’m just being practical while we’re on the road.”

“Will you let me have new boots or not?” I asked. “I don’t want to meet the First Witch with my toes sticking out of the holes in my shoes. It will reflect very badly on you.”

He sighed and followed me upstairs. I heard him murmuring quietly behind me, “—the first female who drives me mad ... the thorn on my side ... I pray to Earth Goddess that the witch will be—”

“—the opposite of me,” I finished for him. And good luck with that, I snickered. “You don’t need to follow me. You can wait at the cashier and be ready to pay her. I’ll come to you after I try all the dresses and the boots on the second floor.”

“Like hell I’ll let you out of my sight,” he said.

While I selected the boots—I was picky—he never took his eyes off me. At one point, I caught him watching me with dark fascination. Now he was fascinated. What about moments ago at the alley? I was still frustrated and fuming beyond words, and his proximity still affected me.

Even though there were so many other shoppers around, all I felt was his potent presence and the charged electricity between us.

Soon I found I wasn’t the only one affected by his sexual energy. Women gazed up at him in heated appreciation. A few of them placed themselves between us and swayed their hips, talking and giggling loudly to get his attention.

I picked up two pairs of boots then nodded toward the third, fourth, and fifth on the shelves. “Do you mind, Ares?” I asked. “My hands are full.”

Ares blew out a long-suffering sigh, then snatched a pair of crimson hunter boots, “Aren’t they too bright?” he asked as he trailed after me toward the fitting room.

Must he criticize everything I did? “I like red,” I said in a clipped tone.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll get two shop girls to assist you. I’ll pay them extra.”

Then a velvet, sexy, and cultured feminine voice reached us. “We aren’t in Babylon now, are we? And this shop has its own charm.”

A stunning blonde glided toward us, escorted by her companions and servants. She was obviously a lady of noble birth in a poor disguise.

She didn’t spare me a look, but stopped right before Ares, eyes widening in a delightful surprise. “Oh, hello,” she greeted him, her voice musical.

“Hello, my lady,” Ares said with a soft, silky voice that he had never used on me. With me, his voice was always hard, hoarse, or very much annoyed. With me, he was not a delight for even a nanosecond but full of negative charge.

He stepped aside and gestured, politely giving the lady the rights of path. He’d never treated me with such respect. Most of the time he was yelling at me, “Freyja, stop it. Freyja, don’t screw it up!”

The noblewoman didn’t pass by. She tilted up her elegant head to gaze at Ares with a scorching heat. She was tall and slender, but he was taller at seven feet.

Ares was enormous and powerfully built, but she seemed more taken by his feral, handsome face. Following her line of sight, I reevaluated his features and mostly focused on his sensual lips and his bedroom eyes. When his eyes and mouth weren’t hard, they made him seem even more handsome than he already was.

The other female shoppers stopped talking and glared at the noblewoman. She outshone them all. A noble like her could afford the best tailors in town. Perhaps she simply wanted to walk on the wild side.

The half-blood prince could be any woman’s wildest ride if she could rein him.

A faint spark of jealousy tugged at my heart when I noticed Ares’ eyes shining at her. 

A smile tugged at his lips as he darted a glance at me. Ares wanted to see how I reacted.

The jealousy left me.

I was wild. I was free. And I saw a better way out of my slavery to the Dragonian prince.

I flashed him a meaningful smile, and he frowned at me.

The duo of nobles started introducing themselves and engaged in effortless, pleasant conversation. She called herself Agatha, and Ares called himself Aston. I snickered.

Ares asked Agatha where she came from and if she had any news from the south. He’d left Atlantis for a few months now, and in this part of the continent, we didn’t get updated intel quickly.

I loitered around and listened carefully. She had a lot of information about the south.

“Freyja,” Ares ordered, “go try the boots. The day is short.”

Agatha looked pleased at the prince dismissing me.

I shrugged and strode toward the entrance to a row of fitting rooms.

When I looked over my shoulder to see if Ares was keeping an eye on me, I saw he was, even as he cozied up to the woman.

I checked out the fitting room area. Just as I hoped, there was a narrow staircase leading downstairs. I would have to decide soon if I really wanted to flee. 

I calmed my racing heart, stepped into a fitting room, and quickly put on the new dress. Its silkiness caressed my skin. I looked at my reflection in the mirror. The green dress went well with my dark emerald eyes, pale skin, and lush, flaming hair. And more, it pushed up my half-exposed breasts to the maximum effect.

An urge to let Ares see me in a dress was so strong that I glided out. I could walk like water flowing and breeze passing as well.

His eyes, which had never left the entrance, brightened to a molten gold at the new me. His interest in Agatha waned as he looked me over.

“How do I look, Lord Aston?” I purred.

“Passable,” the prince said.

Agatha stared at me, as if she had just seen me, but she didn’t seem pleased to see me.

“Pick something practical,” Ares said. “If you want fancy dresses, there are plenty of places I can take you to after we get to our destination.”

“Where’s your destination, Lord Aston,” Agatha asked, “if you don’t mind me being curious? We might be heading the same direction.”

“I’m gonna try the boots,” I said. “Would you be a dear and fetch me a few practical clothing to your standard downstairs, Lord Aston?”

He growled. He definitely didn’t know how to take an order. He checked himself when he realized the pretty women were watching him, and he turned his snarl into an awkward grin.

“The shop girls can do that for you,” he said, about to clap his hands to summon the girls.

Agatha laid her long fingers on his massive arm. “I’ll help, Lord Aston. It’d be a pleasure. The shop girls seem to be somewhere else. They’re having a crazy sales day.”

As a fine opportunist, she wanted to get him away from me and work on him. I’d play along, but not because I was in an altruistic mood. This presented the perfect opening for me to make a graceful exit and part with the prince on relatively good term.

He wanted the First Witch, and I would give him one.

A sudden searing pain surged through me and rammed into my heart. My body rebelled at the idea of me leaving Ares. For a second, I was shocked at its fierce objection and its independence of my reason.

My superior will was trapped in a base body that only wanted to gratify its carnal needs.

Ares nodded in agreement at the noblewoman and sent me a warning look—it would be the last annoyed look he would ever cast my way—and headed downstairs reluctantly.
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