
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Fallen University

      Year Two

    

    




      
        Callie Rose

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2019 by Callie Rose

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        For updates on my upcoming releases and promotions, sign up for my reader newsletter! I promise not to bite (or spam you).

      

        

      
        CALLIE ROSE NEWSLETTER

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Backmatter

      

      
        Thank You For Reading

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.

      …or, you know, a remote mountain range between Russia and Mongolia.

      Hannah scrunched close to me as we sat on my bed, staring out of the window at the dark landscape beyond. It was definitely not Mönkh Saridag.

      We’d been here all night, keeping a strange, silent vigil. We had talked a little, but not much. Enough for her to know that Owen was responsible for transporting us here. And that he was dead. Nothing else seemed important right now; at least not until we knew whether or not we could ever get back home.

      “We aren’t sure this is the underworld though,” Hannah said after a long, bleak silence. There was a hopeful, almost desperate lilt to her voice. “Maybe the school just fell through a collapsed cave or something. We’re probably still on earth, right?”

      I didn’t want to point out that a collapse like that would have felt like the worst earthquake ever, or that this transportation had been completely seamless. The tone of her voice suggested she already knew those things but just wasn’t ready to face them yet.

      “I guess we’ll find out soon,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and even. “If a sun even rises out there.”

      My window had shown me nothing but pitch black throughout most of the night. Now, in what seemed to be the early hours of dawn, an eye-shaped swath of black in the distance was turning gray. Hannah blinked and rubbed her eyes, craning her head forward slightly. I did the same. We’d been up all night; it was entirely possible we were both hallucinating.

      But we weren’t. As the light outside got brighter, it also got way more red. Super red. Not like the old sci-fi interpretations of Mars—more like the angry, dull burn of a dying star. Shadows began to take shape in the deep darkness outside, and I could finally interpret what I was looking at. We were in a cave, or something similar. Shit, maybe whatever spell Owen had used to transport us here had gutted a mountain. There were certainly plenty of those to choose from, at least, on earth. I had to imagine the underworld was the same.

      The red light streaming through the eye-shaped hole in the distance illuminated the landscape inside the cave. It truly was a cave, but it was so massive it almost didn’t feel like one. It was so wide and tall that I couldn’t even make out all the walls, except for the one with the hole in it. And the terrain around us was… well…

      “Oh, God,” Hannah whispered.

      “Yeah, I don’t think he can hear you from all the way down here,” I muttered, not taking my gaze off the sight outside.

      Massive slags of black slate rose like jagged teeth across the blood-red horizon. Bubbling black bogs spread across the land in front of us.

      “I saw an image of an aneurysm once,” I said quietly. “Back in college. A big black splat with snaking arms. It looked like death. It looked just like those.”

      She shuddered beside me, reaching out with a trembling hand to point into the distance. “Are those trees?”

      They looked more like bones, leafless and gnarled. Great white fingers pierced the ground, reaching up for the sky as if they wanted to claw the blood from the clotted clouds.

      “I hope so,” I said. “If they’re not, I don’t want to know what they are.”

      She was silent for a long moment, but I could practically hear her thinking, her brain whirring as she tried to figure out how to fix this. I hadn’t known Hannah long, but we’d gotten to know each other very well, very fast because of the intense circumstances of our meeting. Being turned into demons together will do that to people.

      Finally, she turned to me, her amber eyes shining. “Do you think Toland knows how we got here?”

      I shook my head. “I’m not even sure how we got here. And I never got a chance to tell Toland anything before we were sent to our rooms yesterday.”

      The school had been placed on lockdown as soon as the admins and staff had realized where we were. We had all been sent to our rooms and told to remain there until morning, when we’d have an assembly to address this new development.

      A knock sounded on the door. Confused, I glanced up at the clock on the wall and was surprised to see that it read 8:50. Dawn had just broken, but I guessed time worked differently here.

      “Come in,” I called.

      Jayce and Kingston entered the room, which didn’t surprise me one bit. I’d known who it was even before I saw them; I could sense each man like I was a radar attuned to their energy, just as I could sense my other two bonded mates. Kai was lurking down the hall somewhere, close by but also a bit removed as usual. Xero was more difficult to feel. His particular vibe had been obscured for me since the moment we’d come to this place.

      I narrowed my eyes as I looked the two men over. Jayce’s blond hair was a mess, and his cobalt eyes were bloodshot and dull. His posture, usually so relaxed, was tense.

      “You look like hell,” I said.

      “Thanks, you too.” He paused for a moment, then his eyes widened. “I didn’t mean that…”

      “I know.” I waved his half-formed apology away with a smile. “Don’t worry about it. We’re all a little fucked up this morning. Well, except for you.” I turned my attention to Kingston, who looked like he had just spent a day at the spa instead of killing a rock monster downstairs.

      His dark hair was perfectly combed and his emerald eyes were clear. Where Jayce had clearly been awake all night, Kingston must have slept like a baby.

      “What’s up with you?” I frowned, squinting at him. “You look almost cheerful. It’s obscene.”

      Kingston shrugged. “Is being trapped in the underworld really that much different from being trapped at the top of a mountain in the middle of nowhere?”

      Hannah squeaked in dismay and gestured at the window. “Look at that! Do you see where we are?”

      Kingston looked out the window and nodded, lifting his eyebrows slightly. “Nice view. Lucky. My window faces a rock wall. Seriously though, tell me one thing about this that’s different from what we were doing before.”

      Hannah’s honey eyes bulged. She leapt off the bed, golden hair flying behind her. “Well, for one thing, we’re in the goddamned underworld!”

      I rose from the bed and put an arm around Hannah’s shoulders. “It’s all right, babes. Remember, he’s a reptile.” I stuck my tongue out at Kingston.

      He winked at me, his eyes glinting with a hint of something sinful. “Careful where you point that thing.”

      “Oh, shut up. Get out, both of you, so we can get dressed. We’ll meet you outside.”

      I squeezed Jayce’s shoulder as he turned to leave. Poor guy seemed stunned. I hoped Kingston’s blasé attitude would rub off on him, at least a little bit. I didn’t want to admit it, but I sort of agreed with the dragon shifter. Sure, the landscape was scary as fuck, and we could be beset by demons at any minute. But Mönkh Saridag was also scary, and the fallen had been getting increasingly bold back on earth. Our sudden transplant did nothing but put us behind enemy lines, and so far, they hadn’t seemed to notice. Maybe we could use that to our advantage.

      Once Hannah and I were dressed, we joined the guys. I was still having trouble feeling Xero—it was like he was all around me and nowhere all at once. My stomach twisted a little as it occurred to me that his time in the underworld may have changed him more than he thought it had.

      “Has anybody seen Xero or Kai?” I asked the guys as we headed down the hallway.

      “Kai’s doing his usual lurking thing by the stairs,” Jayce said. “He’s getting all weird again.”

      “Haven’t seen Xero,” Kingston added. “I don’t think he left his room though. He’s right down the hall from me, so I think I would’ve noticed if he had.”

      “I’m going to go get him. I’ll meet you guys downstairs.”

      “Remember to go straight to the auditorium,” Kingston reminded me. “No breakfast until after, they said.”

      Hannah shivered. “Ugh. I couldn’t even eat at a time like this.”

      I could have. I was starving. We’d skipped dinner the night before, and I’d burned off breakfast and lunch kicking Owen’s ass. I put the thought of food out of my mind as I split off from the others and headed to the wing of the large building where Xero’s dorm room was located. It took me several minutes to get there, and as I walked down the hallway toward Xero’s room, I reached out with my mind, hoping to feel him at any second.

      Slowly, like a ribbon of oil snaking along the surface of a murky pond, his signature met my senses. He was in his room, but I couldn’t get so much as a hint at what he was feeling.

      Guess I’ll have to do it the old fashioned way.

      I gave three sharp raps at the door. “Xero?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I come in?”

      “Yeah.”

      I opened the door to find him sitting on his bed. I had never taken the time to really look around his room before, but today it all sort of jumped out at me. Postcards decorated nearly every vertical surface. It was like looking through dozens of tiny windows into the other dimension. Or—world, I guess. The one we had left behind.

      Xero was in the middle of his large bed, surrounded by a cluster of them. He sat with his legs crossed and his arms limp at his sides, gazing blankly at the bright colors of California.

      Careful not to touch any of them, I climbed up on the mattress beside him and touched his shoulder lightly.

      “Hey. You good?”

      He shook his head, the movement sharp and jerky. “No. I never wanted to come back here.”

      I stroked the back of his neck, running my fingertips over his dark skin. “Of course you didn’t. But we’re going to get out of here.”

      He looked at me helplessly. “Are we? If we do, will we stay out? I don’t know, Piper. This place has some kind of sick draw. I never wanted to be part of it in the first place. And now I don’t know if I’ll ever not be.” He buried his face in his hands.

      “Tell me what scares you the most and I’ll tell you how I’ll fight it.” I’d never been great with people or had much of a nurturing side, but he brought it out in me. Despite his intimidating size and dauntingly gorgeous features, and the fact that he could definitely handle himself in a fight, I still felt the urge to wrap my arms around him and protect him from the world. He just seemed so terribly lost sometimes.

      He let his hands drop and stared into nothing. His galactic brown eyes glittered and his full lips trembled ever so slightly. When he was soft like this, it was almost impossible to remember that he was a full-on cloven-hoofed, horned demon underneath.

      “I’m afraid of losing my humanity,” he whispered. “You don’t know what kinds of things Gavriel does to people down here, Piper. You don’t know the shit you have to go through just to survive.”

      I crawled into his lap, and he wrapped his arms around me loosely. He didn’t meet my eyes until I held his face and gently forced him to look at me.

      “Nobody is going to make you do a fucking thing you don’t want to do, Xero. You know why?”

      He raised his brows, his lips quirking into a small smile like he was humoring me. “Why?”

      “Because we’re all in this together this time. You aren’t here alone, and I’m not going to let you get lost. You understand?”

      “Yes,” he said with the ghost of a smile. It disappeared quickly though, and he looked away again. “But it’s not that simple.”

      “Why not?”

      He shook his head and drew me closer. “Losing your humanity—that isn’t something somebody has to do to you, exactly. It’s so easy to let it happen here. Humans aren’t built for this plane of existence. But the fallen… we are. This place has a hold on us, and it’s just natural that we would eventually succumb to the atmosphere. Retaining your humanity in the underworld is like trying to breathe underwater when you have the option for gills. The baseline is survival.”

      “Then survive,” I said defiantly. “And if you ever start to forget your humanity, well—I’ll just have to remind you.”

      “Oh? How do you—”

      I cut him off with a kiss, and he came to life in my arms. It was like a switch was flipped as soon as our lips met. I could feel his aura strengthen, pushing away the underworld atmosphere as he began to remember who he was. He was no weakling. No one who survived twenty years in the underworld and managed to get away with their humanity intact was weak.

      He pulled away with a sigh and gave me one of his slight, gentle smiles. “We’re late for the assembly.”

      “Right.”

      I kissed him once more and reluctantly slid off of his lap. Honestly, I’d rather stay locked up in Xero’s room all day, with him buried inside me as we worshipped each other’s bodies.

      But that wouldn’t get us out of this mess. It wouldn’t help us figure out where exactly we’d been taken, and how to get out of here.

      Time to go face the music.
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      We walked through the empty halls hand in hand, each of us drawing strength from the other.

      Like I did with Kai.

      The thought flitted through my brain in a flash, and I grimaced as I pushed it away. I still didn’t know what to do with all of that. But when I saw Kai sitting three rows behind my group, hunched over and glowering at everybody, I couldn’t stop the memory from flooding back. The way it had felt when he’d drunk from me. The feel of his pointed teeth against my wrist, sharp as tattoo needles. A shudder of fear and excitement that had trickled down my spine.

      I tried to catch his eye, and I was sure he noticed, but he deliberately ignored me.

      “Fine, be that way,” I breathed, frustration making my chest feel hot and tight.

      Kai never had been fully on board with any of this—he’d resented the succubus bond from the second we found out what it was. Maybe he was just pissy we’d had an actual bonding moment.

      Or, I thought as I looked around at the crowd of students in various stages of shock and hysteria, maybe he’s reacting to the same thing all of them are.

      He’d lived on earth out of sight and undetected for years, going to great lengths to avoid both the underworld and Fallen University entirely. He was probably upset that his efforts had been thwarted on both counts.

      I settled in between Xero and Jayce, with Kingston and Hannah on either side of them. A small burst of pride flared inside me that I managed to avoid looking over my shoulder at Kai as Headmaster Toland took the podium.

      “Your attention please.” His voice rang with power, and even the most hysterical student shut the hell up to listen.

      “I regret to inform all of you that we are, in fact, in the underworld. The school and everything—and everyone—within its walls have been transported into a cave on the surface of the underworld.”

      “How?”

      “Why?”

      “Gavriel will kill us all!”

      Hysteria rose into an indecipherable babbling, and I rolled my eyes. This wasn’t the first time all of the formidable monsters at this academy had been reduced to a panicky mob, and I was sure it wouldn’t be the last.

      “Silence!” Toland’s powerful bellow practically blew my hair back. His voice was magically enhanced to make it louder, but the pure power that resonated in it was all him. The room fell silent once more, and he fixed a stern gaze on the crowd as he continued. “Our wards are holding. We are invisible to Gavriel and his army. They cannot sense our presence, and as we are hidden inside a cave, they won’t see us unless they’re looking for us—which, at this point, we don’t believe they are. We appear to be in a fairly uninhabited area. Truthfully, we were lucky. We could have landed in the center of a marketplace.”

      “But why are we here? Did we all fail our finals?” The girl who asked pressed her fists to her mouth, watching for Toland’s reaction with big, gray eyes.

      “No. This was not a punitive measure,” the headmaster said gently. “Just as with the sprites and damage to the castle, this was deliberate sabotage. We don’t know who is responsible or how they did it—yet. But we will find out. And we will find a way home.”

      “I know who did it.” Sonja tossed her red hair over her shoulder and rose from her seat, turning in place to scan the massive room. After a dramatic pause, she pointed a finger in my direction.

      “It was her!” she declared loudly. “Piper and her fuckboy minions. They weren’t at their finals. None of them were! They had to have done it.”

      Toland sighed heavily, pinching the bridge of his nose as he glanced at me. I was on my feet already, marching toward her. After everything I went through to try to stop this from happening, she was going to accuse me of causing it?

      Yeah, fuck that.

      “You know what Sonja?” I gritted my teeth. “I’ve had it! I’m sick of your shit. You’ve had a problem with me since the day you, Dru, and Kyle picked me up and brought me here, and we’re going to settle it right fucking now.”

      “Oh, you want to go, bitch? Let’s go!”

      In the next heartbeat, she shifted into her demonic form with an ear-splitting roar, growing a foot taller and wider as twisted black horns sprouted from her fiery hair and the whites of her eyes turned black.

      I just bared my teeth, still advancing on her with my hands clenched into fists. Whatever. She’s scarier when she’s playing Queen Bitch of the Mean Girls.

      Demons were easy to handle. Especially since I was one too.

      I started to shift into the biggest, meanest form I could conjure up, but before I could complete the shift, four sets of hands grabbed my arms and pulled me back.

      “Let me go!” I shouted. “I’m gonna end her!”

      “Yeah, and how’s that bloodthirst going to look when Toland finds out about Owen?” Kingston’s hiss in my ear brought me up short. I melted back into my usual form and glared at Sonja.

      “That is enough!” Toland’s furious boom made Sonja jerk. In a blink, she snapped back into human shape, glancing at him guiltily.

      “It’s true though,” she said with a sniff. “None of them were at their finals. Oh, except the blonde chick.” She jerked her chin toward Hannah, and I bristled at the fact that she didn’t even address her by name. “She was at the finals, but none of the others were. Case closed. There are your culprits.”

      Toland’s gaze cut between Sonja and me quickly, his expression hard to read.

      “Everyone sit down.” He made a commanding gesture and waited until all of us had resumed our seats before giving a satisfied nod. “Excuse me for a moment.”

      Turning away from the podium, he took two of the professors aside, and the three of them spoke in hushed voices for several minutes. While they were talking, a buzz of whispers started up around the room.

      “Here we go again, guys,” I groaned, scrubbing a hand down my face. “Ready to be social pariahs again?”

      “When were we not?” Kai asked gloomily. He’d joined the others in holding me back from beating Sonja to a pulp, and when we had all taken our seats again, he’d settled himself in the row behind us.

      I shrugged. He was right. Even before we’d become monsters, none of us had been particularly good at climbing social ladders. Well, except for Kingston.

      When Toland took the podium again, he looked as though he’d aged five years. His gray hair looked a little grayer, and I swore his bushy mustache sagged a little.

      “I have heard your accusations and have considered them,” he told Sonja heavily. “But before I address them, I have a few more things to say. First, the school is still enchanted as it was on earth. That means all our internal systems are still functioning as usual. The water still runs, and the electricity still works.”

      A collective sigh of relief answered him.

      “Second. The staff and I will be making every effort to return the school to its rightful place on Mönkh Saridag before the school year begins in four weeks. In the meantime, no one is to leave the school grounds for any reason.”

      “Who would want to?”

      The crowd seemed to adamantly agree with the anonymous mutterer, but I didn’t. As terrifying as the alien world outside was, I was fascinated by it too. I would have loved an excuse to go explore it. With my guys, of course. And definitely some weapons.

      “Third. Our protective wards are holding for now, but we don’t know how long they will keep. This is why we need the advanced students to help us maintain them. You will be put on a rotation with a team. Ms. Aires will assign your teams and schedules to you.”

      “Define ‘advanced’,” one of the third-year students, Marshall, called from the back of the auditorium.

      I craned my head to look back at the guy as mutters erupted from the gathered audience again. Shit. All the third-years who’d been taking their exams when Owen attacked should’ve graduated FU and moved on to the task of helping the Custodians guard earth.

      Except none of them could go anywhere now. Just like the rest of us.

      “You,” Toland replied flatly, and Marshall pursed his lips, settling back in his seat. The headmaster swept his gaze over the rest of the crowd again. “Lastly, and most importantly: the kitchen is fully functional and breakfast is served. Sausage rolls and pancakes await you. Dismissed!”

      He locked gazes with me as the students stampeded for the door. My guys moved to leave, and I put out a hand to stop them.

      “Hold on a second. I think the headmaster wants a word with us.”

      “I’m hungry.” Kai pushed past me.

      “Kai,” Toland said with a hint of his sonic boom. “A word.”

      The vampire froze, then turned around reluctantly, grinding his teeth. Jayce and Kingston stood on either side of me while Xero towered over my head from his position behind me. Hannah lingered on one side. Toland looked at her and smiled gently.

      “Go on to breakfast, Hannah. I need a word with your friends in private.”

      “Oh—um, okay. Uh—good luck, guys.” She gave me a worried smile and left quickly, if reluctantly.

      As soon as the auditorium had cleared out, Toland turned to us. His stiff, imposing bearing cracked a little, his shoulders collapsing forward for a second before he straightened his spine again, and for a moment, I saw behind the mask. He hid it well, but it wasn’t hard to guess just how much stress and pressure he was under.

      “I spoke to the professors,” he said quietly. “Sonja was telling the truth. She didn’t mention Owen, however, who still seems to be missing. Is there anything you want to tell me?”

      There was the barest hint of a threat in his tone, and I exchanged a look with my guys. They each nodded, apart from Kai, who pressed his lips together and looked away.

      “Ah—it might be easier to show you,” I said. “And you should probably bring Cassandra.”

      The headmaster raised his eyebrows, and Kingston furrowed his brow at me in a what-the-fuck expression. Cassandra was the school nurse and a siren. More than that, she was Toland’s most formidable tool during investigations.

      “And Charles.” I sighed. “And Devra.”

      Toland’s eyes widened as I listed the other two members of his interrogation team. Charles was a mage who specialized in spell detection and looked like an awkward TA, complete with elbow patches. Devra was an empath and the school’s psychic advisor, who looked more like somebody’s stern grandmother.

      It took a few moments for him to gather the three staff members, as well as his assistant, Vesper. They all seemed to understand what was about to happen, but I caught a few surprised looks when I suddenly took the lead.

      “We have to go downstairs,” I said. Then I shuddered. “Down a lot of stairs.”
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      “You say you followed Owen down here?” Toland sounded nervous, his voice bouncing off the stone walls as we descended the steps. “All of you?”

      “No.” I shook my head, keeping my gaze trained forward—Owen was dead, but that didn’t stop an irrational part of my brain from fearing he’d jump out of the shadows any moment. “I followed him on my own. The guys came down later.”

      “And how did you know where to go?”

      The question seemed to be directed at the group in general, so I kept my mouth shut, letting someone else take that one.

      “I heard her screaming,” Jayce said grimly.

      “You couldn’t have.” Toland glanced at him sharply. “If you were in the classroom as you say—”

      “In our heads,” Xero chimed in, his voice low and serious. “Like the feeling of a scream. She drew us down here.”

      “She’s a strong succubus,” Cassandra put in dreamily, shooting me an almost impressed look. “It isn’t impossible.”

      “All right,” Toland said begrudgingly. “Then what?”

      “It was right here at this corner.” I pointed, my mouth going a little dry. “I followed him around it, but he hid somewhere—probably in that corner there—and hit me over the head. I lost consciousness.”

      I paused, unsure of where to take everyone next. I hadn’t exactly been looking around for landmarks when I was slung over Owen’s shoulder, and I didn’t know how long I’d been out.

      “This way.” Kai registered my confusion and stepped forward, taking the lead.

      We followed him through the dark halls, which felt more like tunnels down here, until we found the hallway filled with scorched rubble and charred lumps. I grimaced, suddenly glad we hadn’t eaten breakfast before the assembly.

      Some of that rubble was once Owen.

      “He took me into that room there.” I gestured with my chin to the gaping hole in the wall. “Then he tied me up and started messing with stuff on the shelves.”

      We snaked through the rubble single-file until we made it to the room. Toland’s face went pale as he stepped inside, and he scrubbed a hand down his face. Whatever had been on the shelves was long gone, leaving nothing but blackened circles and gemstone-colored dust.

      “How?”

      Toland’s question seemed to encompass everything, but I didn’t have any answers for him.

      “This room—it was guarded securely,” Devra muttered as she ran her fingers over the wall. “The wards. They would have had to disable—”

      “He would have had to disable,” Kai corrected curtly, baring his teeth a little. “We had nothing to do with it.”

      “You believe he worked alone?” She shot him a piercing look.

      “If he wasn’t, then whoever was working with him did a terrible job.” Kingston sniffed, arching a brow. “He had us pinned down. Had he called for backup, we would’ve been slaughtered.”

      “He hurt you?” Toland asked.

      “Yeah. It wasn’t an easy fight.” My stomach turned at the memory. “He slammed Kai up against the wall. I thought he was dead, but then—”

      “I wasn’t,” Kai interrupted. His ebony eyes glinted in the dim light, and his features were completely impassive. “Vampires heal quick. Anyway, all we could see when we walked in was him moving stuff around on the shelves. Little statues, I think.”

      “They looked more like raw gemstones to me,” Kingston said, shaking his head. “Dragons have an eye for treasure, you know.”

      “Then you wouldn’t have cared whether they were carved or not,” Kai argued. “You wouldn’t remember.”

      “I think some of them were carved and some weren’t,” Jayce put in thoughtfully. He wrinkled his nose. “But I don’t think they were gemstones. And he wasn’t really moving them, just sort of picking them up and putting them back down.”

      “Which is the literal definition of ‘moving’.” Kai arched a brow.

      “Enough.” Toland lifted a hand, interrupting any stupid argument before it could really get started.. “What happened when the three of you arrived?”

      “We saw that he had Piper tied up, and we attacked him. Sneak attack. He had cotton in his ears.”

      “Why would he do that?” Toland asked.

      “Because I almost convinced him to let me go.” I sighed, glancing at the spot where Owen had deposited me on the floor. “I was trying to figure out what he was doing, but he just kept ranting about how he was a better match for me than my guys, blah blah blah, so I tried to persuade him to release me.” I looked up again, meeting Toland’s gaze. “It didn’t work.”

      “So we fought him off,” Jayce said quietly. “We didn’t want to kill him—”

      Kai snorted.

      “I didn’t want to kill him anyway,” the blond man amended. “But he didn’t leave us much of a choice.”

      Toland’s heavy gray brows furrowed. “Huh.”

      With that vague pronouncement, he led us back out into the hallway where Owen’s stony remains lay like a heap of coal bricks. Toland nodded at the empath, who touched what had once been a forehead. She closed her eyes and hummed tunelessly under her breath for several minutes. After a while she sighed and stood up, her aged knees creaking beneath her.

      “It’s been too long,” she said. “If I’d gotten to him yesterday, maybe there would have been something left to glean. He’s nothing but stone now. Memories degrade quickly after death.”

      Toland nodded and sighed before turning to me and my guys.

      “Well, I hate to do this to you again.” He actually sounded like he meant it. “But this is a serious business. A student is dead. Not to mention that we’re trapped in the underworld. I’m afraid we are going to have to interrogate each of you individually.”

      “Interrogate? Why? We told you everything that happened,” Kingston said with an indignant shake of his dark hair.

      Toland gave him a flat look. “Because you can’t even agree on what objects used to be on those shelves. We need to have the whole picture before we can hope to piece together exactly how Owen managed this.”

      “So you believe we’re innocent?” Kingston pressed. He’d been heir to a business empire back on earth, before he’d been turned into a dragon, and I supposed his old negotiating skills died hard.

      Toland pressed his lips together. “I do believe that Owen is behind our sudden relocation. But I would not be worthy of my post as headmaster if I didn’t investigate every aspect of this incident as thoroughly as possible. Follow me. The interrogation room is two levels up.”

      We followed him up two flights of stairs and into the basement, where the labyrinthine corridors took us in dizzying spirals until we arrived at the steel door guarded by magic.

      “You will be questioned individually,” Toland repeated, turning to us. “Piper, we’ll start with you.”

      Super.
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      The interrogation room was less intimidating than it had been the first time. That time, they had been trying to scare a student into confessing to what they’d thought was a harmless prank, and they’d set the stage accordingly. The lights had been dimmed, giving the entire room a creepy, eerie atmosphere. This time, all of the lights were on and the crescent-shaped table looked more like the centerpiece in a serious boardroom than the last stop before a guillotine.

      I sat where I had before, in the inner curve of the crescent. Cassandra and Vesper sat on one side, Devra and Charles sat on the other. Toland sat directly in front of me.

      “You’re going to take us through it all step by step,” he intoned. “Begin with the very first time you ever suspected Owen of foul play.”

      The siren began her song. Toland’s request wove through her music like a backbeat, an interrogation remix. I was going to tell them that I never suspected him at all until I saw him going downstairs instead of toward a classroom, but I stopped. That didn’t sound right.

      The siren’s song intensified, her sweet, addictive musical embrace softening and opening my mind until I could follow the hesitation back to the source.

      “The day the power went out.” My mouth formed the words before my brain fully registered the moment. The siren had that effect on me. I didn’t much like it, but I wasn’t going to fight it. This was too important.

      “He was punching the wall,” I went on. “He was screaming. Panicking, I thought. But it wasn’t right, something wasn’t right. He just kept punching and punching and punching, even when Toland brought light downstairs.”

      “Devra—her feelings?”

      “Open,” the old empath said, her voice creaky. “Nothing blocked.”

      “Good. Piper, take us through every step from the time you decided to follow Owen to the time you came back upstairs.”

      I did, telling them every detail from the way things smelled to the way his footsteps sounded, all the way down the stairs.

      “Then I went around the corner, and I couldn’t see him. I was angry that he disappeared. Then he hit me over the head.”

      “What happened next?”

      “I woke up—”

      “No,” Cassandra sang. “Before you woke up. What happened?”

      I frowned. I truly wanted nothing more in the world than to please her and give her everything she wanted—that was the siren song’s magic—but the unrealistic demand forced me to surface slightly from the depths of my hypnotic state.

      “How would I know? I wasn’t awake.”

      “But your ears heard,” she whispered. “What did they hear?”

      Her song intensified once more, pushing me under. And she was right. Even in my unconscious state, some part of my mind had picked up little things.

      Noises.

      Sensations.

      I could feel the jostle of moving, living stone under my rib cage. I could hear a sound like boulders grinding together. I knew it was Owen’s voice, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      “His feet are heavy,” I said, speaking slowly. “They echo off the walls. His voice—his voice is—I can’t hear what he’s saying. It’s just noise.”

      “Focus,” Cassandra instructed.

      “She’s getting frustrated,” Devra interjected. “She won’t be able to remember if she’s frustrated.”

      “Relax. Breathe, Piper, and relax.” Cassandra’s voice was like the softest rain and the gentlest sun, the coolest lemonade and the warmest brandy. I let her take me under, back to the memory. I felt entirely calm, but it wasn’t any more clear the second time.

      “It’s just dark.” I shook my head. Or at least, I thought I did, but it was hard to tell if my body actually moved. “His voice is just a grumble. I can’t hear what he’s saying. It’s gibberish.”

      “Move on,” Toland said. “We can come back to this later.”

      “What happened next?”

      I told her everything. Every little detail. How when I woke up, he’d been going off on a tangent about how girls like me were stupid for falling for jocks and bad boys, how I should have accepted his offer to help feed my succubus powers, and if I had he would have taken me with him when he got what was coming to him. How Gavriel had promised him that demon chicks were different, but I clearly wasn’t.

      “He was sympathetic to Gavriel when he was still human?” Toland’s voice resonated with shock.

      “That’s what it sounded like. He wanted power. Gavriel gave it to him.”

      “What was his mission?”

      The question whirled through my brain, slipping through memories, trying to attach to something.

      “To screw you over,” I said helplessly. “Screw the school over. Give Gavriel an edge.”

      “That was the intention.” Toland sounded frustrated. “But what was he sent here to do exactly?”

      I groped around for answers, but I came up empty. Despite the soothing siren song, I was starting to panic. If Toland didn’t know how we got here, how the hell was he going to find a way to get us back?

      “Stop.” Devra’s voice was sharp. “She’s had enough. She can’t remember.”

      “She has to,” the headmaster said, a reflection of my own panic edging his tone. “She’s the only one who heard his monologue, we need to know every word he said!”

      My heart was racing, thrumming so hard and fast in my chest it felt like an engine revving. But my body, held in Cassandra’s siren song, refused to react. I floundered in the dark, grasping for stray words as my memories played out in my mind’s eye, moving faster and faster the more I tried to catch up with them.

      “Pull back,” Devra insisted. “She’s losing focus. She can’t regain it under this pressure.”

      “She’s going to have to.” The hard edge to Toland’s voice made my panic spike even higher.

      “I. Can’t!” I gasped. Memories spun around my head, flashes of yellow and red and blue, the bloody battle mixing with sex and fear and academia and Seattle, a cluster fuck of nonsense.

      “Cassandra, stop this!” Devra bypassed Toland entirely.

      “No, Cassandra. Keep her sedated until we get answers!”

      “She’s shaking,” Charles, the tweedy mage, said in his nervous tenor.

      My teeth clattered together until I thought they would crack. Cassandra’s spell began to weaken. She was pulling back without Toland’s approval. It felt like a breakup, like a parent dying, like being picked last for dodgeball while simultaneously getting fired. I was desperate for her to keep singing, even if it killed me. I needed her song.

      “No,” I whispered through trembling lips.

      Cassandra still withdrew, pulling away from my consciousness so slowly I almost couldn’t tell until the heartache grew stronger. My cheeks were wet with tears, and I was sobbing so hard I couldn’t speak.

      “All right,” Toland said with a sigh. “Release her.”

      “I am.” The siren’s voice had lost just a little of its tune, but I still clung to the sound of her song like a lifeline. “It’s going to take a long time.”

      “Why?”

      “I made her go too deep. If I break the connection too fast, her mind may not recover.”

      I wondered if she’d given the same consideration to Xero, who had very nearly been broken by our first round of interrogations. He looked big and scary and tough, but he was so soft underneath. Loving and warm and vulnerable. The way they’d gone after him though, you’d think he was a wanted criminal on three planes of existence.

      My stomach tightened at the memory of his face when he’d emerged from the questioning, but the fact that I could wonder about that at all meant Cassandra’s spell was fading. It was a heart-wrenching relief when she released me completely; as the echoes of her song faded in the chamber, so did my heartache.

      Toland had his head cradled in his laced fingers and was looking down at the table. Devra was glaring daggers at him, clearly disapproving of how far he had taken things. Cassandra herself looked exhausted.

      “Next.” Toland raised his voice slightly without looking at me. “Bring Xero.”

      “No,” Cassandra said.

      “Excuse me?” He glanced up, his mustache bunching up as he frowned.

      She turned to him. “I need Jayce. He was an actor before he was turned into a hellhound, which means he was trained to open up his heart and mind. I won’t be able to fight another guarded mind until I recharge a little bit. Bring me Jayce, then Kingston, then Kai. Xero will be last.”

      My heart sank, and anger tightened my jaw. She was giving herself plenty of time to gear back up before going after Xero. I wanted to shake her and tell her to stop judging him for what she thought she knew about him. To make her see that he was sensitive and earnest and would be so willing to help her if she’d just give him the chance.

      But I didn’t. I could barely speak, let alone move.

      “Very well.” Toland waved a hand impatiently. “You can choose the lineup, as long as we get through them all today.” He shifted his gaze to Vesper. “Take Piper to isolation.”

      “Yes, sir.” His assistant rose and guided me out of the chair by my elbow. She was a short woman with a round face and deep-set eyes.

      “I’ve never seen him like this,” I whispered to her as we left the room.

      “He’s taking it hard,” she said, almost apologetically. “This happened on his watch. He can’t forgive himself for that.”

      I could understand that. But still. I wouldn’t be able to forgive him if he broke my guys the way he had tried to break me. I trusted Cassandra—within reason—but I knew that the more Toland panicked, the worse it would be for all of us.

      The isolated waiting room looked like it had been furnished in the ‘60s and had never been redecorated. The furniture appeared blocky and uncomfortable, and a few novels lined a small bookshelf.

      Jesus. How long am I expected to be here? Do they think I’ll have time to read a whole book?

      Picking one up, I opened it to the first page then closed it again. I was too restless to even think about reading.

      “Is it really true that actors are more easily swayed by sirens than other people?”

      I asked the question out loud just to fill the space with something. Vesper was still hovering nearby, and the silence was making my skin crawl. She didn’t answer, and I was about to open the book again when the door opened.

      Vesper cocked her head, then nodded once, the gray streaks in her hair gleaming in the bland yellow light of the wall sconces. I’d always assumed she was about the same age as Toland, but she looked better preserved. The effect of less stress and responsibility, maybe.

      “Ah. They’ve all finished.” She crooked a finger at me. “Come with me. Toland wishes to speak with you all.”

      I blinked at her. “Umm… I’ve been in here for two minutes. He got through all four of them already?”

      She offered a tired smile. “The waiting room is enchanted. You’ve been here for five hours. Come on, he’s waiting.”

      I shook my head, wondering if I was ever going to get used to this place. I followed her out and around a corner to a boardroom I had never been in before. All the men were all there. Kai looked ashamed, which was weird for him. Kingston looked extra haughty, which made sense. He and Xero had shared the killing blow that took down Owen, and Kingston was allergic to guilt. Xero was the opposite though. He looked drained and miserable. Jayce was the only one who didn’t look like he’d just been through the wringer. He actually looked better than he had when they’d come to fetch me in the morning, and he even cracked a smile at me.

      “Have a seat, Piper.” Toland gestured to a chair with one hand while pensively scratching his eyebrow with the other. Once I was settled, he sat at the head of the table and looked around, meeting our eyes one by one.

      “First, I owe you all an apology. I should not have pushed you so hard. Especially you, Piper. And, Kai, you as well.”

      I tried to share a look with Kai, but the coldly beautiful man wouldn’t meet my gaze. His cheeks were slightly flushed, tingeing his bronze skin a deeper shade.

      Neither of us spoke up to accept Toland’s apology, and after a brief pause, the headmaster continued.

      “I can tell you that I believe your story. I have no doubt that it happened just as you all say it did. Unfortunately, we still have a problem. Kai and Piper have missing memories due to falling unconscious, and we need to know what happened in those moments.”

      Kai’s gaze snapped up, his dark eyes as bright and hard as obsidian. “You want us to go back in there?”

      “Not right away. Cassandra and Devra need time to recover, and I’m sure you could both use a reprieve as well. I’ll expect you back here in three days, right after breakfast.” Then he leaned back in his chair and sighed. “There is another problem, however. Extenuating circumstances aside, you did miss your finals. I absolutely cannot allow you to move forward with your schooling until you pass those.”

      “And if we don’t pass—what will happen?” Jayce asked.

      Toland frowned. “Generally speaking, you would be banished to the underworld. Unfortunately, our current circumstances make that impossible; while we could remove you from the school, it’s possible we would be making ourselves vulnerable to detection if we were to do so. Since that is the case, anyone who doesn’t pass will have to be isolated within the school itself until such a time as we find a way back to earth. Then they would be banished.”

      “Hold on.” My eyebrows shot up, and I raised my hand like an over-eager five-year-old in school. “We almost died trying to save you and everybody else, and you’re telling me that I still have to pass a fucking scantron to prove myself to your organization?”

      Toland stared at me for a moment, his face still. “You will pass,” he said finally. “You all will.”

      I frowned. “How do you know, you gonna give us cheat sheets?”

      “Of course not.” He scoffed. “But you have two days to prepare. And as you stated, you’ve already proved yourselves to me, which means the tests will be easy for you.”

      “You aren’t making any sense.”

      “You’ll understand when you sit for your exams,” he said tiredly. “You are to meet Ms. Jewel in the magic lab at nine o’clock sharp the day after tomorrow. The following day, you’ll be back down here. After that, maybe we can all focus on getting home.” He gestured with one hand. “Dismissed. Vesper will show you out.”

      The guys rose, but I stayed in my seat and gave our headmaster a hard look.

      “Okay.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “So I understand the need for an interrogation. Someone died, and obviously there’s a mystery to solve. What I don’t understand is why you are so hell-bent—so to speak—on us taking these goddamn finals. Surely there are more important things for us all to be worrying about right now.”

      All right, so maybe I had test anxiety, but it honestly made no fucking sense.

      “I took an oath,” Toland said shortly. “A blood oath. Pass your damn finals.”

      Xero inhaled sharply. I shot him a questioning look, and he shook his head at me.

      Ugh. Fine.

      I wasn’t about to get answers right now, so I stood up and joined the guys. As we all filed out, I glanced back and saw Toland fold his hands and lay his head down on the table.

      He looked like he was regretting his career choices.
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      “Blood oath?”

      I turned to Xero as soon as Vesper led us out of the labyrinth and disappeared, probably to go help Toland sort through the multitude of headaches being suddenly plopped into the underworld had caused.

      The fire demon shuddered. “A blood oath is bad. Even fallen in the underworld take a step back before taking a blood oath. Blood magic is forbidden for almost everybody. If he lets us move on to next year’s schoolwork without our finals on file, he’s in for a world of hurt.”

      “I thought he was in charge around here though. Who would punish him?”

      Xero gave me a somber look. “The oath itself. These things have built-in fail-safes. I don’t know exactly what would happen to him—it varies from oath to oath—but it would be bad. Bad enough that he would banish us in a heartbeat, even if we managed to save the day.”

      “Fuck.” I grimaced. “Everything’s so life and death around here. You’d think the stress alone would make people snap and go full monster.”

      Kai snorted. “Who says it doesn’t?”

      I thought about the way Toland had behaved during my interrogation, and my stomach churned. Was what Xero had said true? Was there something in the air, in the very atmosphere here that destroyed humanity and fostered evil?

      We started up the stairs toward the ground level, and I looked at my guys a little more closely. They all—except Jayce, naturally—bore the marks of intense psychic exhaustion.

      “How did it go for you guys?” I asked as we reached the main hall upstairs.

      “Not as bad as last time,” Xero reassured me with a small smile. “Still sucked though.”

      “It was fine.” Kingston preened haughtily. “I could do that every day.”

      “Shut up,” Kai growled. “Those interrogations are hell, and you all know it.”

      “Only because you fight it.” Jayce slipped an arm around my waist, sending an instant wave of calm through me. “Which I get. I mean, it’s completely normal. But honestly, if you just sit back and invite them in, it works so much better.”

      Kingston snorted. “They can have what they’re good enough to get.”

      “You hid something from them?” Kai asked sharply.

      “Who said that? I didn’t say that. All I’m saying is that I’m not going to let some creepy elders poke around in my head unsupervised.”

      My instinct was to agree with Kingston. I valued my privacy more than almost anything else. But I didn’t want to have to go down there and break my heart in front of Cassandra a million freaking times, so I looked up at Jayce instead.

      “Can you teach me?” I asked.

      “Teach you?”

      “How to invite them in. Those missing memories—they’re talking about the moments when I was blacked out and coming out of it, when I was all disoriented. Or, you know, literally not conscious. I’d give them the memories freely if I could, but I can’t get to them.”

      Jayce rubbed his fingers thoughtfully over the necklace at his throat. “I think I can. I don’t know for sure. My mom started teaching me this stuff before I could talk, so it would kind of be like trying to teach you to breathe, it’s so second-nature to me now. But I can try. You’re welcome to learn too, Kai.”

      “Yeah, I’ll pass.” Kai’s lip curled bitterly. “I’m with Kingston on this.”

      Xero sighed. “You should listen to Jayce. If they think you’re hiding anything, they won’t hold back. It would be a lot easier if you just cooperated.”

      “I’m not a fan of easy,” Kai snapped. “I’m going to go back to my room. Have fun.”

      Damn it. I shot a subtle glance at him out of the corner of my eye, already dreading the moment when he would break away from our group to return to his dorm room. A little piece of my soul would go with him, and I hated that fact.

      My relationship with the moody vampire was complicated as fuck. He didn’t want the bond between us, and because I hated being bonded to someone who barely even liked me, I tried not to want it either.

      But it was hard to separate what my mind wanted from what my soul needed.

      We were ten feet from the fork in the hall where we would part ways when Sonja and her cronies stepped out in front of us.

      “Oh, look, the criminal crusade has been released. I thought for sure they would have hanged you all by now.”

      The big girl on her right and the little blonde on her left smirked at us. The morose girl with the mirror-gray eyes simply looked on, blank-faced.

      “Get out of our way.” I gritted my teeth, my blood pressure spiking immediately.

      Sonja stepped forward and exploded into her demon form. Mottled gray and red skin stretched over bulging muscles, twisted black horns broke through her fiery hair, her teeth extended into long black fangs, and the whites of her eyes went dark as night. Fire danced over the claws on her fingertips, ready to fry everything in front of her. Even her friends backed up a few steps, glancing at her warily.

      I grinned. Shifting into my own fire-engine red demon form, I met her toe-to-toe. She swung first, her flaming hand sketching a comet trail in the dim light.

      Bring it, bitch. My muscles were already bunching, preparing to launch toward her, and I didn’t even bother to raise a hand to block the blow. I wanted her to hit me. I wanted her to trigger an uncontrollable burst of pure rage.

      But she never connected. At the last second, I was tossed aside by a massive gray and purple form.

      “Damn it, Xero!”

      “It’s not worth it,” he said firmly as he picked me up around my waist and flung me over his purple shoulder. “We’ll go the other way.”

      “That’s right, cowards!” Sonja yelled, her voice raspy and deep in her demon form. “Run away! You’ll need the practice after Toland dumps your ass in a fallen-infested swamp!”

      She and her friends cackled as Xero carried me down the hallway. The other guys kept pace with him as I groaned and shifted back into my human form.

      “Is this absolutely necessary?” I asked his back. My loose, dark-brown hair hung in a curtain from my upside-down head, sweeping side to side gently as he walked.

      “Apparently,” Xero said wryly. “We’re trying to stay out of trouble, remember?”

      “Ah, damn it. But I want to kick her ass,” I whined.

      “Later.” I could feel the rumble of his voice in my chest and stomach. “After you’re no longer under suspicion for treason and murder, maybe.”

      “Ugh. Fair enough.” I glanced from side to side, trying to get a good view of the hallway. “Where are we going?”

      “I don’t know. There are stairs up ahead, and I think we’ll be able to get to the library’s second level if we go up. And Kai can make it back to his bedroom if he still wants to.”

      “He does.”

      I couldn’t see Kai’s face, but I could practically hear him rolling his eyes.

      “What’s with you lately?” I asked Kai, craning my neck to look at him. “You’ve been pissed off all day.”

      “Yep.”

      “Why?”

      “Why? Did you already forget where we are? Fuck this place.”

      “The school or the underworld?” I asked.

      “Both.”

      Yeah. Kinda thought so.

      We made it to the hallway that Xero had been looking for, but unfortunately, so did Sonja. She stood between us and the library, breathing hard and tossing a ball of fire back and forth between her hands.

      “We weren’t finished,” she drawled, her voice a sickeningly sweet purr. “Put your mistress down, pet. Let her put her money where her mouth is.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I made a frustrated noise in my throat. “Can I please tear her apart?”

      “Not even if I let you,” Xero muttered grimly, his voice meant only for me. “She’s got years of training and at least fifty pounds of fury on you. Let it be.”

      “Tell her that!”

      But he didn’t. Instead he turned and went the other way.

      God fucking damn it. This is getting ridiculous.

      “She’s following us,” I told him, twisting and lifting my head to look down the corridor.

      He broke into a run, and so did the others. I wriggled to get free as we turned a corner, which threw him off-balance. He bumped hard into a wall panel, which opened under the pressure.

      “In here!” He recovered his balance quickly and dragged me through the opening.

      The others followed us inside, and Kai shut the secret door. Then we froze, listening.

      “Where are you?” Sonja’s sing-song tone floated through the heavy door. “Come out here and get what’s coming to you.”

      Nobody moved or made a sound as all of us practically held our breath. I was still dangling upside down over Xero’s shoulder, and I could feel the tension in his body as we waited to see if Sonja would discover us. It infuriated me. We had just taken down a massive, powerful stone demon. A walking boulder. Now they were making me hide from a PMS-ing hellspawn? We could rip her to shreds!

      And we would, I realized. If all of us fought Sonja together, she wouldn’t stand a chance. Depending on our ability to control our powers—which, for some of us, was rudimentary at best—we could kill her without even meaning to. Which would raise our body count to two, and Sonja wasn’t actually a threat to anybody but me so I couldn’t use the saving the school defense again.

      Fine. Xero might be right.

      The demon bitch queen kept pacing the hall, sometimes shouting for us, sometimes mocking us, sometimes silent. The point was, she didn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave.

      I slapped Xero lightly on the ass, then pointed over my shoulder and whispered, “Let’s go.”

      As silently as possible, we walked down the secret passage we’d discovered. It led to a narrow staircase leading upward that seemed to go on forever. Granted, I was still looking at the world backward from my perch on Xero’s shoulder and couldn’t see the end goal, but even so, the stairs seemed insanely long. By the time we reached the top, I could no longer see the bottom.

      “Probably safe to put you down now,” Xero murmured.

      He set me gently back on my feet, allowing all the blood to rush back out of my head. He rolled the tension out of his shoulder and let his demon form melt away, the purple of his skin tone replaced by a deep chocolate brown.

      “Okay,” I admitted grudgingly. “You were right. We can’t keep racking up bodies.”

      “Good call, mistress.” He flashed me an ironic smirk.

      “Great, lesson learned. Now where the hell are we?” Kai scowled at the dim hallway in front of us.

      “I think we’re right under the attic.” I craned my neck, looking up at the ancient rafters above us.

      “Let’s keep going,” Jayce said. “There’s got to be another door up here somewhere.”

      He looked downright cheerful to be having an adventure where we didn’t have to fight someone and nobody died. He grinned at us and led the way down the hall. A while later, a door appeared on our left. It was a simple door, but ancient. Jayce opened it gingerly, probably afraid he’d break it if he pushed too hard.

      Rather than opening into the dormitories like I had expected, it opened into a tiny room with an equally tiny balcony that overlooked the library. From here, we could see through the library’s decorative interior windows into the main hall, and all the way down the main hall to the front door.

      “Old timey security?” Kingston wondered out loud.

      “That would be my guess,” Xero said. “These little lookout posts must be all over.”

      “It’s a shame they weren’t using them,” Kai grumbled bitterly. “We could have been spared two rounds of questioning.”

      “Just one,” I said. “I doubt they have perches like this in the basement or any of the sub-basements.”

      The dark-haired vampire made a sound of disgust. “Probably not.” He cut his gaze to Xero and Jayce. “So, geniuses, you got us up here. How do we get down?”

      Xero shrugged. “Jump?”

      “I like it here.” Jayce beamed happily. “I say we claim it as our own secret meeting spot.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’ll clear our name in the court of public opinion,” Kai shot back, rolling his eyes. “Secret meetings will really take the heat off.”

      Jayce’s happy-go-lucky enthusiasm deflated, and I glared at the other man. “There’s no reason we shouldn’t be allowed to hang out in private, Kai. It’s not like there’s a ‘get out’ sign on the damn door or anything.”

      “Look.” Ignoring the tension flaring between me and Kai, Xero pointed at the floor. “There’s a trap door.”

      “Finally, a way out.” Kai tugged the door open to reveal a circular staircase. He sighed. “Great. More fucking stairs.”

      “What were you hoping for? A slide?” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Jayce’s eyes lit up. “Dude, we should totally put a slide there!”

      Kai blinked at him slowly, then started down the stairs without a word. It took a while to make our way down them, but we discovered they led to a secret door near a secluded bookcase in the same corner of the library where we’d spent most of our study time. Hannah was sitting on our favorite couch and stifled a scream when we spilled out of the stacks in front of her.

      “What the hell?” She glanced around, as if expecting more people to just appear out of thin air.

      “This place is hella cool.” Jayce grinned broadly. He seemed to have bounced back almost entirely from his rough start to the day. “Secret rooms, secret staircases—man, I’m glad I live here.”

      Kai stared at him expressionlessly for a moment, then turned on his heel and walked away, heading in the direction of his dorm room.

      “What’s his problem?” Hannah wrinkled her nose, staring after him.

      “When I figure it out I’ll tell you,” I deadpanned, trying to ignore the ache in my chest that I’d known would flare up as soon as Kai left us. “But right now I need to cram for finals. Will you help me?”

      “Of course! Honestly, they were easier than I thought they would be. Lots of subjective questions, way more than I thought.”

      I sucked in a breath through my teeth. “Ugh. I don’t like that at all.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, if they’re subjective, that means they’re open to interpretation on both sides. What if one of the professors just hates you for no discernible reason? Wouldn’t they grade your answers more harshly?”

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” she said. “But anyway, you are gonna need to have at least a basic understanding of the facts, so let’s get to work.”

      All five of us spent the next several hours studying. It felt a little unfair, since four of us had already done all our cramming, to have to go through it all again. But after what Xero had told me about Toland’s blood oath, it didn’t seem like it was worth taking a chance on these exams.

      I forced myself to retain the information, but what I was really interested in was what would happen after our study session. When we finally stopped cramming for the day, and Kingston, Hannah, and Xero went off to do their own thing, Jayce and I went back up to our little secret alcove.

      “So how do we start?” I asked, sounding more nervous than I liked. “Sit in the lotus position and say ‘ohm’?”

      Jayce chuckled. “If that’s how you’re most comfortable, sure. But let’s skip the ohm for now.”

      We sat facing each other on the wood floor. He fiddled with his necklace, watching me thoughtfully for a long moment.

      “Okay,” he said finally. “First, let me ask you this. Do you believe it’s possible to get to the memories they want you to tell them about?”

      I didn’t have to think about that at all. I shook my head. “They want me to tell them what he said when I was unconscious. I can’t give them memories I don’t have.”

      “Ah, but you do have them.” He grinned, the blue of his eyes shining like a summer sky. “Have you ever been dreaming about some random thing and then the dream changes somehow to match what’s going on in the real world?”

      I cocked my head at him. “What?”

      “Like—okay, so you’re having a dream where you’re carrying balloons. Then someone comes along with a big needle, and they pop a balloon and it’s loud enough to wake you up. You sit up and hear the last bit of sound from a car backfiring or something.”

      “Okay, yeah. Not that exactly, but I see what you’re saying. So?”

      “So being unconscious doesn’t mean your ears aren’t working, or that your brain isn’t processing what’s happening. The information is all there, stored inside.”

      “All right, but I don’t remember my dreams either,” I pointed out. “How am I supposed to remember that?”

      “You aren’t.” Jayce’s hands found my knees, resting gently as he rubbed small circles with his thumbs. “You’re supposed to let Cassandra take you back there. But the reason I asked what you think is because your brain believes whatever you tell it. So if you tell it that it’s impossible to remember something, it won’t let you remember.”

      “So, what, I just have to decide that it is possible to remember something I can’t remember, and then I’ll remember it?” I raised an eyebrow at him.

      He shrugged. “Sort of. If you decide that it’s possible, then Cassandra can help you find it. Otherwise she’s going to have to force it, and it’s going to hurt.”

      I shuddered. I knew that the more she forced it, the more attached I got to her in my hypnotized state. I couldn’t handle that much heartache. There were already four men at this school who drove me crazy in the best and worst ways.

      “So how do we practice?” I rubbed the back of my neck.

      “Easy. You’re going to remember what you dreamed about last night.”

      I gave him a flat look. “I literally just told you that I don’t remember my dreams.”

      “Which is literally why it’s practice,” he said with a patient smile. “Close your eyes.”

      I did as he instructed, trying to banish my belief that none of this would work. Jayce’s logic did make some sense, and both he and Cassandra seemed convinced that I should be able to access those memories somehow.

      We sat together in the little room for a long time as I let Jayce mess with my head, helping me coax out memories of things my conscious brain hadn’t even registered. By the time we called it quits, my whole brain felt like a puddle of melting ice cream.

      The next day was more of the same, cramming all day and meditating well into the night, trying to get ready for both the final exams and my second interrogation.

      I wouldn’t say I felt prepared, exactly, but at least I was no longer certain I would fail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in a panic the day of our makeup finals, thinking that I had missed my test because of how bright it was outside. But the clock said it was seven, which made no sense to me at all considering how dark it had been at eight o’clock the first morning we’d arrived. The sun hadn’t even risen until almost nine.

      “What kind of fucked up cycle is this place even on?” I grumbled to nobody in particular as I tugged on my tunic. Our clothing had been provided by the school since we’d been brought to FU with nothing but what we were wearing at the time. I had instantly approved of the long-sleeved tunics and leggings that made up the majority of my wardrobe now. At this point, it was hard to imagine wearing anything else.

      “Xero would probably know,” Hannah answered. “It’s clearly not a twenty-four-hour cycle, but I haven’t figured out what it is yet. The sun seems to come up whenever it feels like it.”

      I jumped, throwing a hand over my heart. “Shit! I didn’t know you were awake! You scared the hell out of me.”

      “You can scare the hell out of the girl, but you can’t scare the girl out of hell.” She chuckled softly, then sighed. There was a worrying lilt in her voice, almost as if she were drunk. Her honey-colored eyes seemed to glow like two suns in contrast to the deep purple smudges beneath them.

      I frowned. “Are you doing okay?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I haven’t slept more than a few hours since we got here. I think I’m losing my mind.”

      “You should ask Cassandra for something that’ll help you sleep.” I tugged my hair back into a ponytail, still eyeing her warily. “I can’t have you going off the rails on me.”

      “I thought about that yesterday, but she wasn’t there.” She shrugged. “Her assistant said she was taking the day off to rest. I guess that interrogation session really wiped her out.”

      “I think this place is what wiped her out. Have you noticed how tired the staff looks?”

      “It’s because they’re all trying to figure out how to get us home. Plus, they’ve been running circles around themselves trying to keep the wards up and fully functional.” She did a little full-body shake, like a wet dog trying to dry itself, probably trying to banish the dismal thoughts I could practically see filtering past her eyes. Then she refocused on me. “How do you feel about today? Do you want to review anything before your test? I know I was repeating facts to myself up until the bell rang, plus I was doing flash cards all through breakfast. I don’t know if it helped or not, but it made me feel better.”

      I shook my head. “If I don’t know it now I’m not going to learn it in the next two hours. A shower and breakfast will do me more good than studying.”

      She blinked at me. “I would kill for a modicum of your chill, you know that?”

      I huffed a laugh. “The unknown scares me. If we were still on earth and were taking the final, I’d probably be praying for somebody else to attack the school so I wouldn’t have to do this. The idea of getting sent to the underworld used to terrify me. But now that we’re here, I know what I’ll be dealing with if I fail. It can’t scare me now that I can see it.”

      Her eyes widened in disbelief. I just smiled at her and went about my business. What she knew but maybe didn’t quite understand was that I’d been through hell before. When my mom died, and I was too old for anyone to really worry about me but too young to sign contracts, that was hell. The wasteland of the underworld couldn’t hold a candle to the wasteland of being totally alone at seventeen.

      I met the guys downstairs at breakfast and gave them all a quick mental once-over, reaching out through the connection between us. Jayce had already been meditating for hours; I could tell by the serenity wafting off of him. God, I would kill for a modicum of his chill. Kai was annoyed, but not stressed. He was good at tests. Xero’s lips moved as he read over the notes he’d been keeping all year. Kingston seemed more nervous than everybody else, and kept turning away to look into his pocket.

      “Pretty sure cheating counts as failure,” I told him as I sat down.

      “What? Oh. I’m not.”

      “Then what’s in your pocket?”

      A flash of anger crossed his face, but he pushed it away with an over-the-top leer. “Come here and I’ll show you.” He wiggled his eyebrows and licked his lips.

      I rolled my eyes. “You don’t have to be a dick about it.”

      “A dick! You guessed it! Well, that’s no fun. Now all of these fine people will have to find a way to enjoy their breakfasts without a show. What a shame.”

      “Oh, shut up, Kingston. God, you’re—” I groped around for the right word.

      “Attractive? Enticing? Superb?” He grinned as he filled in the blanks.

      “Obnoxious,” Jayce said.

      “Insufferable,” Xero added absently.

      “Yeah, what they said.”

      Kingston smirked and went back to his meal. He didn’t look in his pocket again after that, and I wondered if he’d just been messing with me to begin with.

      I chalked it up to nerves. We were all dealing with them, but Kingston didn’t exactly deal with emotions well. He preferred to pretend he didn’t have any, but he couldn’t hide the truth from me. I could feel an echo of what my bonded foursome were feeling all the time, and right now we were one giant mass of walking nerves.

      It was all wasted energy, as it turned out. When we were settled into our seats in the magic lab and had the tests in front of us, everything suddenly made sense. They weren’t testing us on our ability to memorize facts—which was good, because I would very likely have flunked—but on our ability to use that knowledge in ways that were not psychotic.

      For example, one of the early questions was about the Salem witch trials. It asked what I would have done if I’d been accused of being a witch and had a mob chasing me, threatening to burn me at the stake. The answers ranged from Eat them to Beg for mercy. I chose Diplomatically diffuse the situation, which I assumed was code for Cast persuasion.

      As the test went on, the questions got more complex, but as far as I was concerned the answers were always clear. Find the balance between doing the best thing for myself and causing the least amount of harm to others. There were a few trick questions, and a few morally ambiguous situations, but for the most part it was all very straightforward. A person would have to be completely evil or completely stupid to screw it up. Probably both, honestly.

      It made me wonder about the students who didn’t pass.

      We finished by dinner time, and as we all headed to the cafeteria, it felt like the giant bubble of stress had popped, leaving my whole group feeling looser and happier. I smiled at my guys as I linked arms with Xero and Jayce.

      “Think you all passed?”

      “Of course,” Xero said with his slow grin.

      “That test was so simple I was almost offended.” Kingston rolled his eyes.

      “I know. It was basically just ‘don’t be a dick’, right? Or… did I miss something?” Jayce suddenly looked worried.

      “No, that’s what I got out of it.” I leaned forward to peer around him as we walked, my gaze landing on the fifth member of our group. “Kai?”

      “Sure,” he said. “Simple.”

      His cold and hopeless tone sent shivers down my spine. I gave him a hard look and saw guilt behind the hopelessness, and anxiety behind the guilt. I wanted to take him away somewhere private and force him to tell me what the fuck was wrong. My heartbeat sped up and my mouth went dry as several awful scenarios ran through my mind.

      What if he hadn’t passed? What if I had to leave him behind? I couldn’t do it. For as many issues as Kai and I had, he was bonded to me. It would kill part of my soul to be without him. I would literally waste away, and eventually, I’d die.

      “Kai—you do think you passed, right?”

      He turned his shuttered gaze my way. “I don’t know.”

      “Bro! How could you not know? Those questions were easy!” Jayce looked as pained as I felt.

      Kai shrugged and walked away. I wanted to chase after him, but I let him go. We’d always been at odds, and there had always been barriers between us. But now, there was something going on in his head that I couldn’t figure out or even feel. That was new and different in a way I didn’t much like.
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        * * *

      

      After a nervous evening and a restless night, the three men who had been cleared went off to find something to do while Kai and I headed back downstairs for our second round of interrogations.

      “Do you think you’re going to be able to give them what they’re looking for?” I asked him as we rounded a corner on the first floor, striding toward the basement stairs.

      He glanced out a window that overlooked the dark, foreboding cave beyond. Sighing heavily, he shrugged.

      “Guess I don’t have a choice.”

      I gave him an odd look, but as usual, he avoided my gaze. Goddamn it. I wanted to ask what he meant, but Vesper met us at the bottom of the stairs. She gave us each a long, somber look, then turned.

      “Follow me.”

      “I don’t know why you’re being so theatrical,” I commented, mildly annoyed. “It’s not like this is the first time we’ve done this.”

      Irritation prickled under my skin like an itch I couldn’t scratch. I hadn’t gotten nearly enough coffee at breakfast. They seemed to be rationing it, which made me very concerned about what would happen if we were stuck down here for any significant length of time.

      You can drag me to the underworld, but if you take away my coffee, then I’ll really be in hell.

      “No, it’s not the first time you’ve done this.” Vesper glanced back over her shoulder at me. “But it is the most important. If either of you can remember anything else at all, it might just hold the key to our salvation.”

      I rolled my eyes at Kai. Such drama. He merely pressed his lips together and kept his eyes straight ahead. Okay, so maybe I was the dumb fuck who didn’t realize how important this was. Or maybe I just didn’t think it would matter. I didn’t exactly think Owen would have been muttering about the butler in the pantry with a wrench while he had me slung over his shoulder.

      “You first.” Vesper pointed to me when we reached the heavy door. “Kai, you’ll be next. Make yourself comfortable.”

      Toland glanced up as I entered the room behind his assistant. He looked exhausted. He seemed to be aging years by the day, and I suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to help him. I didn’t know if it was because he looked so strained and ragged, or if it was the training that Jayce had given me over the last two days, but the siren’s song didn’t hit quite as much resistance when she began.

      “Tell me what you heard when you were captured. While Owen was carrying you over his shoulder,” Cassandra said.

      It came to me in bits and pieces and didn’t seem to make any sense. I shook my head. “I can’t. I don’t know what he’s saying.”

      “Don’t worry about that.” Her song was enticing and soothing. “Repeat it just as you hear it.”

      My brows furrowed slightly, but I let the melody of her voice drag words up from the depths of my brain. This time, I didn’t try to make sense of them. I just spoke them as they came to me.

      “Why tread grown bellow. Uptown laugh trite. White up red down green left yellow right. White red green yellow. Up, down, left, right.”

      “Vesper?”

      “Recording, sir.”

      “Continue, Piper.”

      “Uh—stupid simpletons. Something—the code, wasn’t even here—untether the school—should be more difficult. Uptown laugh trite.”

      “Good. That’s good. What else did he say?”

      “Uh—better be better in the underworld. Sick of earth chicks. Then I started to wake up.”

      It got much easier as I reported the events that’d happened while I was conscious. The memories were clear and sharp, as if they’d been dusted off and polished up by Cassandra’s alluring song. I filled in the rest of his hateful misogyny for them, then told them of the magical binding cord and my various escape attempts. When I got to the part where I was mentally calling for my guys, they asked me to slow down and go step-by-step.

      “Your wrists were bleeding,” the siren prompted me. “How severely?”

      “There was a puddle.” I frowned. “My clothes were wet. Cuts all over my body. But then the guys came.”

      “And they healed you?”

      “No,” I said. “They attacked Owen. Kai released me from my bonds, but then Owen smashed him against the wall. He was going to die.”

      “Go on,” the siren said.

      Even from the depths of my trance, I could feel the whole room holding its breath.

      “I told the guys to get Owen out of the room before he crushed us all.” Despite the calm of my trance, I could feel my heart beating harder, sending blood racing through my veins. “I went to Kai. He looked dead. I cried over him.” I was crying now, as I told the story. “I touched his face. My blood got on him. I tried to wipe it off, but then—it dripped into his mouth. He drank from me. Then he woke up.”

      Warmth burned low in my belly as I thought about what it had felt like to have Kai drink from me, the remembered feelings and images even more vivid under the siren’s spell.

      Jesus, what an awkward time and place to be so aroused.

      I knew the empath was feeling what I was feeling, but in my utterly vulnerable state, I could do nothing about it. The old woman cleared her throat, and I talked a little faster.

      “He woke up and kissed me. It helped—it healed me a bit and gave me some strength back. It was just enough to get us back in the fight, but I was still bleeding. The other three fought hard. Xero and Kingston killed Owen. They didn’t want to, but they had no choice. He would have killed all of us, and everybody in the school.”

      I finished talking, and for a moment, the only sound in the room was the siren’s beautiful song.

      “Once more,” Toland said tiredly. “From the top.”

      After going through the whole scene three more times, highlighting different details each time—half to do with Kai, the other half to do with the nonsense code Owen had been repeating—he finally allowed Cassandra to withdraw from my mind. The process was much less painful than it had been the other day, and it didn’t feel like my heart was cracking open in my chest as her song faded away.

      “We believe you.” Toland interlaced his fingers and rested his elbows on his desk, regarding me with a steady gaze once my mind was my own again. “And we are clearing you as well. Of all charges.”

      “Wait? There were charges?” I blinked.

      The headmaster shared a look with Vesper. “There were. But we feel you did everything you could to protect yourself, your friends, and this school. The consequences—should be manageable.”

      “Consequences? Which ones?”

      Toland rubbed a hand over his face. “We shall see. We need to speak with Kai now. Vesper will take you to the waiting room.”

      I followed her out. This time, she took me to the same room where she’d been keeping Kai, and I squeezed his hand in a show of affectionate support as he passed. He met my eyes with a haunted look that made my heart ache. I hoped whatever nightmare was chasing him would be gone after all of this was over.

      Like before, the enchanted waiting room convinced me that I was only in it for a couple of minutes before Vesper returned with Kai in tow. His whole vibe had changed—for the worse, in my opinion. He’d gone from being haunted and frightened to being icy and furious. He wouldn’t look at me. He pulled away when I tried to touch his hand. A wall had closed down over his emotions, and with a start of terror, I realized that I could barely feel him.

      When Vesper left us at the bottom of the stairs that led up to the main level, I grabbed his arm. He yanked it away in a sharp movement.

      “Kai—what happened?”

      I tried to keep the desperation and growing fear out of my voice, but I was sure he could hear them anyway. He would’ve been able to see them on my face too if he’d ever fucking look at me.

      He shook his head. “See you around, Piper.”

      “I—what?”

      He took the stairs two at a time and never even glanced back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “When are they going to tell us if we passed or not?” Jayce glared down at his dinner discontentedly.

      “You certainly did,” I said with a grin. He was the nicest one out of all of us, and probably the least likely to ever be seduced by the dark side of our supernatural powers. “What are you worried about?”

      Jayce shrugged. His blue eyes were serious as he nodded at Kai, who had taken a spot on the other side of the cafeteria. He’d been avoiding me like the plague all afternoon, ever since we’d finished our exams.

      “Kai just got me thinking, that’s all.”

      “We passed.” Resting a hand on his muscled thigh, I gave a laugh that sounded nervous even to me. I waved my other hand as if trying to banish the cloud of anxiety that hovered over us. “We did.”

      The cafeteria began to empty as people finished their food. Just as my group finished ours, Vesper appeared at the door.

      “I bet she’s here for you guys.” Hannah sat up straighter, biting her lip. “Good luck!”

      Vesper gestured to Kai then walked to our table. “Headmaster Toland would like to see all of you in his office,” she said. “Immediately.”

      My stomach sank like a stone. Jayce, Kingston, Xero, and I looked at each other, giving and taking strength from one another. I held Jayce and Xero’s hands as we walked out, squeezing them tight.

      We’re going to be fine, I told myself firmly. No matter what.

      Toland sat behind the desk in his large office. He looked a little better than he had before, but I couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      “Take a seat, please.” He gestured to the five chairs that had been arranged in front of his desk. “First, I should tell you that you all passed your final exams.”

      “All of us?” Kai tilted his head, sounding almost disbelieving.

      “All of you,” Toland said firmly. “But I also brought you here to thank you. The information you gave us will be very useful in our attempts to get back home. We’re optimistic about returning to earth before the new school year begins.”

      “That’s great!” Jayce beamed happily. “How long will it take?”

      “As long as it takes.” Toland gave him an indulgent smile. “Dismissed. Oh, except Kai. Hang back a minute, would you?”

      I tried to catch the vampire’s eye, but he wouldn’t look at me. The fury I’d felt from him earlier had faded into a vague sort of concern—but that was a guess at best. I was having as much trouble feeling him as I’d had trying to feel Xero when we first got here.

      The only difference was, Xero had come back to me.

      I wasn’t sure Kai ever would.
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        * * *

      

      Nothing changed much over the next few weeks.

      Which, given our circumstances, was pretty fucking bad.

      It felt like Kai and I had gone back to square one, and this time there wasn’t even a bar in the snowy mountains to corner him in. He just stuck to his skulking, and I stuck to trying to ignore the gaping hole in my armor.

      It wasn’t easy. Every week, Toland held an assembly. Every week, his optimism waned a little bit more. First, he said we’d get back before the beginning of the school year, then it was before our first break, and then he stopped talking about getting out altogether. Meanwhile, I joined the rest of the student body in going positively stir-crazy.

      “I just wish there was something to do,” I said to Hannah one lazy morning as I stared out my window into the dark, red-tinged wilderness beyond the cave. Fallen University had a month-long break in between school years, so classes hadn’t started back up yet, although they would soon.

      “Like what?” She glanced at me from where she was lounging on her bed.

      “I don’t know. I kind of want to see what’s out there. I still can’t tell if those are trees or bones.”

      She shot me a warning look. “No! Don’t even think about it, Piper.”

      “But look!” I flung a hand out toward the window. “It’s right there. I could pop out and be back before anybody knew I was missing.”

      “Yeah, and get caught by a demon and blow the school’s cover,” she said, rolling her eyes. “It’s not that bad. At least we’re safe inside the school. Read a book or something.”

      I groaned. “I’m sure there will be plenty of books to read next week. I can’t believe these guys. Who is so dedicated to education that they’ll make you go back to class after being transported to a hell dimension?”

      She pressed her lips together and sighed through her nose at me. “The same people who are trying to make sure that you don’t end up fighting for the hell dimension, genius. Now get out of bed, we’ve got that assembly.”

      “I’m sick of assemblies.”

      “And I’m sure they’re sick of you too, but we’re getting our class schedules today, and I want to compare notes.”

      “Oh, all right. Seriously. Classes in the underworld.” I shook my head, but eventually climbed out of bed, threw on fresh clothes, and walked the same three-hundred and twenty-five paces to the auditorium that I’d walked every week since we’d arrived. Yeah, I’d counted them. I was that bored.

      “Good morning, students,” Toland said from the podium once we’d all settled into our seats. “As you know, the new school year will begin soon. Our classes will be a little bit different this year. Obviously, our situation has changed, and we must be able to adapt to suit it. Vesper will call each year in alphabetical order, beginning with the new fourth-years.” He shot a look at Marshall, who sat several rows ahead of me and the guys. “I know all of you  who were third-years should have graduated by now, but since you’re still with us, we will use the opportunity to do some advanced training. Once you have your class assignments, you are free to go to breakfast.”

      Toland stepped back as Vesper took the podium, and I settled in for a long wait.

      “Feels like they could have done this differently,” I muttered, shifting restlessly in my seat.

      “It probably would have taken too much time any other way,” Jayce pointed out.

      “Oh, no, not time.” I pressed my hands to my cheeks in mock horror. “The one thing we have an abundance of down here, can’t waste that.”

      Jayce grinned. “Someone didn’t get her coffee this morning.”

      “She’s been like this for days,” Hannah said solemnly. “Somebody needs to entertain her before she explodes.”

      I shot a glare at Hannah, but I knew she was right. She knew me well enough by now to recognize the warning signs. I was going nuts here.

      “That sounds like a job I can do.” Jayce’s voice dropped to a low, teasing whisper, and he put his arm around my shoulders, dipping his head to brush his lips down the line of my jaw.

      I was in more of a fighting mood than a cuddling mood, but I melted into him anyway. I couldn’t help it. As soon as one of the guys touched me, it was like two drops of water coming together. Perfect. Unavoidable.

      “That’s all for year three. Year two, pay attention. Alanis Abrahams.”

      “Finally.” I sighed. “We might actually get out of here before all the coffee is gone.”

      “They have been really stingy with it lately, haven’t they?” Kingston said, sounding almost as grouchy about it as I was.

      “No coffee in the underworld, man,” Xero deadpanned.

      “Well, there’s no broccoli either, and I don’t see them rationing that.”

      “The man has a point.” I scrunched up my face. “Besides, don’t they just magically create our supplies? I never saw them pop out real quick to go grocery shopping on Mönkh Saridag.”

      “I don’t know,” Xero said with a shrug. “I just know when I got to the underworld the first time, I spent six solid months looking for coffee. Even manifestors couldn’t get it for me.”

      “Fan-damn-tastic,” I groaned. “Sorry in advance, then.”

      Of course, the guys never seemed to mind all that much when I got bitchy and restless. Jayce thought it was cute, Kingston just fired it back at me, and Xero was endlessly patient. The combination basically took the wind out of my bitch sails.

      Eventually, Vesper called our names and gave us our class assignments, and we went to breakfast to compare notes.

      “Anybody else got Hiding in Plain Sight first period?” I asked as I looked over my paper. I had drunk my coffee way too fast, and it was gone before I even had the chance to enjoy it.

      Jayce shook his head. “I have Maintaining Inner Light.”

      “Me too.” Xero slid his coffee cup in front of me as he read over his paper. I grabbed at it with both hands and looked up at him with a grateful smile.

      He shrugged. “Selfish decision, honestly. I like you better when you’re fully caffeinated.”

      “Oh, shut up, you like me regardless.”

      He just grinned.

      “Kingston? What about you?” I glanced over at the dragon shifter.

      “Guerrilla Warfare.” He made a face. “Gym first thing in the morning? Who do they think I am, Rambo?”

      “I have Magic: Personal Protection,” Hannah said. “Sorry, Piper, looks like you’re on your own.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I looked across the cafeteria where Kai sat scowling at his class assignments. “Or maybe I’ll get to pester Kai.”

      “I wouldn’t bother,” Xero murmured, following my gaze. “He’s on a whole ’nother level of nope these days.”

      God, don’t I know it.

      I shrugged, trying to hide how much that hurt. But honestly, my crap mood was only partially due to the coffee shortage. Some of it was the dank feeling of hopelessness and evil that permeated the air in the underworld, seeping into the school—but most of it was Kai. I wanted him with me. By the end of our first year, he’d finally integrated into the group. He and I had finally had a bonding moment—one so intense I couldn’t stop thinking about it—and now he’d just turned his back on all of that without even telling me why.

      It sucked. Hardcore, deep throat, full-on-gagging sucked.

      As it turned out, he was in my first period class, though I didn’t see him right away. His red tunic was the exact color of the wall, and his toffee skin and black hair were a near perfect match for the patterns that were painted on it. I shifted my appearance until I was utterly unexceptional and completely average, then sauntered over to the seat beside him. He didn’t even look at me.

      “Trying to be teacher’s pet already?” I asked him.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You blend right in with the wall. This is the Hiding in Plain sight class, right?”

      “Yes,” he muttered, shifting uncomfortably. “Coincidence, I assure you. Unlike your attempt, which was clearly deliberate.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked innocently.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “You know what I mean, Piper.”

      I scowled and shifted back into my usual shape. “Oh, fine. How did you know?”

      “My mark itches when you get too close.”

      “Does not.”

      “It does.”

      “Then why hasn’t anybody else told me this?”

      “Because they enjoy the sensation.” He looked pointedly away from me. “Oh, look, a seat just opened up all the way over there.”

      “Kai, stop.”

      “Class is starting.” He stood in a preternaturally smooth motion and picked up his satchel. He didn’t even look at me as he walked across the room. The seat he chose was two rows in front of where I was, so he would literally never have to see me unless he was deliberately looking. I took the hint, but I didn’t like it.

      Toland hadn’t been kidding about the classes changing. It seemed every class I went to was solely focused on life in the underworld. Nobody even mentioned how the skills they were teaching us could be used back on earth, though I could see the applications for myself.

      “Jesus. It’s like they’ve given up hope of ever getting home,” I griped to the guys later that day. We’d all met up in the library after classes had finished and were lounging around in a loose group.

      “Maybe they’re just being practical,” Kingston said absently. He had a book up to his face like he was reading, but he hadn’t turned a page in over ten minutes.

      “I don’t think so.” Jayce heaved a sigh. “I think you’re right, Piper. They aren’t just trying to help us stay hidden in the castle temporarily. They’re teaching us like they expect us to graduate here.”

      “I think they do,” Xero said, his voice carefully neutral. “They’re teaching us how to win a war from behind enemy lines.”

      “Is this the only school of its kind?” Hannah asked, twisting her blond hair around her fingers.

      “As far as I know, yes.” Xero glanced at her, his dark eyes serious.

      “Oh, shit,” she breathed. “Then Gavriel already has the edge. If we can’t get more recruits for our side on earth, then we’re stuck with just what we have right now.”

      “Not necessarily,” he said. “If the school admins were careful about it, they could recruit from right here.”

      Her large eyes widened. “But wouldn’t that be dangerous? Everybody’s full demon here!”

      Xero looked annoyed, and Hannah slapped a hand over her mouth.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. You’re the exception though, aren’t you? That was why they were always so suspicious about you. They said this place—the atmosphere alone—is enough to change people. That’s why they have all those classes about protecting your inner light and whatever.”

      He shook his head, pursing his full lips. “I don’t think it’s as straightforward as they want you to believe it is. We’ve been here five weeks. Do you feel any more evil than you did when we got here?”

      “Of course not, but the wards on the school probably keep most of the atmosphere out. We’re protected in here,” she said confidently.

      “Let’s go outside.” I sat up a little straighter as a sudden burst of restlessness hit me.

      “Outside of the castle?” Kingston actually put his book down to stare at me like I’d grown an extra head.

      “Just to the courtyard,” I said. “It’s protected too, right? The wards are connected to the walls, and the walls go around the courtyard. Please? I’m suffocating in here.”

      Kingston, Jayce, and Hannah exchanged concerned looks. Xero gazed at me thoughtfully.

      “You want to see for yourself if the air is bad, don’t you?”

      “I do,” I said firmly. “But I also want to get out of here. You know how many pub nights we’ve missed?”

      “Maybe one?” Jayce answered.

      “Better than none!” I stood up. “I’m going. Come if you want to.”

      I headed for the library exit, and as I’d expected, they all followed me. I wasn’t the only one going stir-crazy around here; I was just the most vocal about it. We avoided students and teachers as we made our way to the front door. I knew it wasn’t totally forbidden—I’d seen the advanced students come outside to do something to the wards—but it probably wasn’t encouraged, either.

      Outside wasn’t much better than inside, though at least there were different things to look at.

      “Holy shit. We got lucky,” Kingston said, nodding upward. “I bet we could touch the top of the cave if we went to the roof. We could have appeared inside a wall.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think it was luck.” Hannah shook her head, gazing around with trepidation. “We’ve been learning about the various wards and protections on the school. Shrinking to suit our confines isn’t outside the realm of possibility. Neither is altering our course slightly to ensure we don’t end up inside a wall.”

      Kingston huffed a short laugh. “That’s some creepy foresight. Who decided to protect the school from random travel through alternate planes?”

      “Someone I am forever indebted to,” Jayce said, looking a little pale. “Is there a way out of here? Out of this cave?”

      “There’s at least one giant hole to the east—or whichever direction the sun rises from down here.” I scrambled up onto a large rock to get a better view into the distance. It was hard to see over the wall that surrounded the school. “I can see it from my window. But it leads out to a bog full of bony trees, so I wouldn’t suggest it for a nature walk.”

      Xero frowned. “Bony trees?”

      “Yeah. I think they’re trees anyway. They’re white and smooth, they look like exposed ribs or fused fingers or something.”

      His frown deepened. “I don’t remember ever seeing anything like that.”

      “How big is the underworld?” Jayce wondered out loud.

      “Big enough to get lost in.” The fire demon’s dark features pulled tight with worry. “I don’t know those trees.”

      For the first time since we’d arrived, a new kind of fear trickled down my spine. Some part of me had sort of assumed that if we did end up having to stay here for a long time, Xero would be able to show us the ropes. But if we had been deposited somewhere that was unfamiliar to even him, what chance did we have?

      “They should have a cartography class,” Kingston said. “If we’re going to be living here, we should at least know where here is.”

      I craned my neck, looking over the wall at the dark, jagged landscape and uneven terrain, at the blackened stone teeth and bubbling rivers of lava. I inhaled deeply, tasting the atmosphere, which had permeated Xero so deeply that I could hardly pinpoint him except by his mark.

      “I don’t think we’re in as much danger of turning evil as they say we are,” I murmured, taking another deep breath through my nose.

      “Why?” Hannah glanced up at me.

      I nodded at Xero. “Because he isn’t heartless. He’s saturated with underworld vibes, but he’s the sweetest person I know.”

      “Hey!” Jayce gave me a hurt puppy look.

      “One of the sweetest people I know,” I amended with a smile. “No, I think they’re getting ahead of themselves here. We’re going to be okay. And you never know. After a while, this place might actually start to feel normal.”

      I didn’t really believe my own words—but as it turned out, I was right.

      As we settled into our daily routine over the next month and a half, the novelty and terror of being in the underworld wore off completely. The sun rose and set whenever the hell it wanted to, so we lived by the clock. Certain foods and beverages were hard to come by, so we adjusted to what we had. I, of all people, developed a taste for spiced black tea. It did the job almost as well as coffee, even if the taste took some getting used to.

      But getting used to the routine didn’t help my restlessness one bit. I’d taken to wandering the forgotten secret hallways after class just to occupy my mind, but after a month and a half of prowling around the school, I’d found them all. All of them that I could get to anyway. Every sub-basement had been magically sealed with heavy protective wards, which was a move I couldn’t really argue with.

      I had also started deliberately practicing my guy-dar. With Xero melting into the atmosphere and Kai closing his feelings off behind a giant wall, I spent entirely too much time feeling lost, unable to reach them with my sense like I was accustomed to. Determined to overcome that untethered sensation, I would go to a private, distant corner of the school and search for them with my feelings alone. Eventually, I got to be really good at it, but once I conquered that challenge, boredom set in again.

      “Ugh. What I wouldn’t do for a pint at the pub right now,” I groaned one Friday afternoon.

      “Yeah, I could definitely go for some of that crazy music right now.” Jayce looked up with a grin.

      He, Kingston, Xero, and I were all hanging out in our secret alcove above the library. I’d pinged Kai—he was nearish, probably in the library downstairs—but he was still avoiding us like we all carried a deadly disease.

      “And the dancing.” Xero glanced over at me, his voice wistful as heat flickered in his eyes.

      There had been no shortage of sex between us since we’d come to the underworld. Either he or Jayce, or sometimes both, found their way into my bed—or an empty classroom, storage closet, or abandoned stairwell—on a regular basis. But I agreed with him that dancing had been a particularly fun form of foreplay.

      “I’d love to get away from the school and nosey teachers for a while,” Kingston said with a heavy sigh.

      “I just wish something would happen. I’m so bored I want to crawl out of my own skin.” I scratched absently at my arm until Jayce stopped my hand, resting his larger one over mine.

      Maybe it was because I’d just been thinking about sex and had somehow implanted the thought in his brain too, but his pupils were dilated, making the sky-blue of his irises look darker and impossibly beautiful.

      “You know… there are ways we could entertain ourselves right here,” he said.

      “Oh?” A grin tilted my lips. I might be bored of being stuck in the underworld, but there were some things I’d never get tired of. “Like what?”

      He smiled sinfully. “Oh, I have a few thoughts.”
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      “Will this be a private party, or can anyone join?”

      Kingston leaned back in his seat, his gaze bouncing back and forth between Jayce and me as we eye-fucked each other so hard it was a good goddamn thing I couldn’t get pregnant.

      The warmth that’d been building in my core flared even hotter as I wrenched my attention away from the sexy blond hellhound to the dragon shifter. Kingston and I’d had a hot as fuck moment in the locker room, and once, he’d almost gotten into a four-way with me, Jayce, and Xero before he’d bailed for mysterious reasons. I could tell he was still wary of the bond between us, still hesitant to seal it completely and give in to the pull that drew us together.

      But the interest flashing in his eyes was undeniable.

      Oh, holy fuck, yes.

      “The more the merrier, I say,” I murmured, trying to keep my voice low and seductive instead of squeaking with glee. My clit was aching, and my entire lower body felt flushed and swollen. It took all my willpower not to slip my hand between my legs and get the party started a little early.

      Breathing a little harder, I looked over at Xero. The fire demon was watching me with glittering dark eyes, and he didn’t even have to ask his question out loud.

      “You too, Xero.”

      I stood from my seat, holding out my hands to Jayce and Kingston, who’d been lounging beside me. Their larger hands enfolded mine, and all three men rose smoothly and followed me toward the abandoned stacks where the entrance to our little secret room was hidden.

      The staircase was narrow, and we had to walk single-file, so I took the lead. I could feel three sets of eyes watching my every move, three gazes devouring the sight of my ass swaying gently side to side with each step I took. My clit throbbed harder, my whole body already desperate and hungry for more than their looks.

      I wanted their hands.

      Their mouths.

      Their cocks.

      I wanted all three of them, in every combination imaginable.

      The little room wasn’t that high up, just on the second floor, but it seemed to take forever to get there. By the time I stepped inside, I was so turned on I could barely think straight.

      And I obviously wasn’t the only one.

      The second the others joined me in the room, our bodies came together like magnets. The three men surrounded me, Jayce claiming my lips in a hot and dirty kiss that made my toes curl as Xero wrapped his arms around me from behind, grinding his cock against my ass as he slid his hands under my tunic to squeeze and massage my breasts. Kingston’s mouth found my neck, his lips and teeth torturing the sensitive flesh as he worked his way down from just under my earlobe to the top of my shoulder.

      I shuddered, trying to angle my head to give Kingston better access without breaking my kiss with Jayce. But it turned out not to be necessary. Two seconds later, the dragon shifter made an impatient noise in his throat and pulled away from me, breathing hard.

      “Help me undress her.”

      His words were a command, and the other two men didn’t even hesitate—although I didn’t think they were so much obeying his order as going along with what they clearly thought was a very good idea.

      Hands found the hem of my tunic and lifted it. I raised my arms and broke my kiss with Jayce just long enough for the bunched up fabric to pass between us. Then we were kissing again, lost in each other’s ravenous lips as the men worked together to shove my leggings down. Kingston took over when they reached my knees, yanking my boots off before sliding the leggings down over my feet. He tossed them aside and nudged Jayce out of the way.

      The hellhound made a noise of protest but shifted around to my left side, palming my cheek and turning my head to keep from breaking our kiss. Xero was behind me again, his cock a steel rod against my lower back as he wrapped his arms around me, dipping his head to kiss along my jaw as he rolled one of my nipples between his thumb and forefinger.

      I gasped at the shock of pleasure that zipped through my body, and then cried out into Jayce’s mouth as Kingston grabbed my hips in a firm hold and ran his tongue all the way up my slit, lapping up the wetness that had already gathered there.

      My knees buckled when the tip of his tongue found my clit, and Kingston let out a noise like a growl.

      “Hold her up. Keep her still.”

      Command resonated in his voice, and once again, the other two men moved without question, the three of them working like a well-oiled machine as they took complete control of my body.

      Xero’s grip on me tightened, keeping me upright even as the strength fled from my knees, and Jayce gripped one of my hands hard in his, grounding me against the onslaught of sensations as Kingston lapped and sucked at my pussy lips, drinking from me like he could never get enough. His tongue lashed back and forth over my clit, the strokes so hard and demanding they slammed right into the delicate barrier where pleasure met pain. When he closed his mouth over me and bit down gently on the sensitive nub, I tore my mouth away from Jayce’s to scream out a torrent of incoherent curses.

      My entire body felt electric, and I was beginning to shake all over. Jayce didn’t give me more than a few seconds to catch my breath before he was on me again, his lips catching mine in a kiss that mirrored the kiss Kingston was giving my pussy.

      “Come for us, Piper. Come on my tongue. Let them feel what I’m doing to you. Let them hear you scream.”

      Kingston’s filthy whispers were muffled and broken as he continued to attack my clit with hungry, almost angry strokes. I was close, driven from zero to one hundred in mere moments by the all-consuming attention of three men. It felt so fucking right to have all of them there with me—so good that it almost made up for the gaping hole on my right side where Kai should’ve been. That side of my body felt bare and cold, and I swore I could almost feel a ghost of his touch, could almost smell his intoxicating ginger and spice scent.

      Before I could spiral into the sadness of missing my fourth bond mate, Kingston stiffened his tongue and thrust it inside me.

      “Oh, fuck!”

      My breathless gasp ended on a groan as Xero tightened his grip on me, using the tighter hold to work my nipples even harder. He was so turned on that he’d begun rhythmically thrusting his hips, grinding his cock against me in the same tempo that Kingston was shoving his tongue into me.

      Good fucking lord. Was his tongue like that before he was turned, or did it get extra long when he became a dragon shifter?

      It felt like he was already fucking me, and I bucked against him, riding his face shamelessly as his fingers dug into the flesh of my hips. I was barely standing on my own anymore, held up by Xero, pressed between him and Kingston as I surrendered completely to the pleasure rocketing through me.

      Jayce made a pleased little noise as he licked at my lips and swept his tongue into my mouth, obviously pleased with what the other two men’s ministrations were doing to me.

      I pulled my hand out of his, palming the back of his head and pressing our foreheads together as I sucked in air.

      “I’m gonna come, Jayce. Oh, fuck. I’m gonna come so hard—I—”

      My words were quiet and breathless, whispered against his lips as if they were a dirty little secret. As a succubus, I’d grown used to being in control of my pleasure, but in this moment, I wasn’t in control of anything. I was standing at the base of a mountain watching a boulder roll toward me, unable to do a single thing to stop it from smashing into me.

      “It’s okay, baby. We’ve got you, Pipes. We won’t let go.”

      There was heat in Jayce’s voice, but something else too. Something that landed in my chest and settled there, finally allowing me to let go completely. All my muscles relaxed, trusting Xero to hold me up—and like a hose that’d suddenly become unkinked, a wave of overwhelming ecstasy flowed through me unimpeded, filling up my body to the brim.

      I came so hard my vision went white and then gray, and a loud cry spilled from my lips.

      Kingston groaned in satisfaction, licking up every last bit of my sticky arousal and sending little aftershocks of pleasure through me every time he brushed against my clit. With his hands still digging into my hips, he tilted his head to look up at me.

      The bottom half of his face was wet, and I might’ve been a little embarrassed about that if the sight hadn’t turned me on so fucking much.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that again ever since that day in the locker room,” he murmured, his voice low and smooth. “I’ve been starving for you, Piper.”

      Pure truth resonated in his voice, and my pussy clenched hard, demanding to be filled, insisting on it.

      I wanted Kingston inside me. I wanted to cross that line with him, to feel his cock stretching my walls and to feel him come undone, filling my womb with his hot cum.

      But despite the raw lust gleaming in his emerald eyes, I could see hesitation in them too. He still wasn’t ready, and the last fucking thing I wanted to do was break this amazing moment by pushing for something he couldn’t give yet. He’d already given me one of the most intense orgasms of my life—a bar that was steadily rising higher and higher—and more than that, he was here. He’d chosen to come with us, and that meant a whole hell of a lot.

      “Come here.”

      Xero’s voice behind me was a low rumble. Keeping his arms locked around me, he walked us backward until we hit the small, squat couch in the middle of the little room. He sank down to sit on it, pulling me with him until I was situated on his lap. The other two men walked toward us, twin looks of desire on their faces as their gazes traced over my naked form draped over Xero’s larger one, my back pressed to his front and my legs spread over his knees. I could feel wetness slowly leaking from me, and I was sure they could see it glistening on my inner thighs.

      “Stand up, Piper,” Xero murmured from behind me. “Just for a second.”

      I did, never looking away from the two men as they drew even closer to us. There was a rustle of fabric behind me, and when I glanced down, I saw that Xero had shoved his pants down enough to free his cock. He held the thick, heavy shaft in his fist, and his mesmerizing brown eyes sparked with desire as he gestured to me with his other hand.

      “Come sit on me. Let me fill you up.”

      Oh, shit. You don’t have to tell me twice.

      My heartbeat picked up in my chest as I slowly sank back down onto his lap, draping my legs over his and placing my hands on his knees to steady myself. I impaled myself on his cock in a slow glide, letting out a low moan as he filled me completely. This angle allowed him to get deep, so deep, and it felt fucking incredible.

      Jayce and Kingston were still watching with heavy-lidded eyes, looking almost drugged as they stared at the place where Xero and I were connected. When I rose up and sank back down, they both let out husky, tortured sounds. Jayce stepped forward first, not shy at all about asking for what he wanted. His hand went to his pants, pushing them down and drawing out his cock in a smooth motion.

      I licked my lips hungrily, breathing harder as I slid up and down Xero’s thick shaft again. Then I pulled Jayce a little closer and leaned forward slightly to wrap my mouth around his cock.

      “Ah, fuck, Pipes. That’s so fucking good.”

      He tipped his head back, the muscles in his neck straining as I bobbed up and down his length, coating him in saliva. A second later, Kingston stepped forward to stand alongside Jayce. I wrapped my hand around him and squeezed, and he muttered something under his breath.

      Finding my rhythm as I fucked Xero slow and steady, I switched, fisting Jayce’s cock as I wrapped my lips around Kingston’s. The fire demon beneath me kept a steadying grip on my hips, where the bruises from Kingston’s hands had already faded, healed by the pulsing power gathering inside of me.

      The quiet little room became filled with the sounds of our pleasure—little whimpers and moans, sharp breaths, whispered gasps—and the noises just drove my arousal higher. It felt like we were in a bubble, the four of us encased and protected from anything in the outside world for these few precious minutes.

      “God, you feel so good, Piper.”

      Keeping one hand on my hip, Xero slid his other forward, brushing his fingers over my clit and making me jump. It was still so fucking sensitive, but he started slow, building from small, teasing circles to harder, more intense ones.

      As he worked me up to another peak, I worked the men in front of me, alternating between my hands and my mouth as I sucked them in deep and jerked them off.

      Overwhelming arousal seemed to fill every bit of the small room, until I couldn’t hold it in anymore. My body spasmed and tightened as another orgasm crashed through me, and Xero pumped up into me hard twice before freezing, his cum filling me in jerky pulses.

      Kingston fisted my hair at the roots, yanking my head back to look at them as he and Jayce both grunted and exploded at the same time. Thick ropes of cum spattered across my neck and chest, coating my breasts. It felt like it infused me from the inside out, the addictive magic of their desire better than any drug in existence.

      Xero brushed my hair to one side and kissed my neck, his cock still sheathed inside me. The other two men gazed down at me with eyes that softened in the wake of a powerful release, deep sky blue irises and dark green ones gleaming in the dim light.

      I was buzzing with power in the afterglow.

      Power… and something else.

      A hint of ginger and spice caught my nose again, something I thought I had just imagined earlier. Instinctively, I turned to look at the door that opened onto the hidden staircase.

      Kai stood in the shadows just beyond the doorway. He stared back at me, his dark eyes burning in the dim light.

      How long had he been standing there? Had he been watching us do—all of that?

      Before I could ask him anything, he turned and slunk away.

      What the hell?
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      As the days and weeks went by, I couldn’t stop thinking about it.

      Why the hell had Kai just watched? He’d obviously been drawn to us, brought up to that little room by the pull that connected him to me. Why hadn’t he stepped in and joined us when he’d obviously wanted to? He’d been hard as a rock, I was sure of it. The thread that bound us was tenuous sometimes, but I’d been able to feel his arousal.

      So why had he hidden in the shadows like that? Maybe he had just wanted to creep me out somehow.

      But it hadn’t been creepy. It was actually kind of hot. I’d made myself come several times since then imagining him watching the four of us, imagining his cock straining for release. A little pathetic maybe, but since I wasn’t getting any actual sex from the moody-ass vampire, I was desperate for even that small connection to him. Hey, a succubus does what she’s gotta do.

      I wished I knew what was going on with him, but he still wouldn’t talk to me.

      It wasn’t like we had nothing to talk about. He had drunk my blood, after all. That seemed like a significant enough incident that we should have at least addressed it in passing, but he hadn’t even given me that much. It was like nothing had ever happened—or he wanted to pretend nothing had happened anyway.

      By the twelfth week of classes, I couldn’t stand it any longer. I didn’t hear a thing my teacher said all first period; I was too busy trying to bore holes in Kai’s back with my eyes.

      He must’ve been able to feel my heavy glare because he tried to disappear into the crowd the minute class let out, but I wasn’t having it. I followed him down the corridor, and the second he broke away from a cluster of students, I grabbed his arm.

      “Hey!”

      “Hush,” I growled at him. “Come with me.”

      He lowered his voice, a flicker of concern lighting in his eyes. “Is the school under attack?”

      I didn’t answer. If I told him “no”, he’d probably slip my grasp, and I was sick of dancing around like this. So before he could protest any further, I dragged him into a closet and planted myself between him and the door. He gave me a confused look, his expression slowly morphing into one of anger.

      “What’s going on, Piper?”

      “That is exactly what I want to know,” I shot back. I’d been rehearsing a speech all through Hiding in Plain Sight, but now that I was face-to-face with him, I just blurted out whatever came into my head. “You drank my blood, Kai! Remember? Months ago. And we’ve never talked about it. We’ve never addressed it. You’re completely avoiding me now, and I want to know why.”

      He scowled, making a move like he was going to try to push past me and out of the room. I straightened my shoulders and glared, not budging an inch.

      “No! I’m not letting this go, Kai.”

      “Clearly.”

      “So?”

      He fisted his hands, looking like he was strongly considering violent means to remove me from his way. A muscle in his jaw jumped as he clenched his teeth, breathing hard.

      I didn’t move though. I stayed right where I was, staring him down with my arms crossed. Honestly, I was so fucking hungry for anything from this guy that even the sustained eye contact as we glared at each other was fueling my succubus side just a little. It was sort of like eating a single grape when you’ve been starving for weeks, but what the hell. I’d take it.

      Finally, after several long moments, some of the harsh tension drained from him. He raked his fingers through his sleek black hair and blew out a breath.

      “Have you ever wondered why vampires often kill their victims?”

      “Uh…because they’re fallen supernaturals and they’re hungry?”

      He shook his head. “There’s a bond. A deep, unbreakable bond formed when a vampire drinks from another person. It’s an addiction.”

      “So you’re an addict, and I pushed you off the wagon,” I concluded. I didn’t love the sound of that, but it definitely explained why he’d been avoiding me.

      “No.” He shook his head, his wild, spicy scent filling the small closet and making my mouth water. “You’re the addict. Or you will be. If that ever happens again.”

      I blinked. Uh, that was not where I thought this was going.

      Chewing on my lip, I thought of the way his porcelain teeth had felt as they slid into my vein and shuddered with arousal and a touch of fear.

      “Okay, sure, it was kinda hot,” I admitted, in the understatement of the century. “But I’m not addicted to you.”

      “You don’t crave it?” His pupils slid into predatory slits, the vampire side of him rising closer to the surface.

      I shook my head, although I was suddenly having a hard time swallowing. Or breathing.

      “You will,” he said, his voice husky. “You’ll need me. You’ll come to me to get your fix, and nothing will ever be enough. The more I drink, the stronger the bond will become. Eventually, you won’t be able to stand being apart from me.”

      I laughed. “And? That sounds like an average Tuesday.”

      He looked startled, jerking his head back as his eyes widened.

      Cocking my head, I squinted at him in disbelief. “You really don’t get it, do you? You—the four of you—are pieces of me. I already want you around all the time.”

      “This is different,” he insisted stubbornly, and irritation spiked in my veins. “It’s—it’s the way I feel when I’m around you. It’s that primal draw, the insatiable desire. It’s consuming. I want to spare you from that.”

      “Spare me? Yes, please, spare me.” Annoyance was building into fury. He wasn’t listening to me. “You know what, I don’t think your motives are so goddamn pure. You’re not doing this to protect me from shit. This is about you. I think you liked drinking from me, and I think you hate yourself for liking it.”

      “Piper, come on.” His features hardened, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze anymore. “I care about you, and I don’t want you to suffer like I suffer, that’s all.”

      I ground my teeth together. “You have no idea what I suffer, Kai.”

      But he was about to. This bullshit had gone on long enough, and I was sick of him acting like his rejection of me was for my damn benefit.

      I cast my gaze around the small room, spotting a small knife on one of the supply shelves. Anger making me reckless and impulsive, I snatched it up and held it to my wrist.

      Kai’s eyes widened, his body going completely still.

      “What… what are you doing?”

      “What’s the matter?” I taunted, frustration and pain raging through me. “Afraid of a little blood?”

      “Piper, don’t—”

      But I didn’t listen. I didn’t even give him a chance to finish. I just pressed the blade down against the soft flesh of my wrist and pulled, ripping my vein open. Pain flared, and I suppressed a gasp as blood trickled onto the floor in a steady stream.

      “Look at all that lovely blood, just going to waste.” I shook my head, breathing hard. “What a shame.”

      “Piper!” Kai’s voice was a ragged shout, his expression contorted with too many emotions to identify. “Jesus, what the fuck? You cut too deep, you’re going to bleed out!”

      “And it’s all going to be on the floor. Too bad.” I wasn’t lightheaded yet, but I knew I would be soon. He was right. I had cut deep. This was possibly one of the most bone-headed moves I’d ever made, but I was desperate to get some reaction out of this ice-cold man. “And what will you do then? Lap it up like a puppy?”

      I waved my dripping wrist in front of his nose. He pulled away, but I followed, cornering him against the wall between two shelves. I pressed my body against his, my wrist millimeters from his lips.

      “All you have to do is stick out your tongue,” I told him, my voice throaty. “And all of this will be yours.”

      “Piper.” He was whispering, pleading with me, but his hunter’s eyes were locked on the trickle of blood.

      “Just one taste,” I murmured, moving my body against his, making sparks dance through me even as pain still throbbed where I had cut myself.

      With a snarling growl, he took my wrist into his mouth. Sharp teeth pierced my skin, and his hot lips pressed against my flesh. His tongue worked, lapping at the blood with little sensual motions. It ignited my blood, turning the sparks of arousal into a raging inferno. I pressed closer to him, straddling his thigh, reveling in the feel of him. His breath quickened as mine slowed—the blood loss was making me dull-headed and sleepy, but I didn’t care. This was the best damn wet dream I’d ever had, and I never wanted it to end.

      His powerful arm was like a vise around my waist, and I could feel how hard he was through his clothes. His cock pressed against me, hot and demanding, as his thigh ground against my clit. I wanted him more than I’d maybe ever wanted anyone. Every cell of my body wanted to be taken by him, every molecule of my essence—

      Just as my vision began to darken, he pulled away. I whimpered, the sound desperate and broken. I’d been so close, so fucking close, and I ached for him to finish it. The French call orgasms la petite mort—the little death. I’d never understood why until now.

      “Piper,” he whispered through lips stained with my blood. “Shit.”

      He licked his lips then kissed me hard. I writhed against him, trembling with what felt like decades worth of pent-up desire. He held me close, letting his hands wander over my body as he returned my life force to me—every bit he’d taken, he gave back tenfold. I wanted him to take it farther, wanted everything he had to give, but the moment my head was clear and the cut on my wrist had healed completely, he pushed me away.

      We stood staring at each other for a long moment, breathing hard, the foot of space between us vibrating with energy. His pupils had gone back to their human shape, his black irises round and dilated, no longer slits.

      He almost looked… ashamed. But I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why.

      Still breathing hard, he held up a finger and gave me a stern look.

      “That was the last time.” Although his voice shook, it was so full of conviction it made my chest ache. “Never again.”
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      Weeks went by with no visible progress toward our goal of getting home.

      Actually, to be honest, I wasn’t even sure that was the goal anymore. The teachers who had remained optimistic the longest had finally succumbed to the same sort of hopelessness the others all seemed to have. Everyone was grimly preparing us for an eternity in the underworld, and it was beginning to wear on every single student at FU, from second-years to fourth-years. Tempers were shorter, emotions ran high, and people were late to class more frequently. The very air here had a way of making you want to sleep forever.

      There were other little changes too. People were having more difficulty maintaining their human appearances, and every day there was another student who had given up and come to class looking like the devil. What used to be a classroom full of normal-looking adult humans was now full of hellhounds and hellbeasts of all shapes and sizes. It was colorful, but it was also disturbing.

      Wyatt—a kid who had come to the pub in the little village on Mönkh Saridag with us more than once and had always seemed a little aggressive and twitchy—usually sat next to me in my last class of the day. It was one of those softer classes, focused on maintaining your inner light or whatever. Wyatt had spent the last few weeks making snippy little comments under his breath, but he hadn’t acted out much.

      But on a Tuesday five months into the school year, he came to class looking for a fight. He flopped down next to me with a snarl and glared at the professor, a pale-faced woman named Serena Bowman.

      “Hello, class,” she intoned in her breathy voice. “Today we’re going a little further into our guided meditation. That silver strand we created yesterday needs to be strengthened, so that no matter where you are or what you come up against, you can always find your way back to yourself. Now—”

      “Sure. Great. But we couldn’t find our way anywhere else even if we wanted to though, could we?” Wyatt spoke out loud, not even bothering to whisper.

      “Excuse me?” Professor Bowman blinked her owlish eyes at him.

      “You heard me. There’s us, there’s the school, and there’s…what? Fire? Lava? Trees made of fucking bones? Everybody we know is everybody we’ll ever know forever. Your class is as useless as the nightly patrol.”

      “Take a breath, Wyatt,” she said soothingly. “It might not be as hopeless as all that.”

      “Might? It might not be? Then it is! You’re lying to yourself with this ‘might’ bullshit.”

      “Yo,” Frankie, the student in front of Wyatt, turned around and addressed him with a grimace. “Chill out, man. You’re killing the vibe for everybody in here.”

      Wyatt crossed his arms and glared. Class went on, but my attention was focused on him. Something definitely wasn’t right. He felt unstable. Dangerous.

      After a few moments of silence, he muttered to himself, “I’ll kill something.”

      Oh, shit. I realized I was holding my breath and let it out slowly, trying not to immediately suck in another lungful. Wyatt had the same look in his eye I’d seen in school-shooter mugshots, and his skin was rippling unsteadily between a human color and a bright, football-textured tangerine color. He kept his mouth shut for the rest of class, but that didn’t ease my mind any. His silence was only building pressure on the inside, making him more likely to blow at any second.

      “And that’s all for today, class. Keep practicing those meditative techniques, you will need them.” Bowman blinked, then shifted her gaze to my right. “Wyatt, could you stay behind for a moment?”

      He froze, and so did I. I always sat in the corner, and he had the seat beside me, so I couldn’t really get out without squeezing past him, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to do that. Not without a plan anyway.

      “Try and make me,” he growled at Bowman, curling his lips back.

      He stood up and grabbed his things, tearing his bag with one long claw. He looked down at it in confusion for a second, like he couldn’t quite understand what was happening or where the long, sharp claw had come from. Hell, maybe he didn’t. His body was shifting all over the place in anxious little ripples. It was actually more terrifying to think that he had no control at all than to think that he was doing it on purpose to be intimidating.

      “Wyatt!” Bowman’s large, round eyes got even bigger. “I will have to speak to the headmaster about this.”

      “Fine. Who’s stopping you?” Wyatt shoved the door open and burst into the hallway, knocking someone over in the process. I ran after him, shooting a worried glance at the professor. She was already picking up the communication charm all professors kept in their classrooms—to call Toland and a bunch of big fourth-years, I hoped.

      “Watch where you’re going!” Wyatt was screaming at a smallish, nervous-looking man when I caught up to him.

      “You ran into me,” the nervous man stuttered. I gave him points for balls, but I wished he would’ve just taken the hit and walked away. He was poking a bear, whether he realized it or not.

      “Then you shouldn’t have been standing there!” Wyatt shoved him, then shifted into a rough-skinned tangerine dragon. He looked more like an iguana than a classic dragon, but he spewed flames, so he was dragon enough.

      The small guy squeaked, morphing into a little armored demon—kind of like an armadillo. As Wyatt drew his head back, preparing to unleash a ball of flame, all I could think was that the little guy was about to get boiled alive in his own plated skin.

      “Hey, Wyatt!” I pushed between them, shoving the large iguana-dragon just a bit. I let the hypnotic hum of persuasion enter my voice, focusing on what I wanted him to do. “Leave him alone. He isn’t worth your time.”

      He growled, and his eyes focused on me. Shit. Wrong move.

      “You’re calm,” I told him, throwing every bit of persuasion I could muster into it, but he wasn’t listening anymore. The fire he’d built up to cook the armadillo man exploded through the air in my direction. I ducked in the nick of time, only losing a few hairs in the process. I rolled away, then scrambled to my feet and tried again.

      “You’re calm,” I told him, holding my hands out. “You want a nap. You’re so tired.”

      Or not.

      He roared and charged at me, swiping me aside before I could react, his long claws slicing deep into my flesh. It hurt like a bitch, tearing a ragged cry from my lips as I stumbled back.

      Goddamn it. Are you fucking kidding me?

      My poor torso had been through so much shit just in the last year, up to and including having a piece of rebar shoved clean through my body. It pissed me off, but there wasn’t a whole lot I could do about it.

      I was bleeding freely; the entire front of my raggedly torn shirt was soaked through in seconds. My body felt numb and cold at the same time, and I vaguely recognized that I was going into shock. I couldn’t reach the parts of my mind that knew how to persuade.

      “Stop,” I gasped, holding up a hand again as if that would stop him.

      Wyatt gave no sign that he’d even heard me. The orange dragon bore down on me, building another inferno in his chest. I crawled backward, trying to ignore the blinding pain in my chest and abdomen as the deep gashes pulled and shifted with the movement.

      The corners of my vision were going dark. All I could see in front of me was that ugly, bumpy tangerine snout.

      Then, out of nowhere, a flash of emerald darted between me and the charging dragon. Twin spouts of fire blasted, and iguana-Wyatt bellowed in anger and pain as the new dragon’s fireball left singe marks on the side of his body. The other dragon roared.

      Kingston. Thank fuck.

      “Enough!” The sonic boom of Toland’s voice radiated through the hallway.

      Kingston stopped, crouching on the floor between me and Wyatt. But Wyatt was too far gone for even Toland’s authority to reach him. He reared his head, working on another fiery blast.

      He never had the chance to unleash it.

      Through hazy, wavering vision I watched as Toland and three other staff members disabled Wyatt with surgical precision and efficiency. Paralytic spells and transmogrification spells worked together, followed by a levitation spell. In less than a minute, Wyatt was back in his human form, frozen solid, hovering above the professors and the students cowering in the hallway.

      Toland gave a sharp gesture, turning on his heel to stride away. The professors followed him, with Wyatt’s body floating docilely behind them. The little group passed me on their way to wherever they were taking him, and I strained my ears to pick up the low words they murmured to each other as they left.

      “Is it the atmosphere? Is he turning evil?”

      “Perhaps. Or maybe he’s just short-tempered and stir crazy.”

      “This isn’t cabin fever. He’s evil.”

      “We shall see. Hurry, we need to get him downstairs before he comes to.”

      Wow. Maybe Xero was right after all.

      The school admins and staff obviously still believed that the atmosphere here could turn otherwise good creatures evil. Fantastic. Maybe it was just a matter of time before we were all signing up to slaughter humans for Gavriel’s army. Or maybe…

      I lost track of my thought, my mind going fuzzy and blank. Wyatt’s swipe had damaged me more than I’d thought, and I was still bleeding heavily. I pulled my hand away from my torso to see that it was covered in bright red blood.

      “Come on.” Kingston’s voice was gentle. He slid his arms under me and lifted me like a princess. A demonic, blood-covered princess.

      As he carried me through the corridors, his touch held me together. I wasn’t healed, but I wasn’t dying either. Hovering in some sort of stasis, I relaxed against him, letting his energy wash over me.

      I half expected him to bring me to the infirmary, but when I lifted my heavy eyelids, I realized that wasn’t the direction we were headed. A momentary flood of relief hit me as I realized that, whatever Kingston might think of the bond between us, he knew me well enough by now to know what I really needed. And it wasn’t a damn healer.

      When we reached his dorm room—he’d been lucky enough to get one of the rare single-occupancy rooms—he laid me down on the bed and kissed me.

      Pain brought my consciousness sharply to the forefront. I whimpered against his mouth and he pulled away, gazing down at me with worried emerald eyes.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “No, it’s fine. Healing hurts sometimes,” I murmured, trembling with shock and need. “Come back. Please…”

      He did. He didn’t even hesitate, and he didn’t shrink back from the blood soaking my tunic. Instead, he leaned over the bed and poured sweet life force into me with deep, tender kisses and gently roaming hands. I swallowed my gasps of pain as my torso and chest stitched itself back together, not wanting to scare him off again.

      After several long moments, he pulled away slowly, then slid his fingers down my torso to where I’d been hit. The wounds had closed, but they were still visible through the torn, bloody fabric.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      He grabbed a towel from his closet and disappeared through the door, returning less than a minute later with a small bowl of water. He must’ve filled it up in the shared bathroom down the hall. I hadn’t moved from the spot where I lay, conserving my strength as my body continued to heal itself, drawing on the power his kisses had given me.

      Taking a seat on the bed next to me, he lifted my shirt over my head and tossed the wet, bloody garment to the floor. Heat flashed in his deep green eyes at the sight of my bare torso, but his hands were gentle as he dipped the towel in the water and began to clean the blood from my chest and stomach. When he’d finished his work, he tossed the towel—which was now stained red and pink—onto the floor with my ruined tunic.

      His fingers brushed over the marks Wyatt’s claws had left, and he shook his head in concern.

      “Think this will scar?”

      My skin seemed to buzz where he touched me, and it was hard to keep my breath steady and even as I moved his hand to my other side, to the spot where the piece of rebar had pierced me the year before.

      “I doubt it. This one is hardly visible anymore.”

      Then I turned my head, bringing his hand to the back of my neck where four little freckles marked my skin; one for each of my bonded men. The marks had formed the day they’d saved my life.

      “Remember? You got to me in time.”

      He made a soft noise in his throat, then lowered his head to kiss each of the scratches Wyatt had left on my body, one after the other. As he did, the skin there softened ever so slightly, healing beyond scar tissue.

      “I remember,” he murmured, his voice husky. He ran his fingers through my hair and cupped the back of my head, tilting my face up to look at him. “I remember never wanting anyone or anything more than I wanted you in that moment.”

      A surge of power rippled through my body as he kissed me once more.
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      My tongue swept into Kingston’s mouth as if life, death, and everything in between could be found between his lips. In a way, they could.

      This man held one of four keys to my soul, and when he kissed me like this, it felt like he had used his key to open a door to a part of me I hadn’t even known existed.

      I held onto his shoulders, physically restraining myself from hauling him down onto the bed with me. The dragon shifter had been uncertain about the succubus bond from the start—maybe not as actively resistant as Kai was, but nowhere near Jayce’s enthusiastic acceptance. I had decided a long time ago to take what this man would give me without pushing for more. It felt a little like deciding to live without a piece of my heart, but I resolved to make do. Succubus bond or not, it didn’t sit well with my stubborn feminist streak to admit I needed a man for anything.

      Kingston had already taken my shirt off to clean up the blood on my torso, and now he took full advantage of that fact. Pulling his lips away from mine, he trailed open-mouthed kisses down my neck, across the line of my collarbone, and over the swell of my breast before latching onto my nipple with his teeth.

      My back bowed off the bed, and my clutching fingers moved from his shoulders to his head, sliding through the chocolate brown strands of his hair to press his mouth closer, to keep him from pulling away. My heart hammered against my ribs so hard that I was sure he must be able to hear it. Hell, he could probably see my chest vibrating with each heavy beat as he pushed against the pressure of my hands to move over to my other breast.

      When he drew that pebbled nipple into his mouth, I let out a ragged cry, scraping my fingernails against his scalp and eliciting a shudder from him.

      He would pull away soon, I knew he would.

      I knew how much he valued control—as the heir to a massive business empire, I supposed it had been ingrained in him since birth—and everything about this succubus bond went counter to that. He had eaten my pussy and let me suck his cock, but still, neither of those things represented a complete capitulation to the magic that bound us.

      Shoving aside those thoughts, I ran my fingers through his silky hair, determined to enjoy the blaze of incredible sensations coursing through me for as long as they lasted.

      When Kingston pulled away, I didn’t try to stop him. My fingers slid through his hair and trailed down the line of his jaw as he sat back on the bed beside me.

      I was about to open my mouth to thank him—I was beyond healed by now, the marks from Wyatt’s claws not even visible as faint scars anymore—but instead of rising to his feet, he crawled between my legs, tugging my boots and leggings off in a swift, smooth motion. I kicked my feet a little to help him, my eyes flying wide as I watched him pull his own shirt off next, followed by his pants.

      Fucking hell, he really was beautiful. He was lean and muscled, not as bulky as Xero or Jayce, but perfectly defined. His pecs were smooth and lightly tanned, and I bit my lip so hard it nearly bled as I counted each ridge in his eight pack before sliding my gaze over to greedily take in the chiseled V at his hips.

      My breathing had grown heavier, and without even meaning to, I had reached up to cup my breasts, pinching and tugging at my nipples as need built in me like steam gathering in a covered pot.

      Kingston made a noise that made my clit throb, and when my gaze flew up to meet his eyes, I swore I could see flames dancing behind his glittering green irises.

      “You’re beautiful when you touch yourself, Piper.” A sinful smirk curled his lips. “I like a woman who knows how to take charge of her own pleasure.”

      Keeping his gaze fixed on me, he moved deliberately, reaching down to fist his thick cock in one hand, stroking up and down with long, deliberate motions. A whimper fell from my lips as I watched him swirl his thumb over the smooth head, twisting his fist slightly before stroking downward again. He made another noise, this one a little strangled.

      “Touch yourself,” he murmured, still stroking his cock as his gaze dropped to my bared pussy. “I want to see what drives you wild. I want to see you come.”

      A full-body shiver worked its way through me at the raw need in his voice. Fuck it, I would take this. If Kingston wasn’t ready to take things further between us, this was the next best thing I could imagine. My clit throbbed with an aching need as I watched his fist glide up and down on his cock, the muscles of his abdomen clenching in time to his strokes.

      I was dying for some damn relief, but just to make sure he knew he didn’t get to call all the shots here, I took my sweet time following his command. One hand continued to play with my breast while the fingers of my other hand traced a lazy path down the pale skin of my stomach, detouring to brush over my ribs, circling my bellybutton, before finally sliding over the rise of my pubic bone and finding the hard nub of my clit.

      My gaze flicked up to his, and I grinned at the way the green of his irises seemed to deepen and darken. When my fingers began to move in small circles, his jaw ticked and his nostrils flared.

      I dipped my fingers down, sliding two into my pussy and spreading my lips, and Kingston’s breath hitched.

      His own hand moved faster, the motion growing harder and more desperate, and I couldn’t decide where to look—at his hard, beautiful cock, his perfect body, or his gorgeous, lust-filled face.

      We both watched each other raptly, consumed by everything about the sight of each other’s pleasure. There was something oddly intimate about it, and even though no part of our bodies were actually touching, the very air around us seemed to be infused with so much sex, so much energy and desire, that I could feel it powering me up as I breathed it into my lungs.

      Kingston cursed under his breath, the strained, almost angry expression on his face tightening even further as he sat on his heels between my legs, jerking himself off with sharp strokes.

      “God, so good.”

      My moan was breathless, and my hips arched off the mattress to meet my fingers, which became a blur of motion as I worked myself toward a toe-curling orgasm.

      I was close, so close, my body starting to shake and my heart thrumming in my chest, when Kingston gave a loud grunt and yanked my hand away.

      Shock flooded me, and I yelped in surprise before letting out a plaintive moan. I was still hovering on the edge, and I just needed one more touch to send myself hurtling off a cliff into blissful oblivion.

      I was about to pull my hand out of Kingston’s grip when a single word stopped me.

      “Mine.”

      My heart stuttered, and my arm went limp in his grasp as my gaze flew up to meet his. Something had shifted in his expression, and the dragon in him seemed to be lurking just below the surface as he regarded me like the most precious treasure he had ever seen.

      Then, keeping his gaze locked on mine, he dragged my hand up to his face, drawing three fingers into his mouth. His warm tongue swirled over each fingertip, lapping at the sticky arousal that coated them, and I felt the vibrations of his moan all the way down to my clit.

      When he finally released my fingers, his focus shifted to the place between my thighs, zeroing in like a laser on my soaked pussy.

      “Mine.”

      The word fell from his lips with even more conviction this time, and before I could react, his face was buried between my thighs, his tongue thrashing my clit with hard, quick strokes.

      I came.

      And he was right—this orgasm belonged solely to him.

      My mouth fell open in a soundless cry as pent-up pleasure exploded inside me, making my hips jerk and buck on the mattress. Kingston rode out my orgasm like a cowboy on a damn bronco, holding onto my hips and keeping his lips pinned to me as his tongue kept up the delicious assault.

      When I finally stopped shuddering, he tilted his head, staring up my body at me. And then he surged forward, moving up in a fluid motion to drape his body over mine. His hands found my wrists, pinning them above my head just as his cock found the still clenching entrance to my pussy, and he drove inside me in one hard thrust.

      We both stilled. Even the air around us seemed to still, the moment of silence seeming as loud as a shout after the gasps and groans that had filled the room earlier.

      Our bodies were pressed together from head to toe, our naked skin brushing together, and my eyes nearly rolled back in my head from how good it felt.

      Better than I had ever imagined—and I had imagined it quite a bit.

      “Mine.”

      Kingston repeated the word for a third time, his gaze bouncing between my eyes as our faces hovered so close together our noses were practically touching.

      I felt the truth in his words. They hit me like a Mack truck carrying a ton of bricks, and I wrapped my legs around his trim waist, locking him tight to me as I ground my hips against him.

      He wasn’t just giving in to the bond.

      He was almost… embracing it.

      Emotions stronger than I was willing to admit to surged through my chest, and to keep him from seeing all of them in my eyes, I hauled his face to mine and kissed the hell out of him.

      The last of his restraint seemed to have snapped when he’d slid inside me, and now he set a punishing pace, withdrawing almost completely before slamming in again, making us both grunt like animals with each thrust. Our lips and hands consumed each other as he claimed me with his cock, marking me as his both inside and out.

      I came again at that thought, electric energy bursting inside me as I tipped my head back and screamed his name.

      “Fuck, yes, Piper.”

      His own voice sounded as frantic as mine, and he picked up the pace, pounding into me as my pussy walls clenched around him.

      When he came inside me, euphoria spread through me like a drug as his hot cum flooded my womb.

      “You’re mine too, Kingston,” I whispered, barely able to form words. “You’re mine.”

      This was everything I’d needed, and nothing at all like what I’d expected when I’d gotten out of bed this morning. My expectations in the underworld had become depressingly low, but I hadn’t even dreamed that I would end the day by having sex with my dragon shifter bond mate.

      Best damn surprise I’ve had all school year.

      The thought flickered through a satiated haze as Kingston slowly withdrew and collapsed onto the bed beside me, pulling me against him and tucking me into his arms.

      As we lay gazing into each other’s eyes, I saw more emotion on his face than I’d ever seen before. He was warm and open, vulnerable and caring. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he was actually falling in love with me, but I purposefully didn’t let my mind linger on that thought for too long.

      Trying to figure out what was love and what wasn’t when you were magically bonded to someone felt like an impossible task. It was hard enough for regular humans to differentiate between lust and love sometimes—adding powerful succubus magic into the mix made the whole thing feel like a jumble of tangled up Christmas lights that I’d never be able to sort through.

      Whether I wanted to or not, I needed all four of the men the marks on my neck represented. I needed their desire, needed the pure sexual chemistry that sparked to life between all of us. But more and more, I was starting to feel like I needed them for other things too. For their companionship, for their laughter and banter. For the way each of their wildly different personalities complemented a piece of my own.

      I needed them. In a way that went far beyond sex.

      Jesus. Am I falling in love with all of them?

      Too chicken-shit to answer that question, I just nuzzled closer to Kingston, breathing in his rich scent. Kingston smelled like money and boredom, like the finest brandy and expensive leather. It was an addictive aroma, like inhaling pure luxury.

      He tucked my hair behind my ear and smiled gently. It was as soft and meaningful as one of Xero’s rare smiles, but it was uniquely Kingston. The aristocratic curves and planes of his face couldn’t lessen the effect of authentic feeling, and for the first time, I saw how he must have looked before wealth and dragonism had hardened him, shifting his priorities.

      “I’ve been keeping a secret,” he murmured as he stroked my cheek. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      He slid off the bed and I rose up onto my elbows, intrigued. All kinds of things floated through my imagination, from all over the spectrum.

      He’s really a prince.

      He’s really a spy for Gavriel.

      He’s been keeping a wet bar hidden in his room somehow and is going to make me a cocktail.

      That one made my mouth water, and for a wild moment, I hoped I was right. As my brain speed-cycled through every imaginable possibility, he rifled through his discarded clothes. When he pulled a small black rectangular object out of a hidden pocket, I blinked.

      My mind had come up with some pretty out-there possibilities, but this wasn’t any of the things I had imagined.

      “You have a… cell phone?”

      He handed it to me, and I studied it, turning it over in my palm. It looked like a twenty-year-old flip phone, but when I opened it up, it had a modern screen.

      I frowned at him in confusion. “What the hell?”

      He took the phone back from me with a little grin.

      “It still connects to earth,” he said, tapping at the screen a few times. “See?”

      “What?” I shot upright on the bed so fast my head spun. “You have internet access?!”

      “More than that. It can make phone calls. I brought it with me when I came to Fallen University. I’ve stayed in contact with my business associates this whole time.”

      “But—how?!”

      “It’s enchanted—” he began, but I cut him off.

      “No, not that part. I mean, yes, tell me about that, but first tell me how you managed to keep this a secret for so long? You’ve been interrogated twice! And not by some human detective either, but by a serious magical team!”

      His smile turned extremely smug. “I’m a dragon, Piper. And this is my treasure. The thing is, the empath and the siren connect to emotions. That mage, Charles, connects to spells. Those are all warm or cold talents, you see.”

      I totally didn’t see, but I nodded anyway so he would continue.

      “As a dragon, I don’t have any guilt over guarding my treasure, so they can’t find that. Protecting my treasure is a vital aspect of my primal makeup; telling me to reveal my treasure is like telling me to stop breathing. I can do it voluntarily or through direct interference, but if they don’t know it’s there, they can’t interfere directly. It’s fail proof.”

      My mouth had fallen open in astonishment, and I closed it again. “That’s incredible.”

      “Yes, it is,” he said proudly. “The point, though, is that the phone is enchanted to connect to anywhere from anywhere—across any distance, through any barrier. Even into a different dimension. Which means we still have a lifeline to earth.”

      I opened my hand for the phone, and he let me see it again, though I could tell he was growing more reluctant every time he handed it over. He was a dragon, after all. And just like he’d said, this was his most valuable treasure.

      Holding the phone with more reverence than I had the first time, I looked for a logo or brand, but the black casing was unmarked.

      “Where did you get it?” I asked.

      He cleared his throat. “You know how I said I hopped on a private jet and went to Africa to meet with the shaman after I was turned?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, he wasn’t the only person I met. Before I went to Africa, I stopped at the home of a warlock who’d managed to remain hidden from the Custodians for years, a lot like Kai did. He made this for me.”

      I wrinkled my nose, looking up at Kingston. “How did you find him?”

      “Money,” he said simply.

      Yeah, that sounds about right. With the right amount of money, it seemed like almost nothing was impossible.

      “So…” I cocked my head at him, handing him back the phone. It seemed to take him a lot of restraint to resist snatching it from my grip. “Let me get this straight. You got turned into a freaking dragon shifter, and the first thing you did, even before visiting a shaman to try to reverse it, was have someone make you a magical cell phone. Why?”

      He met my gaze, determination and a hint of deep sadness reflecting in his dark green eyes.

      “My family’s business was my whole life, Piper. I knew that after what had happened to me, my looking around in strange places trying to get myself turned back could draw unwanted attention, and that I might end up somewhere—unpleasant. I had this made so that I could maintain my position in my family’s company no matter what.” He sighed. “That has turned out to be less successful than I’d hoped, although I’ve at least been able to maintain some connection to the business back home. But… it’s possible it could have other uses as well.”

      I stared at him, finally grasping what he was getting at. Why he’d chosen to show me his most coveted piece of treasure.

      “This isn’t just a lifeline for you to your business,” I said, my voice hardly more than a whisper. “This could be our key to getting home.”
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      I sent out a beacon as Kingston and I dressed, a subtle sort of “come hither” to the rest of my men. I didn’t want to make it too strong. If I sent out a full-blast distress signal, they’d come running so fast I probably wouldn’t even have my shirt on yet when they arrived.

      And having them meet me in Kingston’s tiny room would be awkward, especially since the whole room screamed of what’d just happened in here. Not that I was shy about having sex, and not that I thought any of them would be shocked. But it was the first time the aristocratic, proud man and I had crossed this line—just the two of us coming together, sealing our bond one-on-one—and I wanted to preserve the memory of this moment.

      I made the vibe stronger as Kingston and I made our way to our little secret perch over the library.

      We met Xero and Jayce in the hall outside the library. They were talking and laughing, and Jayce lit up when he saw us coming.

      “Piper! Oh, God, you should have seen it. I’m sitting there with my roommate—you remember Giorgio, right? Anyway, we’re just sitting there talking when I get slammed with this feeling like I have to go meet you, so I get up to leave, and he’s all like, ‘where are you going?’ and I’m like, ‘my girl needs me.’ He’s all, ‘how do you know?’ and I’m like, ‘it’s my super power.’ He started yelling at me, but now he’s off researching hellhounds, so I guess that’s good?”

      I shook my head and laughed. “Sorry. If it wasn’t important, I wouldn’t have called.”

      “I’ve never been happier not to have a roommate,” Kingston said, wrinkling his nose.

      “Same here, man.” Xero looked mildly horrified. “That’s too much.”

      “That’s why I scared my roommate away.” Kai’s smug voice came from behind me.

      I turned to face him, happy that he’d actually responded to the call I’d put out, but he shot me down with a look of warning.

      Okay, still persona non grata with Kai. Fine.

      “Come on.” I shook myself, wrenching my gaze away from the cranky vampire. “Kingston has something to show you guys.”

      They all followed me into the library, and we made our way as quietly as possible to the corner of the stacks where the entrance to our private room was hidden. So far, nobody had seen us go up or come down from there except for Hannah, and I wanted to keep it that way.

      But the universe apparently had other ideas, because Sonja and one of her friends—the little blonde one—were sitting on a couch in the isolated corner as we walked up.

      Damn it. Really?

      I paused, then turned around. There was another way to get to the secret room. We could go the long way—the route we’d taken after Sonja had trapped us behind the wall several weeks ago.

      “Stop.” Her piercing voice rang out in the quiet library as she sprang to her feet. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      “Just over to Nunya,” I said innocently.

      “Nunya? What’s—?” She squinted in confusion for a moment. Then her expression morphed into a mask of annoyance. “Oh, goddamn it—”

      “That’s right. Nunya damn business,” I finished, smirking at her. “See ya.”

      “Hey! Get back here!” She was in front of us in a flash. “What are you up to now? Sneaking around planning more attacks on the school? Where are you going to send it this time, back to the Jurassic era?”

      “Not a bad idea. I bet you’d make a tasty raptor snack. Get out of my way.”

      “Sonja!” her friend called, sounding exasperated. “Will you leave them alone? You’re seriously, like, starting to get on my last nerve.”

      Sonja glared over my shoulder at her, but she did step out of the way. She made the I’m watching you gesture as we left, and I ignored her. The last thing we needed today was to get into a brawl with Sonja.

      “Her friends are even getting tired of her,” Jayce said with a grimace. “Fuck, you know it’s bad when even those idiots can’t take it anymore. You’d think she’d learn.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think she ever will, honestly. She’s set on being the baddest bitch around. And seeing as we’re in the underworld, that bar has been raised significantly.”

      Xero chuckled softly.

      We went the long way around, up a narrow set of public stairs, through a quirky little maze of corridors, and in through the false panel in the wall. Nobody said a word until we were up the secret stairs and walking down the narrow hallway.

      “So, what’s this all about anyway?” Kai asked.

      “You’ll see,” Kingston said mysteriously.

      The vamp rolled his eyes and shot a frustrated glance at Xero. “Do you know what’s going on?”

      “Nope. Relax, man. You’ll find out when the rest of us do.”

      Kai didn’t look at all pleased with that. He was probably counting the minutes until he could get away from me, but he was just going to have to suffer. This was too important to be sidetracked by whatever messed up thing existed between us.

      Still, Kai seemed almost on the verge of turning around and leaving anyway. When we finally made it to our secret hangout, he skulked by the door.

      Just like he did the night he watched my four-way with the other men.

      A shot of pure, demanding desire made my clit pulse.

      I shifted, rubbing my thighs together surreptitiously as I mentally berated my body and my succubus power for wanting stupid shit it couldn’t have.

      “Come all the way in,” Kingston said grumpily. “I’m not going to shout about this, you know.”

      Kai huffed and walked over, gingerly avoiding the general area where the rest of us had been having sex the day he had watched. I gave him a pointed look, but he avoided my gaze.

      What the fuck else is new?

      “Okay. You ready?” Kingston held his breath as he looked around at our group.

      “Been ready,” Kai snapped. “Get it over with.”

      Shooting the black-haired man a withering look, Kingston pulled the phone out and flipped it open, showing them all that it was connected to earth. Astonishment rippled across my men’s faces.

      “Duuude.” Jayce drew the word out into several syllables. “What. The. Fuck?”

      “Where’d you get that?” Xero asked.

      “Why do you have it?” Kai added suspiciously.

      Kingston filled them in with the same explanation he’d given me, finishing with, “I should’ve told you all earlier, but… it goes against every instinct I have as a dragon to guard my treasure.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I’m still getting used to this ‘trusting people’ thing. But students are starting to crack, and despite what the teachers believe, there has to be a way out of here. We just have to find it.”

      “What are you going to do, Google it?” Kai leaned back in his seat, crossing his arms.

      Kingston huffed at him. “No. Have any of you noticed who’s been missing from the school this whole time?”

      We all shared looks. Even I didn’t know the answer to this one, and I’d thought I was pretty well in tune with Kingston’s plan. The man in question groaned and rubbed a hand over his face.

      “Dru,” he told us. “And his elite team of third-years. They left on a mission right before we came here. Remember? There was a whole thing about him wanting to bring students for extra manpower and Toland being on the fence about it but finally agreeing to let him have a small team. Am I really the only one who eavesdrops around here?”

      “Yes,” Jayce said.

      “Obviously not,” Kai said at the same time, and he and Jayce shared a mutually distrustful look.

      Then Jayce grinned, reverting back to his default state of easygoing cheerfulness. “Okay, apparently not.” He turned to Kingston. “But I get what you’re saying. If Dru took the team out before the school got transported, that means he’s still on earth somewhere.”

      “Exactly.” The elegant man nodded in satisfaction.

      “So we should take the phone to Toland—”

      Jayce didn’t even get the whole question out before he was cut off by a chorus of, “No!”

      He paused, looking around in confusion. “But won’t Toland know Dru’s number?”

      I shook my head. “Doesn’t matter if he does or not. We can’t tell him that Kingston has been carrying an illegal cell phone around this whole time. He’ll be expelled.”

      “Really? Even though it’s an emergency? And maybe our only way home? I don’t think he’d expel him.”

      “Not immediately,” I agreed. “He’d make the phone call first, then he’d expel him. Toland rides the line between pragmatic solutions and the letter of the law like a sex therapist with a license to hook.”

      Jayce’s face fell, and he glanced dourly at the phone. “Well, what do we do with it, then?”

      Xero shook his head. “Fuck. I don’t like knowing about this. If they find a reason to interrogate us again…”

      He let the thought trail off with a small shudder.

      “No, it’s fine,” Kai said sharply, and I got the feeling he was trying to convince himself his words were true. “We just won’t be suspects next time around.”

      “Really? We won’t? We always are,” Xero pointed out.

      “Well, next time someone should persuade them that we’re above reproach.” Kai shot me a meaningful look.

      I shifted uncomfortably. “We need to get in touch with Dru.”

      “Okay,” Kingston said. “Anybody got his number?”

      “You know we don’t.” Jayce made an exasperated noise.

      “Then what are our other options?”

      “Can’t you have someone on your staff look him up?” I asked. “You already said you’ve been using the phone to keep in touch with people at your family’s company. Don’t you have an assistant who can help find him?”

      He shook his head, looking a little disgruntled. “I already tried that. Dru isn’t exactly ‘on the grid’. There’s no data on him at all—as far as human record-keeping goes, the man doesn’t exist.”

      “Shit.”

      We sat in silence for a while, contemplating.

      Maybe there was someone else we could try to reach out to for help? I didn’t have a whole lot of connections left earth-side, and the ones I did have wouldn’t know where to begin looking for answers. Every direction my thoughts took led me back to Dru. He was the only person in the world who could help. I was sure of it.

      “Dru used to talk about his away missions.” I massaged my temples with my fingertips, wishing I could get Cassandra to poke around in the dark corners of my mind a little to see if any information was hidden there. “If we can remember some of the specifics, we might have a shot at reaching him somehow.”

      “He liked Seattle,” Kingston recalled. “And Canada. He made a point of volunteering for those places.”

      “Sheesh. That’s a lot of ground to cover. We can’t just call every place of business across a whole continent trying to find one guy.”

      “Especially since he won’t want to be found,” Kai said. “He probably suspects Gavriel is behind the school’s disappearance. I’m sure he and the rest of the Custodians will be on high alert, hiding out to make sure no one else gets dragged away from earth. They’re operating at less than capacity anyway.”

      “Where would he hide?” Jayce mused, interlacing his fingers and resting his chin on his hands. “Okay, hold on. People usually go to people or places where they’re most comfortable when they’re scared, right? Does Dru have any human family?”

      I shook my head. “He follows the rules to the letter—and one of the first rules they have for the fallen is ‘no contact with your old life’. He wouldn’t put his family in danger. But you might be on to something.”

      Something tickled at the edges of my mind, and I squeezed my eyes shut, willing it to break through. I could almost remember it.

      Dru was a member of the Custodians, but he’d spent a good amount of time at FU since he’d worked very closely with the students. One day, he’d been talking with some of the third-years in the combat gym about a mission he’d just been on, showing them some new moves that the opposing monster had pulled on him.

      “But I kicked his ass anyway,” Dru had said. “Me and my team wiped the floor with him, actually. They did such a good job I treated them all to drinks at Sticky Mick’s. I love that place. Used to go there all the time, still hit it up whenever I’m in town.”

      “Sticky Mick’s in Seattle,” I said suddenly.

      The guys all stared at me.

      “That’s where he goes to celebrate victories,” I explained impatiently. “He probably also goes there to nurse losses, but he doesn’t talk about those. He’ll be there, I’m sure he will. Or he will be before too long. Look it up, Kingston, call him.”

      Kingston shrugged, but found the number for the place and pressed the button to connect the call. It started to ring, and he pressed another button to put it on speaker. The fact that we were actually connected to earth gave me a weird feeling like I was floating between realms or something.

      “Hi, I’m looking for someone who goes there a lot. Do you know a guy named Dru? Mid-thirties, dresses like a hipster, has definitely seen some shit? Yes? Perfect! Is he there?” The dragon shifter listened for a minute then sighed. “No, I’m calling from a… payphone. I’ll try again later. Thanks.”

      He hung up and sighed again.

      I stared at him, shaking my head in disbelief. “Why did you say that? You could’ve left your number! He would have called back, I know he would.”

      He gave me a flat look. “I’m not exactly on Verizon, Piper. Unless he’s calling from an enchanted phone, he won’t be able to get through. This is a one-way deal.”

      My shoulders slumped. We couldn’t even get a call-back. Fucking great. Reading the expression on my face, Kingston scooted over to me and put his arm around my shoulder.

      “Listen,” he said, his voice softer and more gentle than I’d ever heard it, but with a hard edge that told me he was serious. “This is our way out. I know it is. We’re going to keep trying. We’ll poke around a little bit, talk to some of the advanced students he was close to and find out where else he liked to go. And we’ll keep calling Sticky Mick’s. Apparently, he was there this morning, I just missed him by a couple hours.”

      “Yeah,” Jayce said. “We’ll figure something out. Don’t worry about it, okay?”

      Right, don’t worry.

      We had highly illegal contraband that could potentially save us all, but not to worry. We’d figure out how to use it.

      I hoped.
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      Word about Wyatt spread around school quickly. He’d been put in isolation somewhere in the basement labyrinth, and rumor had it that the Psychic Advisor was working with him every day to determine whether he was just cracking under the strain, or if he was turning evil. All of the teachers seemed to be on high alert. Even being in a bad mood didn’t feel safe anymore; if a person showed up to class grumpy, they’d be getting the third-degree before lunch.

      The halls became our sanctuary for venting. Because, I mean, let’s be fair—we were trapped in a fucking cave in the middle of nowhere in the vast hellscape of the underworld. It was bound to put at least a few people in a bad mood. Not to mention the fact that the school finally ran out of coffee entirely.

      It was all I could do to keep my own temper in check the day I found out about the coffee. Tea had been a good enough replacement for my second, third, and fourth cups of the day, but I relied heavily on that one perfect, life-giving cup of coffee to start my day.

      I glared at what had once been the coffee bar. We’d made it six months before the day of reckoning had finally arrived. Oh, they were trying hard to lessen the blow; someone had put out extra tea, and every different flavor combination I could imagine was there. But no damn coffee. Furious, I filled my cup with a strong black tea and stormed over to my table.

      “That’s it,” I groaned. “It’s all over. All hope is lost. We might as well send flares from the roof and tell Gavriel we’re here, because it’s over.”

      Xero shot me a sympathetic look. “No coffee?”

      “Not a drop.” I sipped the tea and made a face. “Just leaf water.”

      “Better learn to like it unless you want to talk about your feelings for half an hour,” Kingston said, nodding toward the door. “Cassandra’s on cafeteria duty.”

      I glanced at the door and saw that the siren was staring right at me. I didn’t know if it would work—I’d only really tried it on my own guys—but I pushed a feeling of utter contentment at her. It wasn’t much, because honestly I didn’t have much to draw from, but it seemed to be enough. She turned her attention to a different table.

      “Thought police,” I grumbled.

      “They just want to make sure nobody’s going full evil,” Hannah said pragmatically. “It’s not like they’re out to get anybody.”

      “I guess. I wish they’d keep their snooping to the classroom though.”

      “Save all your aggression up for Combat,” Kai drawled. “That’s what I’ve been doing. My scores have improved and nobody’s asked me about my well-being.”

      “Not even Beedle?” Jayce asked.

      Kai shook his head. “Beedle gives no fucks. As long as you aren’t trying to destroy the school on his watch, he doesn’t care how you feel.”

      The table that Cassandra had her eye on now was full of a bunch of second-years, most of them young. Like, high school sophomore kind of young. I’d noticed them the year before, but hadn’t really given them much thought. They mostly kept to themselves and kept their heads down—not surprising, considering they were surrounded by a bunch of full-grown demons—but today they were being a little louder than usual. A food fight broke out suddenly and was quickly quashed by the cafeteria staff. One of the kids, whose name I was pretty sure was Taylor, stood up and shouted.

      “Really? The one fun thing we’ve done in months, and you have to jump in and end it? Come on, dudes! What the fuck?”

      Nobody took a whole lot of notice. Just a teenage kid having a tantrum, right? But Cassandra immediately went over to him, hurrying through the cafeteria until she reached his table. She whispered a few words in his ear and he sat down, dazed and silent.

      “I’m not liking the direction this is going.” I lowered my voice a little, leaning toward the others as I spoke to make sure the school healer wouldn’t hear me. “Hypnotizing people out of a tantrum feels like an overstep.”

      “He’s a teenage boy,” Jayce pointed out with a shrug. “She wouldn’t necessarily have had to hypnotize him. Look at her. Just standing that close to him would have short-circuited his brain.”

      Well, he’s got a point there. I wasn’t sure whether it had anything to do with her being a siren, but Cassandra was undeniably hot. The school’s resident healer was a wispy woman with large ocean-colored eyes and reddish-brown hair that hung down her back in loose curls.  I could easily imagine Taylor growing a little dazed just from all his blood rushing to his dick.

      And to be fair, the kid did seem to shake it off pretty fast. Maybe Jayce was right.

      I tried to put the whole Big Brother feel of it out of my head and save my complaints for the hallway. When we finished our breakfast, I made a point to smile at Cassandra as we passed by her.

      Still, I couldn’t really say I agreed with how the school admins were handling things.

      “If they’re worried about people losing their shit, they’re handling it all wrong,” I muttered under my breath as soon as we were out of earshot. “If the pressure wasn’t getting to me before, it sure as hell is now.”

      “Keep your head up. This will all blow over eventually.”

      Jayce dragged two fingers along my jaw, then slipped them under my chin and tilted my head a little so he could kiss me thoroughly. Ignoring the grumbles of students pushing past us in the hall, I wrapped my arms around him, losing myself for a moment in his fresh seafoam scent. We broke apart reluctantly before he turned to head toward his class on the other end of the castle.

      “He’s right. Plus, I’m still trying to—you know.” Kingston made a furtive little gesture toward his back pocket.

      I nodded and took a deep breath. “Yeah. Right.”

      Then I stepped forward and pressed a kiss to his lips, reveling in the fact that I could do this now, that he returned the kiss with equal intensity. This was new for us, and I fucking loved it.

      Brushing my hand down his chest and over his abs, inching just close enough to his hardening dick to drive him crazy, I looked up at him through my lashes. “See you at lunch.”

      Heat flared in his forest green eyes, and his hands tightened on my hips for a moment. I definitely wouldn’t be eating at lunch today. Or rather, I would, but it wouldn’t be food.

      Who needs food anyway?

      With a light, taunting slap on my ass, Kingston turned and strode down the hallway. Xero and I went the other way. Kai was nowhere to be found—probably in class already. He was still twitchy about getting too close to any of us, me especially.

      We were about halfway to our class when a voice I recognized rose up from ahead of us.

      “Answer me, you little punk!”

      Sonja.

      Goddamn it. What the fuck is she doing now?

      Xero and I shared a look and hurried around the corner, where we found her pinning a kid to the wall. It was Taylor, the same kid who had flipped out in the cafeteria. The fucking sixteen-year-old who was in way over his head and had just been trying to blow off a little steam.

      Fury exploded inside me.

      “Hey! Back the fuck off!” I shouted as I ran over to her.

      Breathing hard, she turned to me with wild eyes, one hand still pressing the kid into the wall. “You back off,” she snarled. “This kid’s turning evil, just like Wyatt!”

      I grabbed her arm and yanked it away from Taylor, who crumpled to the floor and held his head as he hyperventilated.

      “Jesus! Look at him. He’s not evil, he’s just stressed out!” I gestured toward him, glaring at her as I stepped in front of him. “He’s having a hard time being stuck down here, just like the rest of us.”

      “Bullshit! He’s flipped sides, you saw how he went after the cafeteria staff!”

      She made a move to dart around me, but I shifted quickly to one side, blocking her with my body again.

      “I saw a young boy get frustrated,” I said stubbornly. “What are you, the emotional stability watchdog?”

      She turned her nose up at me, breathing hard. “Excuse me, but as an advanced student, it is my responsibility to ensure the safety of the school. Including culling the herd of traitors like him!”

      “Traitor?” I scoffed. “Are you kidding me? If bad moods make someone a traitor, then the admins should haul you down to the dungeon.”

      Strictly speaking, I wasn’t sure if FU actually had a dungeon. But the building looked and felt like a magical medieval castle, and they definitely had holding cells of some kind here. So as far as I was concerned, it was a potato-potahto situation.

      Sonja’s emerald eyes widened, and her hands balled up into fists. She gasped dramatically. “You want him to turn evil! You’re rooting for this place to become infested with evil little Gavriel loving cockroaches!”

      “Oh my God, are you hearing yourself? The fastest way to turn someone evil is to treat them like shit, so who’s the real bad guy here?”

      I took a step forward, getting right in her face. As I did, it suddenly dawned on me that she and I had each collected our own crowds. The students standing behind her all moved forward as she did. The group behind me moved forward as well, and Xero put his hand on the small of my back.

      Ah, fuck.

      If we didn’t diffuse this, there was going to be an all-out brawl.

      Why do I always have to be the bigger person, huh? Can’t I just fight this bitch for once without worrying about the consequences?

      The answer, unfortunately, appeared to be “no”.

      I held myself in check as Sonja took another step nearer to me, bringing us almost nose-to-nose, and narrowed her eyes.

      “I’m watching you, Piper. I can see the change coming for you, just like it came for Wyatt and this waste of space.” She gestured at the kid who was still curled up on the floor. “You’re primed and ready to jump on Gavriel’s cock, aren’t you?”

      “Go fuck yourself, red.”

      She smirked, then pointed an accusatory finger at Xero. “And you. I still have my eye on you. You happy to be back home? Does the sulfur in the air just warm your wicked little heart? I’m watching you both, and I’ll do whatever it takes to stop you. Just know that.”

      She turned on her heel, tossing her hair over her shoulder in true drama queen fashion. The crowd dispersed, suddenly remembering that they were supposed to be in class.

      I knelt beside Taylor, who was finally starting to get his breathing under control, and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “You’re a good kid.” I ducked my head to meet his gaze. “You’re going to get through this.”

      Or none of us are.
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      My altercation with Sonja stayed on my mind all through the weekend, and I was still thinking about it the following Monday.

      What bothered me the most about the whole thing was that the redheaded bitch was partially right. I had been changing. Just not in the way she thought. I wasn’t turning evil—though the lack of coffee might just put me over the edge—but I was growing weaker. Much weaker. I should’ve been able to take control of that situation in the hallway using persuasion alone, but I hadn’t been able to. When I’d reached for the skill, all I’d found was an aching Kai-shaped chasm. His absence, his refusal to even acknowledge me half the time,  sapped my strength. It was an echo of the horrible, crippling exhaustion I had felt before I’d bonded with the guys; a slow, starving death.

      Going through my days without him around was bad enough, but sharing my first class with him when he wouldn’t even look at me—that was pure hell. I was crawling through a vast desert, and he was an oasis guarded by razor wire. If I couldn’t get over the wire, I needed to find a way under it.

      There was only one person I could think of to turn to for advice, and I wasn’t looking forward to the conversation. Still, as I dragged my way through the day, I knew it had to be done. After falling asleep in my last class, too exhausted to keep my eyes open, I made my way to the infirmary.

      “Piper! It’s nice to see you. You aren’t hurt, are you?” Cassandra’s dreamy voice softened in confusion as she gave me a quick once-over.

      “Not physically,” I said through a yawn, trying to will away the pounding headache that had been growing in my skull all day. “Not yet anyway.”

      She cocked her head at me in confusion, then gestured behind her toward one of the curtained-off sections. “Come. Tell me.”

      I followed her, then sat down on the small exam table and looked over at her. Shame wasn’t an emotion I usually allowed myself—life was too damn short to waste it feeling guilty about stupid shit—but it was clawing its way to the surface now.

      I knew I’d made a mistake with Kai. I knew I shouldn’t have taunted him with my blood like that. I’d pushed him too hard, made him snap, and in response, he’d pulled away from me almost entirely.

      It had been my fuck-up, and it was up to me to try to fix it. But, God, I hated to admit that I was wrong.

      Not just because I was a stubborn bitch, but because of what being wrong meant.

      “I…” The words stuck in my throat, and I forced them past what felt like a total blockage, speaking in a rush. “I need to know how to break this bond.”

      “Your succubus bond,” she said in her dreamy way, cocking her head at me. “With the four men.”

      I shook my head. “It’s worse than that. I—I bonded with Kai. Specifically. In his specific way.”

      Her eyes widened, and her irises reflected something that wasn’t in the room, as if a memory was being projected on them from the inside.

      “Oh.” She sighed. “During the fight with Owen, right? When he drank from you. Not to worry, dear. A vampire bond after one feeding, especially since he was unconscious for most of it, won’t last for long. It will be a little uncomfortable, of course, but the nearer he stays to you while it wears off, the better you’ll feel.”

      My throat had tightened even more as she was talking. Shame must’ve been positively radiating from me, but she didn’t seem to feel it. Maybe my succubus powers were so drained that all of my emotional projections had weakened. Even my natural human ones.

      “Uh—that was the first time,” I mumbled.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Ah—that was the first time,” I said a little more clearly. “It, um…it happened again.”

      “I see.”

      The healer spoke softly, and I believed she really did see—that she understood the complexity of my situation. She perched on the exam table beside me, barely making a dent on the stiff padding. She held my gaze and my hand, and watched my expression somberly.

      Looking away, I chewed on my bottom lip. “He wouldn’t talk to me about what happened when we fought Owen. And I lost my temper.” I shook my head, desperate to distance myself from my past decisions. “I teased him. I cut myself, then held out my wrist an inch from his damn face. I—I practically forced him to do it. He didn’t want to. He kept telling me how terrible it would be. I didn’t believe him.”

      I dared a glance at her face, but her expression hadn’t changed. She was quiet and somber, but not judgmental. I guess if you spend a lot of your time drawing out people’s deepest, darkest secrets, you can’t really afford to be judgmental.

      “Was there a sexual or emotional element to the second occurrence?” she asked, her voice soft. “Was he conscious?”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes, yes, and yes. He was fully—erm—engaged.” Rock hard didn’t seem like the appropriate thing to say at this particular moment.

      “I see,” she breathed. “Hm. Well, there is good news and bad news.”

      “Bad news first.”

      “There is no way to break the bond.”

      I winced. “Okay, good news?”

      “The good news is that since you have already bonded with him as a succubus, you can each get your needs fulfilled. It’s a little codependent, but it can be made healthy. It shouldn’t cause you any more trouble than the initial bond did.”

      I groaned, dropping my face into my hands. When I peered over at her through my fingers, she looked startled.

      “That’s the problem,” I explained, my voice muffled by my palms. “He’s never accepted the succubus bond. He and I have never consummated it. We’ve kissed a few times, but that’s all. So now I’m twice bonded to a man who has no interest in me whatsoever, and I really feel like I’m going to die.”

      My voice started to waver and I bit my lip hard. No crying in front of the siren. No crying in front of the siren.

      She’d already made me weep when she’d used her song on me in the interrogation room, and I was determined for that to be the last time she saw me cry.

      Pulling myself together, I cleared my throat. “So if I can’t break the vampire bond, I have to break the succubus bond. Right?”

      Her big, sympathetic eyes told me everything I needed to know.

      Fucking fucking fuck.

      Panic and fury battled for dominance inside of me as she shook her head sadly.

      “I’m afraid the only way you will ever feel whole is to develop a physical bond to complement the ethereal one. It simply isn’t possible to break it.” Then she hesitated, her lips pursing slightly. “Well—no.”

      “What?” My eyebrows shot up.

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “Please.”

      She sighed. “Till death do you part, Piper.”

      I gaped. She shrugged.

      “Well, that’s abso-fucking-lutely fan-damn-tastic. I’m not going to kill him!”

      She smiled kindly. “Then there’s really only one other option, isn’t there?”

      Yeah, but I’m not taking that one either.

      Although, in the end, it really wouldn’t matter. I wouldn’t kill myself to break the bond, but if Kai continued to stay far away from me, refusing to acknowledge the bond between us, I’d die eventually anyway.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn it, Kai.” I wiped hot tears off of my face as I stormed down the hall. After Cassandra’s grim proclamation, I’d gotten out of there as quickly as possible, barely escaping the room before the tears burst forth. “Leaving me weak and vulnerable in the fucking underworld. And why? Because you’re still in love with someone you’ll never, ever see again. How am I supposed to compete with that? Why won’t you even give me a chance? I’m right fucking here.”

      People shot worried looks in my direction as I passed, but I didn’t care. Let the admins try to put me in isolation. Let Sonja try to push me around. I was in no mood for their thought crime bullshittery.

      I pinged Kai on my internal radar, weak as it was. He was in his room, probably hiding out from me as usual. I raced up the stairs, drying my face as I went. I didn’t want to beg, but if that’s what it came down to, I didn’t want to be ugly-crying while I did it.

      Let a girl keep a little dignity, huh?

      As soon as I reached his door, I skidded to a stop and pounded on it. No answer.

      “Please, Kai,” I sobbed. Fuck. So much for not ugly-crying. “Please let me in.”

      Once upon a time, I would’ve just flung the door open. I’d broken these locks before. But I was so tired, dead tired, and it was all his fault. Or my fault. I honestly wasn’t sure which one of us deserved the most blame anymore, and I hated it. Everything between us was fucked up beyond belief.

      When he opened the door, he had headphones in, and his black hair was slightly mussed, as if he’d been lying on the bed listening to music. His eyes widened when he saw me, and my cheeks burned. I felt like an absolute fool.

      I wasn’t going to let that stop me though. He smelled like life and I was dying.

      “Uh—come in.” His brows drew together as he stepped back, pulling the headphones out. “What happened?”

      I hurried inside before he could change his mind. I knew he’d only allowed me inside because I had taken him by surprise, startling him with my disheveled, strung out appearance. He probably thought the school was under attack or something.

      Shutting the door behind me, I dragged in several long, deep breaths. When I had myself back under control, I looked at him.

      “I will literally do anything. Whatever you want. Just please help me.” God, I hated asking for help almost as much as I hated needing a man.

      His expression flattened, his dark eyes turning hard. “You want me to drink from you again.”

      “No! I don’t care how you touch me, just touch me! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” I grabbed handfuls of my hair in fury and frustration, the sting in my scalp a sharp contrast to the dull throbbing at my temples. “I have died a little bit more every single day since we first bonded. Having this connection, needing you, and not being able to touch you—it’s killing me. It’s making me weak. I can’t be weak down here, Kai. Don’t you understand that? We’re in the fucking underworld! What if we get attacked?”

      He was watching me with wide eyes, but I couldn’t read him. I had no goddamn idea what he was thinking. In all honesty, there were other reasons for the pain that seemed to live in my chest all the time these days. Other pleas I could’ve made besides just the practicality of not wanting to be weakened while we were stuck in the underworld.

      But I didn’t dare say them out loud to Kai. I could barely acknowledge my feelings to myself, and I knew if he got even a hint of the fact that I needed him beyond the succubus bond, beyond the blood bond, I’d find myself alone in the room with a Kai-shaped hole in the door.

      He didn’t need to know about the mess of confusing emotions ricocheting around in my chest.

      He just needed to know one thing.

      I let my hands fall to my sides and calmed myself again, straightening my spine and lifting my chin to meet his gaze.

      “I’ll do whatever you want. I know you hate me, but I… I can be whoever you want me to be,” I whispered.

      Then I closed my eyes and focused on the face of the Asian woman who worked behind the bar at the little pub on Mönkh Saridag. Groups of students had snuck off school grounds often to go drink there, and Kai had spent hours just nursing a beer and watching her with nostalgia and pain floating in his eyes.

      I wanted to give him what he missed so terribly, if only to make it easier for him to give me what I desperately needed. I felt my face and body shift, and when it was done, I opened my eyes.

      “Is this what you want, Kai?”

      His entire body jerked as his eyes widened. I braced myself for his expression to change as he took in my false features, for longing and desire to steal across his face—and for the inevitable pain I would feel when they did.

      Instead, he scowled at me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I know you still love her, Kai, whoever she is or was. I never meant for this bond to happen, but I thought maybe if I—”

      “No.” He blinked, his face going oddly still. “That’s not… that’s not right.”

      I swallowed, my stomach churning as I forced words I didn’t want to say past numb lips. Goddamn it, why does this hurt so much?

      “I was just doing my best. If you show me a picture of her, I can—”

      “No!” His voice was more forceful, and he took a step closer, staring at me intently as if he was trying to see through my shifted features to the truth underneath. “It’s not right. That’s not what I want. Change back.”

      “Kai, please—”

      “I said change back!”

      “Fine!” I started to shift back to myself, wild with fury. “Have it your way then. Just stand there and let me fucking die. I’m sorry about the goddamn bond, all right? I don’t know how many more times I can say it. But I need you, and I’m trying to make it easier on you. Fuck. I thought your heart had been broken, but now I’m wondering—”

      I cut myself off before I could finish telling him he was heartless, because what I saw on his face as my features returned to normal was something almost exactly like… relief.

      It was so unexpected that it stopped me cold.

      He stepped toward me with some kind of fierce energy I couldn’t define, and for a moment, I didn’t know whether he was going to kiss me or kill me. I stood rooted to the spot until he grabbed me around the waist and cupped the back of my head in his hand.

      His fingers trailed over my neck and down the line of my jaw, brushing over my cheekbone and lips as if he was mapping my features. Memorizing them.

      “That’s better,” he murmured.

      Then he kissed me.

      Holding me tightly but tenderly, he poured himself into me. I drank him in, every taste, every sensation. Clinging to him like my life depended on it, I relaxed in his arms, freezing every thought and outside feeling so I could focus solely on the man pressed against me. He tasted vaguely like ginger and felt like velvet and power. I trembled under his touch as my energy skyrocketed past anything it had ever been before.

      We had kissed before, but never like this.

      Because this was so much more than a kiss.

      After several long moments, when my lips were swollen and pink, he released my mouth slowly, gently. He brushed my hair back behind my ears and swept the dampness from my face. As his gaze burned into mine, I felt something radiating from him that was stronger and sweeter than lust, more powerful than anything I could think of.

      I didn’t dare put a name to it, but in that moment, it made me whole.
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      Kai didn’t let me leave his room for an hour. No clothes came off, but he pressed me up against the door and kissed me over and over, devouring me with his warm, velvety lips.

      He kissed me like he was trying to feed me, or maybe like he was trying to feed himself, and when he finally pulled away, there was reluctance in his eyes.

      I didn’t push for sex, and even though our heavy make-out session left me with the succubus equivalent of blue balls, I felt like I could’ve run a marathon at a flat out sprint by the time I left his dorm room.

      So turned on I could barely think straight, I made a beeline for the shower and let hot water pour over me as I touched myself, remembering the look on Kai’s face when I had shifted back to myself, the feel of his body pressed against mine, the warm caress of his breath on my lips.

      I came so many times I thought my legs might give out, and then I came twice more imagining Kai doing the same thing I was one floor down.

      One day, we’ll do this together. And I hope I fucking survive it when we do.

      When I saw him the next day, Kai and I didn’t talk about what had happened between us—what had changed between us. We were both too stubborn and cowardly for that.

      But to my massive relief, something had changed. He no longer avoided me or the other men in the halls, no longer kept himself apart from us. He still sometimes hovered just at the edge of our little group, but he was firmly a part of it.

      And it was a good goddamn thing, because things at FU were starting to get weird.

      As the weeks went on, the pressure of living in the underworld had split the students evenly. Those who couldn’t take it had been steadily whisked away to some mysterious “daycare” downstairs. Those who could stand it, who grew stronger to spite it, were given jobs.

      The job that took the most time—and felt the most important—was perimeter patrol. To conserve energy and strengthen our protection, the wards had been moved in from the wall around the school to just the school building itself. Maintaining and checking them was a daily chore that rotated between assigned groups.

      The guys, Hannah, and I had all been assigned to perimeter patrol on the same shift. Toland was big on keeping natural groups together; he was as much general as headmaster by this point, and he knew that we would work far more intuitively with each other than we would with strangers.

      Hannah was in charge of wards, since she had the highest marks in magic. Xero took the lead on early detection—changes in the atmosphere and things like that—since he knew the place best. Kai was tasked with checking the high, dark, and small places; places where his hunter’s night vision would come in handy. Jayce used his heightened sense of smell to make sure the others hadn’t missed anything, and I double-checked Jayce’s perceptions with my own sex-seeking radar. Although honestly, I didn’t know if it worked the way Toland intended it to. I could barely taste my own guys down here, how was I going to taste a native of the underworld?

      But I actually didn’t mind the patrols. They got us out of the school and gave us a chance to screw around without attracting unwanted attention from Sonja or her posse, who’d only become worse. This particular Thursday, Kai and Jayce were racing in their demon forms to see if vampires or hellhounds were faster.

      “Vampires,” Kai said smugly as he perched on a rock next to the castle wall that had been the end goal. Then he frowned, confused. He glanced over his shoulder, looking for the hellhound, and almost fell off the rock when Jayce popped up behind him with a terrifying snarl.

      “Damn it!” the dark-haired vampire cursed. “How did you do that?”

      Laughter sounded evil and otherworldly through a hellhound’s throat, and I think it startled Jayce. He froze, then shifted back into his human form, grinning sheepishly.

      “It’s the underworld,” he admitted with a shrug. “I don’t know, it’s like I’m part of the atmosphere here. I can just sort of… bleep forward at will.”

      “Portal travel? Cheater.” Kai glared at him.

      “It’s not portals,” Jayce objected. “It’s just—I don’t even know what it is, honestly, but it makes it easier to live in this cave. Makes me feel like I can breathe, you know?”

      “You have been dealing with your claustrophobia pretty well since we’ve been here,” I said thoughtfully. "Do you feel like this place is changing you?”

      He shook his head, his blue eyes as bright and open as always. He sure didn’t look like he was turning evil. “Just adapting, I guess. I’m good at that. Had lots of practice growing up.”

      “You and me both,” I muttered with a sigh.

      He smiled at me sympathetically. “I think yours was probably harder to deal with than mine. I had to adapt because my parents—before they built their little commune homestead thing—they were caravaners.”

      Xero frowned at him in confusion. “They were what?”

      “Caravaners,” Jayce repeated. “We lived in an RV and traveled all over the place with a bunch of other people who also lived in RVs. I saw forty-nine states by the time I was six, and went all through Central America and Canada. We even took one trip to South America, but then there was all this political unrest and stuff, and my dad almost got shot, so they decided it would be safer for me to live in a house. That was when I was eleven, I think.”

      “So your family were gypsies?” Kingston wrinkled his nose. “Ugh.”

      “That word is offensive,” Jayce said matter-of-factly. “But no, we weren’t. I just told you. We were caravaners.”

      “And what did your caravaner parents do for money?” Kingston asked.

      Jayce shrugged. “Eh, I don’t know. My dad’s a professor and my mom’s a writer, so they probably just published stuff. I never really paid attention.”

      Kingston gaped, then shook his head in disbelief. “I knew the specifics of the family business by the time I was eight. I was practically raised in a boardroom.”

      “That does sound boring.” Kai stood up on the rock, stretching his arms over his head with a smirk.

      “Not at all, it was fascinating. Not to mention, educational. I had the highest marks in math all through school.”

      “Congratulations,” Xero said wryly. “Did you ever have friends?”

      “I had colleagues.” Kingston lifted his chin with a sniff. “Children of my parents’ colleagues, in fact.”

      “Yay, nepotism,” Kai drawled.

      “Don’t tell me you were playing house with your colleagues,” I said with a grin.

      “Of course we didn’t play house.” He grimaced, as if the very idea was distasteful. “We played tycoon.”

      “How do you play tycoon?” Hannah clambered up onto the rock beside Kai.

      “Well, it always starts with a board meeting. You decide which direction you want to take the business in. There’s lots of shouting and disagreeing, and then eventually you take a vote on which small business to crush. Then someone has to play the small business owner, and you open negotiations. The goal is to give him an offer he can’t refuse.” Kingston grinned evilly and made a tent of his fingers.

      “Wow. Sounds thrilling.” I rolled my eyes. God lord, how am I actually falling for these men?

      The thought was so natural and spontaneous that it caught me entirely off-guard. My body jerked slightly, and I cleared my throat, hoping no one had noticed the sudden flush I could feel rising in my cheeks.

      Fortunately, the guys were all too busy staring at Kingston in disbelief to catch the sudden change in me, giving me a chance to tame my emotions before they leaked into the guys through our shared bond.

      “It was quite thrilling, actually,” Kingston said, his grin softening to a natural one. “It taught us negotiation and stuff, but it also gave us an imaginative outlet.”

      “Riiight.” Xero drew out the word doubtfully.

      “No, really. For example, sometimes we would be the Knights of the Round Table, and we would have to quash the Days of the Square tables.”

      “You know that Knights of the Round Table is knights with a K, right?” Kai threw in, barely stifling a laugh.

      “I do now, obviously. I didn’t when I was six though.”

      “I bet your parents were so proud.”

      There was just a hint of sarcasm in Xero’s voice, probably indiscernible to anyone who didn’t know him well. Which, of course, meant that Kingston picked up on it immediately. The dragon shifter narrowed his green eyes, then grinned.

      “Tell us about your parents, Xero,” he said innocently.

      The fire demon shrugged. “Dad was CFO for a construction company. Mom was an artist. My brother and sister and I did normal kid shit. Didn’t travel the world, didn’t play tycoon—you know, just Legos and dolls and shit.”

      Kingston looked vaguely disappointed, and Jayce shot him a fiercely disapproving look, probably for falling in line with traditional gender stereotypes or something.

      “How ’bout you, Kai?” I asked. “What’s your background?”

      “Japanese mom, Polynesian dad, Norwegian sire.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” I rolled my eyes with a laugh. “I mean, how did you grow up?”

      “Same way you did,” he said.

      “So…you grew up tending to your sick mom and trying to get your absent dad to pay a bill now and then?”

      Softness flared in his dark eyes for a moment, an almost tender, protective glint. Then he grimaced. “That’s not what I meant. I just meant I was an infant, then I was a kid, then I was an adult, now I’m a vampire.”

      “Ah, leave it,” Jayce said with a shrug. “He’s mysterious, it’s his whole thing.”

      “I’m like a Xero-Piper hybrid.” Hannah scrambled a little higher up the rock, scrunching her face up thoughtfully as she checked the wards. “I had that sort of normal childhood until my parents died, then my sister and I moved in with my grandma, who was pretty old and got sick a lot.”

      “How did your parents die?” Jayce asked, his voice infused with the empathy that came so naturally to him.

      “Car accident.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Going around a turnpike in a storm. Semi going the opposite way lost control.”

      “That’s awful,” Xero said. “Sorry to hear it.”

      “Didn’t mean to be a downer. It was a long time ago, but I do still miss them a lot. Although…” Her expression fell a little. “Now I miss my whole family.” She shook herself slightly, as if refusing to give in to thoughts that would drag her down into a depression again. “This ward’s good. On to the next!”

      We walked along for a while with the uneven, dark stone wall of the school to our left and the broad black and red expanse of the cave to our right.

      “Jayce has new hellhound abilities in the underworld. I wonder if that means I’d fly better down here,” Kingston suddenly said.

      “Wouldn’t try it in here.” The blond man shuddered, glancing upward. “You run into one of those stalactites, you’ll mess yourself up.”

      “Aren’t those stalagmites?” Kingston asked.

      “Doesn’t matter what you call them,” I interjected with a chuckle. “They’ll still fuck you up.”

      “I’m gonna try it,” Kingston said. “Look out.”

      “Wait.”

      Xero’s voice was a command that brought all of us to a halt. He stood at full alert, not moving a muscle. I saw his ear twitch, and I focused on my radar, reaching out with my senses. Jayce inhaled deeply through his nose.

      The underworld vibe was thickening somewhere to our right. Thickening—and complicating.

      Sex. Blood. The musky scent of something animalistic.

      The sulfuric, fiery atmosphere grew stronger, and a shudder worked its way up my spine.

      Jayce spoke quietly, his voice strained and tight.

      “Something’s coming.”
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      “Run!”

      Xero’s bellow echoed off the cave walls, followed immediately by a chorus of screeches and roars. Each of us shifted into our more powerful demon forms as we followed the wall of the castle, racing back toward the massive entry door. They were coming closer, and there were a lot of them.

      Kingston roared overhead, and the dark cave was suddenly illuminated by his flame. His roar changed to one of pain, and I looked up, my heart leaping into my throat. A dozen bat-like creatures were tearing at his wings.

      Come on, persuasion, work for me this time.

      It’d been weak and unreliable for the entire first part of the school year, but ever since Kai and I had kissed in his dorm room, my magic had felt much steadier. Stronger.

      I hoped like hell it would work now.

      “Sleep!” I ordered the little monsters, raising my voice as much as I could without undoing the effects of my persuasive magic. “Go to sleep!”

      One by one, they fell out of the air, plummeting to the ground with sickening splats.

      “Nice one.” Kai glanced at me, a sort of feral pride in his expression.

      I grinned back. His approval shouldn’t have mattered in that moment, but it gave me a warm feeling down to my toes.

      “Watch your back!” Hannah shouted as she spun around, building an energy ball up between her hands. I ducked out of the way as she fired at the horde on our heels. I risked a glance behind me, and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      Oh my fuck.

      The monsters who lived in our school were weak sauce compared to these abominations. A massive spider whose abdomen rose up into the head, arms, and torso of a humanoid demon was leading the pack. Behind him, naked women with eagle talons and wings, gaping black mouths, and burning yellow eyes flew through the air, talons outstretched to rip us apart.

      A poisonous-looking salamander as big as a tour bus crawled along the ground, knocking boulders loose and shattering stalag…whatevers. It didn’t even bother to climb over the wall that bordered the castle courtyard, smashing right through the heavy stone as if it were tissue paper. There were more behind it, so many more, but I could only hear them. Their screams were like death and despair. Tears streaked down my face, and I realized that something in the pack was evoking and feeding off of our emotions.

      “Keep it together!” I shouted, to no one in particular. “Block them out.”

      We finally skidded to a stop at the door, and I took a quick head count as we pushed through it. Oh, shit, no. Jayce was missing. I turned around to call for him, but Xero yanked me inside and slammed the door shut, then barred it.

      “No! Jayce!” I wailed.

      “What?”

      The blond man’s voice from behind me made me jump, and I spun around to find Jayce leading a pack of teachers and advanced students toward us.

      “I told you, I’m faster here.” He shot me a lopsided grin, though his features remained tense. “I told them already.”

      I wanted to smack him for scaring me, but there wasn’t time for nonsense. I’d make him pay for it later by fucking him until neither of us could walk. Right now, an army of fallen were at the door, and we were not prepared.

      “The wards?” Hannah asked Toland, her voice high and thready.

      He shook his head. “Hope they hold and be ready to fight.”

      My whole body tensed up as the first monster slammed against the door with a booming thud, making the heavy wood shudder. “Shit.”

      I grabbed my guys, one after the other, and pressed my lips to theirs, fueling up on the spark that ignited between us even now. They all gave willingly, charging me up like a battery. And if I kissed them a little harder and deeper because I was terrified one or all of us might die, well, no one had to know.

      “Headmaster!” Lena Shen, the applied magic teacher, flew around the corner behind us, out of breath and frantic. “We have to protect the wards!”

      “The wards are intended to protect us, Lena,” he said gravely.

      “They can’t withstand a direct attack of this magnitude. If they break through the wards, nowhere in the castle will be safe.” She wrung her hands, almost sobbing. “We have to stop them!”

      Silence fell over the hall as the implication of her words settled in. We couldn’t just hunker down and defend our territory. We were going to have to go out there and meet the threat.

      Damn it. Of course.

      Toland faced off against the tall woman, his mustache quivering as he shook his head. “I won’t tell them to go out there.”

      “You won’t have to,” Kingston said, stepping forward. “Hey, Hannah, you want to go for a ride?”

      She looked at him with confusion for a second, then grinned. Without another word, the two of them raced for the stairs, no doubt heading for the roof. Other flyers and mages followed, prepared to attack the invaders from above.

      “And we’ll go out the front,” Xero said grimly, fixing his gaze on the door as it shook with another unholy boom.

      “Are you shitting me? No, we’re doing this the smart way. Come on.” Kai shook his head and marched toward the end of the school, which was pressed nearly all the way to the cave wall. Jayce and I followed, barely looking back as a bunch of other people followed us. I could hear Toland and Shen arguing, but the honest truth was, it wasn’t up to either of them. Our lives were in danger no matter what, and if we chose to fight, they couldn’t stop us.

      One unexpected benefit of all the perimeter patrols and wandering we’d done was that we had all practically memorized the layout of the school, from hidden passageways to random little side doors. We hurried to a door on the far side of the school, which almost didn’t have room to open because it was so close to the cave wall. Kai forced it as wide as he could get it, and we all followed him through then crept single-file around the side of the school. We could already hear the sounds of battle from above, but I couldn’t yet see it.

      “We know you can shrink,” Jayce murmured quietly in my ear as we walked. “But how big can you get?”

      “Guess we’re going to find out.”

      He clapped a hand on my ass and squeezed. “Power boost.”

      I almost laughed, but it died in my throat as the battle came into view. Energy balls, lightning, and fire rained down from above. Our encroaching enemies shrieked in pain and fury, redoubling their attacks. I heard a student cry out, a piercing scream, and my heart began to race.

      Big, I thought, picturing it in my mind. I want to be big. Bigger than the spider. Bigger than the salamander. I can do it. I’m massive. Gargantuan.

      We were snaking around behind the onslaught and with every step I took, I grew a little larger. I knew I could get as small as a toddler, but I had never pressed the upward limits before. Soon, I was looking down on Jayce, then Kai, and then I was taller than everyone around us. I couldn’t tell if I was any stronger though, and I began to worry that I would stretch myself too thin. Size without strength would only make it harder to fight.

      When we were all in position, gathered behind the last corner that concealed us from our enemies, Kai raised a hand and counted down with his fingers.

      Three. Two. One. Attack!

      We all surged forward, beating the hell out of whatever was in front of us with fireballs and fists and fangs, whatever weapons we had at our disposal. A big, ugly cyclops stood over twenty feet high right in front of us, blocking our way. Some of the students attacked his legs, but he didn’t even seem to notice. I stepped forward, moving quickly since my strides were so much longer in this shape. My growing ability seemed to have tapped out—I could only get tall enough to come eye level to his chin.

      Close enough.

      He was going after a few students on the ground, swinging at them with massive, meaty fists.

      “Hey, ugly!”

      I punched him between his shoulder blades as hard as I could, drawing his attention and allowing them to scramble away. Nope, not stronger. Weightier though, and with enough speed, that could compensate.

      He turned around slowly, nearly crushing two other students under his feet. With a wordless roar, he lifted his spiked club. He was clumsy and slow, but I didn’t want to find out how hard he could hit. I had a strong suspicion it would feel like getting hit by a truck.

      I backed just slightly out of range as he swung, trying to tempt him with how close he’d gotten. Air shifted in front of my face as the club whizzed by inches away from my nose, and my stomach dropped.

      Fuck. Maybe that was too close.

      Still, at least it kept his focus on me.

      “You couldn’t hit me if I ran into your club, you big baby!”

      He roared again and charged forward. My people were on the other side of him now, but they were still too near. I needed to get him where he wouldn’t crush anybody when he fell. Assuming I was able to kill him.

      A burst of energy exploded beside the cyclops. I looked up to see Hannah riding on Kingston’s back, firing energy balls with surprising force and precision.

      “Thanks! I got this!” I shouted at her.

      Kingston nodded his serpentine head and turned back toward the thick of things. Hannah was still firing away, slaughtering demons and monsters like a badass. The cyclops lumbered toward me.

      “A little farther,” I taunted him, backing up slowly. “I’m right here. You gonna hit me or what?”

      He swung again, knocking a stalagmite loose. The spike of earth rising up from the ground shattered, sending little pieces of stony shrapnel flying.

      “Watch it!” I scolded him. “You could hurt somebody like that.”

      He opened his mouth wide to roar at me. Drool dripped down his single tooth onto his flat, wide tongue, and I gagged. We weren’t even that close, but I could smell his breath from where I stood, and it was like moldy cheese and dirty gym socks had made a baby together. Craning my neck to peer around him, I saw that he was finally far enough away from the main fray.

      “Now, you big baby,” I crooned, forcing as much persuasion as I could into my voice. I wasn’t sure if a bigger guy would require more persuasion, but I didn’t want to skimp on it. “Hit yourself in the head, real hard.”

      He hesitated, confusion reflecting in his big, bloodshot eye.

      “Use your club,” I intoned, pushing my power even harder. “And hit yourself. In the head.”

      Nothing.

      Goddamn it.

      Language barrier, maybe?

      “Swing it like this.” I picked up a long piece of broken stalagmite and demonstrated, still pushing the persuasive magic out toward the cyclops. “And bash yourself over the head. Swing very hard.”

      I pushed images as well as thoughts toward him, trying to supplement my words with a visual, as if my persuasion was a picture book meant for a child.  Finally, the cyclops seemed to latch onto the meaning of my gestures, and I made a mental note to ask a teacher about that if we survived this battle. Seemed to me they should have taught me those little details by now—like whether I needed to be able to speak the same language as someone to persuade them.

      Either way, the cyclops did as he was told. He swung the heavy club all the way out to one side, then swung it back as hard as he could. The wet, sickening thud as the spikes embedded his skull had me gagging again.

      He was still on his feet somehow, even though his skull was pierced and caved in, thick red and black goo spilling from the wound.

      “Fall that way,” I told him, pointing to the side where the club was and hoping that his mashed up brain could grasp my directive.

      He fell. The club hit the ground first and smashed the remains of his head to pieces. The thick, noxious goo poured out like a river in my direction. I was trapped between a large pile of rocks and the cyclops, leaving me no choice. I ran as fast as I could toward the twitching body and scaled his bumpy, squishy hide. The stench brought tears to my eyes. As I slid down the other side—so gross, do not recommend—I saw that the battle was starting to turn in our favor.

      The little flying whatevers were gone, splattered against the rocks or smoking like charcoal. The harpies were holding their own for now, but there were only a few left, and they were not working together. On the ground, the spider centaur demon thing was still wreaking havoc, but his smaller minions had been crushed or burned. The salamander was split from mouth to cloaca, its black innards spilling out and mixing with a river of lava that ran nearby.

      I was still bursting with energy and cocky from my success, so I raced toward the front lines without hesitation. I watched Hannah take out three harpies at once, and whooped for her. That was a mistake. A serpent woman I hadn’t seen lurking in the dark struck at me, nearly taking my head off with her vicious fangs.

      “Kill yourself!” I shoved the suggestion at her with all the force of adrenaline that a surprise attack would evoke. She hissed a laugh at me.

      “Sssilly child,” she said as she slithered closer. “Look into my eyes.”

      Bad idea, bad bad idea, nope not gonna—

      Even as those thoughts raced through my mind, my muscles were moving of their own accord, my head lifting on its own. Shit.

      “Get out of my head!”

      “Ssseek out my faccce,” she whispered.

      Shit. Shit. Fuck. I couldn’t stop it.

      “Hannah! A little help?”

      The serpent exploded in front of me just before I met her slitted gaze, blasting apart in white and blue flames. Kingston lit her on fire for good measure, then projected a thought into my head. Be more careful, damn it!

      Though my men and I could sense each other’s emotions and physical state, we couldn’t exactly communicate telepathically. But when Kingston was in his dragon form, he could send out his thoughts like speech, and his voice in my head made me smile.

      I was weakened by the battle, but my men were still fighting for their lives.  I had to help them.

      Come on, Piper, keep going. The battle wasn’t over yet, and I wouldn’t quit fighting until it was. You can do it. You can.

      I forced myself to stand up straight, but could no longer hold the larger form. I shrank down to my usual size and scanned the battlefield for a new target. Something dumb, preferably.

      As it turned out, I didn’t have much of a choice. A demon twice Xero’s size had him pinned against the wall, blasting fireballs at him. All Xero could do was block the enemy’s fireballs with his own. I launched myself over burnt carcasses and smoldering stones, making a beeline for them.

      The enemy demon didn’t even see me coming. Hurling myself at him, I grabbed one of his meaty arms. “Hey, lover. You don’t want to do that. Fireballs are boring. You want to get laid.”

      The demon faltered just long enough for Xero to blast him in the face. The hit did some serious damage, but it also broke my spell. I tried again.

      “Stop,” I ordered, pulling on the last dregs of my persuasive energy. God, I’m so fucking low. It’s like sucking on the dregs of a milkshake. “Sleep.”

      Again, it barely made him falter. He didn’t seem to know what was affecting him yet, but I couldn’t hold on to him for longer than a few seconds. Xero attacked, but he was almost immediately pinned down again.

      “Here.”

      I turned toward Kai’s voice just in time for him to haul me toward him, pressing me flush against his body as he kissed me hard.

      Jesus. It can’t be healthy to go from mortal terror to panty-soaking arousal and back in the space of a few seconds like this.

      But such was the life of a succubus, I guessed.

      For just a split second, my hands latched onto Kai’s shoulders, holding on desperately as his kiss made my pulse spike and my pussy clench. And then we broke apart, and the battle came rushing back in.

      We both turned toward the demon pinning down Xero. Kai jumped on the demon’s back as I summoned my persuasion again, fueling it with my newly boosted power.

      “Relax,” I told the demon, soothing energy infusing my voice. “You’re so sleepy.”

      He stopped throwing fireballs at Xero and trying to buck the vampire off his back. Then his eyes rolled up in his head, and his knees buckled.

      Kai tore the demon’s throat out before his unconscious head hit the ground. Xero gave a very brief, breathless smile of thanks before gesturing behind us.

      All of the students’ energies had converged on the massive spider thing, but it wasn’t enough. Everyone was tapped out. Weak energy balls exploded harmlessly off of its exoskeleton, and tired red flames slid uselessly off of its skin. It paid its attackers no attention. It was too busy pounding on the double doors at the entrance of the school.

      “It’s trying to break through!” I called as I started to run. “We have to stop it!”

      “How?” Jayce was at my side now, sounding exhausted even with his echoing hellhound voice. His hellhound form was large, bigger than a Great Dane, and wisps of smoke and fire seemed to flicker on his coat, like embers from a fire that’d just been extinguished. “We’ve been at that thing this whole time. It won’t fucking die!”

      “The underside!” Xero shouted. “It’s weakest there!”

      “Attack it from beneath!” My shout, powered up as I was, couldn’t cut through the chaos surrounding the spider’s legs. Closer, I had to be closer.

      Bones crunched under my feet as I ran, and I tried not to look at what the squishy bits were. As long as whatever monster they belonged to were dead, I didn’t have time to care. Xero shoved a path through the crowd, shouting his instruction as he went.

      “Attack the underside! The underside!”

      People were understandably reluctant to get between the sharp, spiky spider’s legs. His words were having no effect.

      With an extra burst of speed, I caught up to the muscled fire demon, grabbing his arm to get his attention. “We need to get through to them. Put me on your shoulders.”

      He lifted me up without hesitation, and I straddled his neck from behind as his large hands held my thighs to steady me. The contact, even through clothes, gave me a power boost.

      “Get underneath him,” I persuaded, keeping my voice calm and soothing, even as adrenaline roared through my veins. I raised my voice as much as I could without shouting, forcing the persuasion through the words. “Attack from beneath!”

      So many people rushed to do as I said that the spider began to topple.

      Xero moved toward the fray with long strides, tightening his grip to keep me stabilized. I was pressed so closely to him that my clit found friction against the back of his neck with each heavy footstep he took.

      Oh, fuck. Does he know he’s doing that?

      Regardless of whether it was intentional or not, it put me back in that place where I straddled the line between battle frenzy and sex, and more power filled me up like a balloon.

      “Push him over. That’s good. Push him over!”

      I was sending out orders and pulsing with pleasure all at once. If we survived this, I was going to have to thank the fire demon—thoroughly.

      The spider screamed as it finally fell onto its side. Its convex shell made it easy for the crowd to roll it all the way over, and as soon as its belly was exposed, all of the mages, demons, and dragons attacked at once. The force of it split the spider at the seam in its abdomen, boiling its innards.

      I barely had time to cover my face before the felled monster exploded.
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      Bedraggled but whole, our entire slime-covered student body made its way to the castle doors. The dragons had flown out to clean up any stragglers who may have fled, but I didn’t think there were any. We had made paste out of the whole horde.

      “No, no, don’t even think about it,” Professor Shen called, wrinkling her nose. She stood in the doorway, keeping us out. “Everybody line up where I can see you.”

      We did, silent and compliant in our exhaustion. Shen spoke a chant, and a sparkling blue cloud of magic wafted from her fingertips. It engulfed us, thickening so much that I couldn’t see anyone else around me. As I stood stock still, a deliciously clean smell seemed to run all the way through my body. Every molecule vibrated with the clean sensation, and even the bloody images in my mind seemed to be sterilized. I inhaled deeply, wanting that clean feeling to last forever.

      It disappeared in a flash, but so did the mess. Every bit of dirt, blood, and unknown monster goo was gone. We all blinked at each other in awe.

      “You should do that every morning!” someone called out.

      Shen smiled tiredly. “Trust me, I’ve considered it. Come on in now. Those of you who need medical attention, get to the infirmary. Cassandra is waiting.”

      I caught sight of Toland in the crowd, a little singed and battered but no worse for wear. I was a little surprised he’d joined us, though I guessed I shouldn’t have been. He’d been reluctant to send us out into the fray, but he probably would’ve faced the monsters alone to protect his school.

      A sudden surge of warmth toward the older man surged inside me. He was a bit of a stick-in-the-mud and too much of a rule follower for my tastes, but I got the impression he genuinely cared about this place.

      We split up as we left the large entryway of the castle. Those who needed serious medical attention headed toward the infirmary, while the rest of us headed toward the cafeteria. Most of the students who went to see Cassandra were still on their feet, at least. I only saw one person being carried by two friends.

      The cafeteria was more than prepared for our return. Piles of food lined the tables, so we didn’t even have to stand in line. That was good. Looking around at the pale, exhausted faces, I didn’t see how anyone could have managed it. As I settled down next to my men, I met the eyes of the kid Sonja had been bullying. Taylor. He smiled at me, obviously proud of himself. Hell, I was proud of him too. He’d fought and survived.

      My stomach flipped as I wondered if there were any who hadn’t—everyone who’d made it back to the castle seemed okay, but were any of our own among the bodies strewn outside?

      We sat in silence, each recharging however we needed to. There was a blissful calm over the whole room. I didn’t know if it was Shen’s crazy cleaning spell or our victory, but it didn’t matter to me as long as it lasted a while.

      After dealing with the worst cases in the infirmary, Cassandra appeared in the cafeteria. She moved around the room as quietly and unobtrusively as a ghost, healing people here and there as she went. Her nurses followed suit. Like a silent wave, they healed and treated everyone in the room.

      “We did good,” I said quietly. “I didn’t think we would, not after how badly everyone freaked out with Owen’s pathetic little attacks last year.”

      “Everyone in this school has been in the underworld for a while now.” Xero’s expression was serious. “It has a way of hardening you.”

      “Or breaking you.” I thought of Wyatt and the others who had been sequestered away downstairs. “Do you think they’ll ever adapt? The ones who haven’t been handling it well?”

      Xero squeezed my thigh comfortingly. “I haven’t stopped hoping that they won’t have to.”

      I gazed around the room, which hummed with the low murmur of conversation. Everyone was quiet and subdued. They’d all been through hell. That had a way of toughening people up, no matter what their hell happened to be. I’d been to hell and back a few times myself.

      So it is doable. Now we just need to manage the “back” part.

      We’d been sitting for maybe an hour—all of us too exhausted to move—when Toland came in and stood at one end of the cafeteria. He looked out over all of us somberly, not having to use his power to get our attention. He’d had it the moment he’d walked through the door.

      “I want to commend each and every one of you for the part you played in protecting our school. You fought well.”

      He paused for a moment, seeming reluctant to go on. Dread filled my chest, and I clutched Xero’s hand, squeezing hard.

      “The wards were not destroyed, but they have been weakened.” His lips pressed together under his thick mustache. “Although we looked for stragglers at the end of the fight, we don’t know for certain whether any of our attackers escaped, or how they knew to find us here. But regardless, there is only one conclusion we can draw at this time: our cover has been compromised.”

      Nobody gasped or groaned, but the atmosphere in the room changed as  heavy tension cut through the calm. Everyone was back on red alert.

      Toland shook his head. “The wards are still intact for now. We appear to be isolated here, apart from any civilization, so any escaped scouts will need to travel before they will be able to bring anyone else to us. We have time. But we have less time. Your battle studies will become of utmost importance going forward. Keep your heads clear, protect your spirits, and do not lose hope. You’ve proved yourselves to be a formidable army. Take solace in that.”

      A wave of depression crashed through me, displaced almost immediately by a wave of adrenaline.

      This was it. The clock was ticking, and we were at war.
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        * * *

      

      “Just pray they don’t hang up on me.”

      Kingston sat on a pile of blankets we’d smuggled into our secret room above the library. He held the phone in his hand with his thumb poised over the call button.

      “Just do it,” I urged him. “And if they hang up, call back and let me talk to them.”

      My persuasion wouldn’t work over the phone and across dimensions, but I could chew somebody out from that distance just fine.

      Kingston shrugged and pushed the button. None of us were very hopeful that we would reach Dru—we’d called dozens of times and we seemed to keep missing him, even though we’d been leaving messages asking him to be there at a specific time.

      “It’s one of two things,” I said as Kingston listened to the phone ring. “Either he’s deliberately avoiding us, or time really does work differently here. I’m not just talking about the days being longer or shorter or whatever. It might not be possible to sync with earth time.”

      Or the stupid dive bar he loves so much has the most unreliable bartenders in existence.

      Kingston frowned at me thoughtfully, then held up a finger as someone answered on the other end of the line.

      “Hi, this is Kingst—yeah, it’s me again. Calling for—what? He is?! Yes! Please.”

      My jaw dropped. I couldn’t believe we were actually about to make contact with the human plane of existence. With home.

      Fucking finally.

      “Put it on speaker,” Jayce hissed.

      Kingston pulled the phone away from his ear and tapped a button. The normal, earthly sounds of a busy bar trickled out of the phone, and I was suddenly desperately homesick.

      “Hello?” a male voice asked, louder and clearer than the sounds in the background.

      “Dru! It’s Kingston. From Fallen University.”

      “And Piper, and the rest of our crew,” I added.

      There was a long pause on the other end. Then, Dru’s shaky voice came again. “You’re… alive?”

      “As far as I can tell,” Kingston said wryly.

      “Where are you?”

      “The underworld.” I leaned closer to the phone, raising my voice a little. “That Owen kid sent us here somehow. We need your help to figure out how to get back.”

      “How are you making this call?”

      Kingston sighed. “I have an enchanted phone.”

      Another long pause. “That is a very serious violation of the rules, Kingston.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “I’ll have to report it to the other Custodians and—”

      “Wait. Hold on,” Kingston snapped. “Are you seriously trying to tell me that I’m going to be banished to the underworld for having a phone? Because, newsflash, I’m already here. So is our entire goddamn school. Yeah, I have some contraband, but damn it, man, focus!”

      A short pause. I could hear Dru suck in several unsteady breaths and blow them out before he spoke again.

      “Right. Sorry. Okay, so you say you’re in the underworld. The—the whole school, you said?”

      “Every brick of it.” Kingston shook his head bitterly. “And everyone in it.”

      Dru’s voice sounded less dazed, clearer and sharper. “Tell me everything.”

      The guys and I filled him in on all of it. How Owen had somehow untethered the school from the earthly plane by moving things around in a hidden room in the lowest level of the castle, how whatever had been in there was nothing but dust now, and how the wards were failing, students were starting to lose their shit, and Toland seemed to have no idea what to do about any of it.

      “And we were attacked last week by a whole horde of monsters,” Jayce added. “Someone knows we’re here, or if they don’t, they probably will soon. We don’t have much time.”

      “If we don’t get this school back to earth, the whole Custodian program dies,” Kai said roughly. “You willing to be the last of your kind?”

      “There’s no need to be dramatic.” Dru sounded mildly reproachful, but he didn’t hesitate long before adding, “I’ll have to do some digging. Since I can’t call you back, you’ll have to call me.”

      “Do you have a direct number? We’ve been trying to reach you at Sticky Mick’s for weeks. It’s not exactly convenient to guess when you might be in a thirsty mood.”

      This pause was longer than all of the others, and if it hadn’t been for the noise still filtering in from the background, I would have assumed he’d hung up. Eventually, I heard him sigh.

      “You can’t tell anyone I gave you this number. It’s top secret.”

      “Understood.”

      He rattled off eleven digits and had us repeat them back to him twice. Kai wrote them down, rolling his eyes. Work smarter, not harder seemed to be his motto.

      “Call me tomorrow at this time,” Dru said.

      “We will,” I said quickly, wondering whether it actually would be the right time, given the crazy way that days seemed to pass here. “And when we do, let us know how close we came to getting it right.”

      “What?”

      I shook my head. “Time’s screwy here, and I haven’t figured out how yet.”

      “Crap.” Dru tsked through his teeth. “I forgot about inter-planar disturbances. Well, do the best you can. It shouldn’t be off by too much, and I’ll try to keep my phone on at all times, just in case.”

      Kingston shrugged. “All right, man. We’ll talk to you tomorrow. Or whenever.”

      Dru hung up, and I tucked my knees under my chin and hugged my legs, glancing at the men around me.

      Ugh. It’s gonna be a long twenty-four hours.
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      Patience had never been one of my virtues, and unsurprisingly, being turned into a supernatural being hadn’t changed that.

      As Hannah slept peacefully in her bed on her side of the room, I lay awake in mine, staring up at the ceiling long after the blazing sun had gone down outside the cave.

      Dru had told us to call back in twenty-four hours, but he might as well have told us to call him in twenty-four years, as far as I was concerned. I was certain that by the time we made the call tomorrow, I’d be sporting a long white beard, Rip Van Winkle-style.

      Huh.

      I entertained myself for a few minutes by shifting my appearance slightly to give myself a white, flowing beard. Everything else stayed the same, including my dark chocolate hair, and I wound strands of my hair around strands of my beard, making a black and white twist.

      A soft knock at the door made me jump, and my whole body instantly went on alert. Had Dru somehow managed to call us back? Had he gotten in touch already? Or was something else wrong?

      I threw the covers back and leapt out of bed, darting quietly to the door on bare feet and yanking it open.

      Jayce stood on the other side, his hand still raised. When he caught sight of me, he made a little choked noise in his throat, and his eyebrows flew up to his hairline. Then he doubled over, laughing as quietly as he could—which wasn’t very quiet at all.

      Not wanting him to wake Hannah, I stepped out into the hall and shut the door just as he drew himself upright, mirth still dancing in his light blue eyes.

      “Uh… nice beard you’ve got there.” He chortled again. “Trying out a new look?”

      Oh, fuck.

      In my haste to get to the door, I hadn’t remembered to shift back. The beard I’d given myself hung down past my boobs, almost to my belly button, and several strands of it were still wound around my own hair.

      The flush that warmed my cheeks was hidden by the white beard—at least, until I gathered my focus and shifted back to my normal appearance, banishing the facial hair.

      “Wait, don’t—” Jayce held out a hand, then made a face as my shift completed. “Aw, too bad. I kinda liked it.”

      I leveled a deadpan stare at him. “You did not.”

      His grin was infectious. “Okay, maybe not. But lucky for you, I happen to think you look hot as fuck no matter what form you’re in. So live your life loud and proud, I say. I’ll be into you no matter what.”

      “Thanks, but I think I’ll skip the beard.” I rolled my eyes, although my heart warmed at the sweet sentiment behind his words. “I only had that thing for a couple minutes, and I could already tell it would be damn itchy.”

      “That’s why I never wear one.”

      He scratched his jaw, where a light five o’clock shadow lay. I had a sudden vivid flash of what his stubble felt like against the softest parts of my body, and my flush deepened for a whole new reason.

      Then I frowned. “What are you doing here? It’s late, isn’t it?”

      I hadn’t glanced at the clock recently, but I’d been awake for a good hour or two after Hannah had fallen asleep.

      Jayce nodded. “Yeah, it is. But I couldn’t sleep. I’m too fucking amped up. I thought maybe you would be too. Were you?”

      “God, yes.”

      My voice was a plaintive whine, and the hellhound grinned, flashing his white teeth.

      “Kinda figured that might be the case. Come with me.”

      He jerked his chin down the hall, and I fell into step beside him without even questioning where we were going. I trusted him, and besides, anything was better than lying in bed burning holes into the ceiling with my stare.

      He led me down several corridors, and after the third turn, I realized where he was taking me. When we reached the door to his dorm room, I whispered, “What about Giorgio?”

      Jayce’s roommate was a werewolf who looked like he’d been an Italian mobster before he’d been turned. He was literal and deliberate, a hilarious contrast to Jayce’s off-the-cuff, exuberant personality. And I assumed that, like Hannah, he was fast asleep.

      “Umm…” Jayce grinned as he pushed open the door, ushering me inside. The room was empty. “I may have convinced him to do a little late-night studying in the library.”

      He shut the door behind us, and I arched a brow, leaning against the heavy wood. “Convinced? Or bribed?”

      The gorgeous grin on his face widened. “Well, let’s just say I can be pretty damn convincing when I want to be.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      My voice dropped a little, and I grabbed a fistful of Jayce’s shirt, tugging him toward me until his lips settled on mine. Twin feelings of comfort and arousal flooded me, and I kept my tight grip on his shirt as I kissed him hungrily. Whatever he had offered Giorgio to clear out of their room for a while, it was well worth it.

      Jayce responded to my kiss eagerly, slipping his leg between mine as he pinned me against the door with his larger frame. My hand was trapped between us, but I ran the other one up and down his back, sliding over the firm curve of his ass as our kiss deepened.

      “I thought… if we’re both not sleeping… there are better ways to pass the time,” he explained breathlessly in the moments when our lips broke apart.

      “I like the way you think.”

      Finally wrenching my hand free, I wrapped my arms around his neck, rising up on my tiptoes and pressing away from the door to get as close to him as possible. He gave a satisfied hum, meeting every stroke of my tongue with one of his own. Our hands moved quickly, shedding clothes even as our lips stayed locked in a fierce kiss, and when we were finally naked, Jayce kicked aside the pile of our clothes. Then he gripped my hips and spun me around so fast I gave a little yelp of surprise.

      The cool wood of the door was a shock after the hot skin of Jayce’s chest, and my nipples hardened against the smooth surface as I drew in a gasping breath. Jayce pinned me with his larger body again, wedging his cock between my ass cheeks as his chest pressed against my back. His lips trailed a line of fire over my shoulder, making my whole body undulate against the door, so desperate for relief that I was about to start humping the wrong kind of wood.

      “You like that?” he murmured.

      “Mmm.”

      My response was somewhere between a hum and a whimper, and he chuckled against my skin. “I fucking love how responsive you are, Piper. I’ve never been with anyone quite like you.” His palms found the globes of my ass cheeks, and he gave a hard squeeze. “Bend over. Put your hands on the door.”

      A gush of wetness soaked my pussy at his words, and when he backed away from me, giving me room to move, I took several steps back from the door and hinged at the waist, bending myself into a perfect L-shape as I placed my palms on the wooden surface.

      “Fuck,” Jayce muttered, sounding a little tortured already. “You look so damn good like that.”

      His hands came back to my ass, and I felt movement behind me but couldn’t tell quite what he was doing. Just as I turned my head to look back over my shoulder, Jayce buried his face in my pussy from behind.

      I let out a strangled noise of pleasure, my fingers scrabbling at the door as I almost lost my balance and pitched forward. The hellhound had licked my pussy plenty of times, but he’d never gone in from this angle before, and something about the feel of it, of having his tongue lap through my folds while his hands kneaded and massaged the flesh of my ass with an almost bruising grip, made my pussy walls clench tight with desperate need.

      “God, yes, Pipes. You’re so fucking sweet.”

      His words were muffled, and he barely got them out before he was back to torturing me with his tongue again.

      “Fuck! Jayce!”

      I was sure my fingernails would leave marks on the wood, the way I was scratching at it like a cat in heat. With one more flick of his unreasonably talented tongue, I came hard—and as the pleasure roared through me, tensing and relaxing all my muscles, Jayce slipped one thick finger into my ass.

      I came again, the second orgasm rising up before the first had even finished.

      My knees almost buckled, but Jayce secured his free hand around my waist, surging to his feet and holding me up as his finger worked in and out of my puckered hole.

      “You like that?”

      “Yes,” I panted, twisting and writhing as I tried to—well, I wasn’t even sure what anymore. I didn’t know if I was trying to escape the intense sensations or chase more of them, but my entire body seemed to buzz with an electric sort of high.

      “Good. Because I’m gonna claim that sexy ass tonight, Piper. I told you I would. Are you ready for that?”

      I nodded weakly, rocking back on my heels as I tried to take more of his finger inside myself.

      He groaned in appreciation, sliding it in a little deeper before withdrawing it, leaving me empty and unsatisfied. He dropped his head to bite down on my right ass cheek, and as the shock of pain made me yelp, he chuckled.

      I lost his touch for a minute as he crossed the room and then came back, and when I felt the smooth, cool glide of something wet dripping between my ass cheeks, I held my breath, clamping my bottom lip between my teeth.

      Two fingers followed the lube down, spreading my cheeks to work circles around the tight ring of muscles, spreading the lube before dipping briefly inside. Anticipation was making it hard for me to relax, and Jayce draped his body over mine, trailing soft kisses over my shoulders and down my spine. “Let me in, baby. Relax for me. Touch yourself and focus on how good it feels. I promise I’ll make you feel good.”

      His words were like an aphrodisiac, that same incredible blend of soothing and arousing. I dragged one hand away from the door, sliding it down my body until my fingers found the hard nub of my clit. It was still sensitive from my earlier orgasm, but that only made me hungry for more—the succubus magic inside me was like a sponge for pleasure, soaking it up and never becoming too full.

      Jayce’s fingers pressed deeper into my ass, and I pushed back against him, groaning in pleasure as I worked toward another orgasm. The foreign sensation made everything feel heightened, and as he slid another knuckle-deep inside me, stretching and relaxing the muscles, I felt an overwhelming urge to feel more of him.

      I wanted his cock. I wanted his heart and mind and body.

      I wanted every single part of this beautiful, sunny man.

      And I wanted to give him something of myself too. A part of myself no one had ever had before.

      “Jayce!” I gasped, bumping my hips against him faster, urging him on. “I’m ready. I need you—please!”

      “Fucking hell, Pipes. You drive me insane.”

      His voice was a rasp as he slid his fingers out of me. That feeling of emptiness returned, but I didn’t mind it this time, because I knew it was only the precursor to something amazing. My fingers kept moving over my clit as I felt the broad head of Jayce’s cock squeeze into me. It was bigger than his fingers, but the slight sting of pain only enhanced the pleasure. I rocked back against him, inviting him in deeper, and he groaned, grabbing my hips—to steady me or himself, I wasn’t sure.

      I could feel his muscles shaking, his entire body tensing up from the effort of taking this slow. After a few more gentle thrusts, I felt his pelvis press against my ass cheeks as he sank in to the hilt.

      The feel of him flush against me, of his cock so deep inside me, of my fingers still moving in quick, sharp circles pushed me over the edge. I dropped my head, groaning out my release as Jayce grunted behind me.

      “Fuck, Piper. I can feel that. I have to move, are you ready?”

      “Yes! Yes, please!”

      He didn’t need any more encouragement. Maybe he could hear the desperation in my voice, or maybe he just felt the same thing in his own soul, but he grasped my hips as he slowly withdrew and then thrust back in. He repeated the motion again and again, moving gently at first—but as my whimpers and moans egged him on, he picked up the pace, finally abandoning his efforts to hold back and fucking me in earnest as the tension I could feel gathering in him drew tighter.

      His hips hit the flesh of my ass with a resounding smack with each thrust, and our panting breaths filled the room. When I tilted my head back to look, I saw a sheen of perspiration covering his forehead and a trickle of sweat working its way down his temple. His usually cheerful face looked serious and determined as he bit his lip, concentration etched on his brow.

      As he began to thrust even harder, I abandoned my clit, bracing both hands on the door to keep us both from toppling over. I was so far gone that my clit throbbed even without my fingers dancing over it. I didn’t need to touch myself anymore. An orgasm was building inside me, and it would take an act of God to stop it.

      When Jayce stuttered to a stop, cursing loudly and grinding his hips against my ass, his cock pulsing inside me, I followed right after him. We did almost fall as my hands slipped off the door, but Jayce wrapped his arms around me, holding me up as we stumbled forward to press against the wood, his cock still buried in my ass.

      We were both breathing hard, completely spent and sweaty, our bodies plastered together as we made inarticulate noises of exhaustion and satisfaction.

      Finally, Jayce dipped his head to kiss the back of my neck. “Well, that’s one hour down. Just a few more to go.”

      I swore his cock hadn’t softened at all, and when I wriggled my ass against him, he thrust into me in little pulses.

      “Mmm,” I murmured. “Got any ideas how we can fill another hour?”
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        * * *

      

      Pro tip: killing time becomes a whole lot easier when you fill that time with mind-blowing sex.

      Jayce and I passed out on his bed so late that the sky was already beginning to redden outside, and by the time we woke up the next morning, we had to rush to class. Lessons passed in a hazy blur, and then the five of us met up and headed to the little secret room above the library.

      Kingston put the phone on speaker again and dialed the number Dru had given us. There was a lot of interference, but eventually it connected.

      “Finally!” Dru answered. “I’ve been waiting for hours!”

      “Well, we’re right on time on our end,” Kingston said with a scowl, and I hid a smile behind my hand.

      Every once in a while, the aristocratic man’s history of helping his father run the family’s empire came roaring to the surface, and the tone of his voice made me think of how he probably sounded in a business meeting when one of his underlings sassed him.

      “Doesn’t matter, doesn’t matter. In fact, it gave me time to solve the whole problem. To figure out what happened to you, and to the school.” Dru sounded excited, and I unconsciously leaned forward, infected by his enthusiasm.

      “Yeah? What?”

      “Okay, so the Fallen University building was originally a castle built for a demon king in the underworld. He went to war with Gavriel’s predecessor over a disagreement about earth; that is, what to do about the people who lived there.”

      “Let me guess, Gavriel’s ancestor or whatever wanted to turn all the humans into fallen, and the other dude disagreed?” Jayce huffed a breath through his nose.

      “Exactly. The owner of the castle took a vow to protect humanity from Gavriel’s predecessor. He performed a combination transport and binding spell on the castle to tether it to earth. It was extremely sophisticated, but also incredibly simple.”

      “Simple is good! We like simple,” I said eagerly.

      “I said simple, not easy.” Dru’s voice held a warning tone. “I very much doubt that this will be easy.”

      “What is it?” Xero asked, his tone edging as close to impatience as I’d ever heard from him.

      “It’s a collection of porous stones. They soak up magic like sponges, but you have to have just the right ones in the right order infused with the right spells in order to make it work.”

      “What stones? Where do we find them?” I asked.

      Dru sighed. “I couldn’t possibly tell you where to find them, but I can tell you what they’re called. They’re the Temple Stones of the First Order.”

      Xero bolted upright and stared at the phone as if it would bite him. “Wait. Say that again.”

      “Uh—the Temple Stones of the First Order?” Dru repeated.

      Xero rubbed his face hard and groaned. “Fuck. And we need how many of them?”

      “One of each color and size. The colors are red, blue, white, yellow, green, purple, black, and silver. You’ll need a small—about the size of a plum, I believe—a medium—think grapefruit—and a large. Watermelon-sized. A total of twenty-four stones.”

      Jesus. Twenty-four? Why couldn’t it have been one? Nice and simple.

      “What do we do with them?” I asked.

      “They need to be replaced in the room where the original ones were. There should be a schematic in the school’s secret files. Toland will know where to look. The important part is to get the stones back to the school. There’s a decent chance the original owner enchanted the room to arrange the stones in the correct order automatically once they’re brought into the space.”

      “And the spells?” I asked.

      “Worry about all that later,” Dru said sharply. “I’ll keep looking for information, but that’s all I have right now. You need to figure out a way to get your hands on those stones. Nothing else matters until you have them.”

      “We’ll get them,” Kingston promised with a lazy wave of his hand. “There are rocks for the taking around here.”

      “They aren’t just any old rocks.” The Custodian sounded like he wished he could step through the phone and shake Kingston.

      “Don’t worry about him.” Xero took the phone, lifting it a little closer to his mouth. “I know what we’re looking for.”

      “Good. Then hurry up. It’s getting crazy here on earth. Things are… well, we need all the backup we can get. Call me when you procure the stones.”

      Dru hung up, and as soon as the line went dead, every eye turned to Xero.

      “So? What are we looking at, Xero?” I asked, unconsciously fisting my hands as I braced for the answer.

      He shook his head and ran a hand over his short hair. “I’ve heard of them. When I was in Gavriel’s army, I heard that name mentioned. The Temple Stones of the First Order. They’re incredibly powerful, which means they’re precious and well-guarded. At least, the ones above ground are.”

      “You know where to find them in the raw though, right?” Jayce asked worriedly.

      “Ehh—I know how to find clues on where to look. I worked in the mines for a while when I first came here. Gavriel likes to break his new recruits with hard labor and promises of food. Hit a little too close to home for me.”

      Jayce winced. “I bet the cave we transported into isn’t one of those mines, is it? That would be too easy, I guess.”

      Xero shook his head. “No trace of them anywhere I’ve seen. Besides, this is swamp land. The stones will be found in desert climates.”

      Everybody wilted slightly. I had a feeling we all knew what the options were, and none of us liked any of them. I skipped ahead of the uncomfortable part, focusing on something relatively simple instead.

      “How do we explain to Toland where the rocks came from or how we knew to get them?” I asked. “Assuming we do get them?”

      “Let’s worry about that after we see whether or not we survive this.” Kai frowned, his dark eyes glittering.

      “Survive—what, exactly?” Kingston kept his tone carefully neutral.

      “We’re going rock collecting,” I said with a hard-edged grin.

      “Uh, you know Toland won’t let us do that.” Jayce grimaced.

      “Toland won’t get a chance to stop us,” I shot back. “We’re sneaking out and getting this done. He and the staff have had plenty of time to figure all of this out, and they haven’t managed to do it. I’m not about to roll over and die just because surviving means breaking a few stupid rules. Besides, you heard how Dru almost threatened to turn Kingston in for having a contraband phone. For all we know, Toland’s under another blood oath to automatically expel anyone who breaks a rule that big. We can’t risk telling him. So we sneak out and do this ourselves.”

      My words had their intended effect, and everybody quickly came around. Kingston was on board with not telling Toland, but less enthusiastic about trying to find the stones ourselves. Kai wasn’t too happy about it, but he muttered something under his breath about not letting the rest of us idiots go it alone. Jayce quickly slipped into adventure mode, and Xero looked relieved. Finally, his previous stint in the underworld was going to be useful.

      We sketched out a rough plan for how to get out of school grounds undetected, and then we rose from our seats in the cramped little room.

      “You guys get supplies.” I cast my gaze over all of them, feeling a strange urge to stare until I’d memorized their features. As if some part of me knew we were heading to our doom. “I’m going to make sure we have a way to get back inside once we return.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re doing what?!”

      Hannah’s amber eyes widened in horror.

      “We’re sneaking out to find the stones that will take us back home,” I repeated patiently. “Xero knows where to look. It’s our one shot at getting back to earth before the wards fail and Gavriel imprisons us all.”

      A flash of steel that I’d only seen once before, during the battle outside, hardened her eyes. “I’m coming with you.”

      I shook my head. “You can’t. And I mean that. I need you here. We’re going to have to get back inside somehow, and I don’t know if we’ll be able to get underworld artifacts past the wards.”

      That stopped her. She pursed her lips thoughtfully, then shook her head.

      “No, you won’t,” she agreed. “Not unless they fail completely. All right, I’ll stay here and work on a way to bring them down just long enough for you to get the stones inside.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at her, then pulled her into a hug. “We’re going to get out of here—make it back to earth. I know we are.”

      “God, I hope so.” She squeezed me tight, her grip surprisingly bone-crushing. “But just promise me one thing.”

      “What?”

      “That you will all come back alive. Even Kai.”

      “All right, fine. I won’t kill Kai.” I snorted a laugh.

      “Good, because I don’t know if I could stand to share a room with you if you were one guy short. That would be like the great coffee shortage all over again, only a thousand times worse.”

      We shared a chuckle, but her words left a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. I didn’t want to imagine what it would do to us if somebody got killed. What it would do to me.

      The bond between us would break—Cassandra had told me that. So their death wouldn’t kill me.

      But all the same, I was pretty sure I’d die inside.

      “All or nothing,” I said firmly. “We’ll all get back together, or we’ll die trying to save each other.”

      “Do that first one, please.” She spoke into my hair, and I felt a shiver wrack her body. “I’m not a huge fan of the second.”

      Her voice held all of the emotions that her words were trying to downplay. Worry. Fear. Tentative hope.

      We finally released each other, and I leaned back to meet her gaze.

      “I’ll do my damndest.”
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      It was absolutely breathtaking.

      When we stepped out of the cave and into the ruddy sunlight, the terrifying beauty of the underworld was more than I could have imagined. Massive black peaks scraped the sky far in the distance, and a swamp stretched out far to the left. To the right, a great gnarled forest of black, blue, and dark purple trees took over the landscape. Our cave appeared to be part of a mountain range, all porous and pocked as if a volcano had exploded and its spillage had instantly frozen in a jagged wave.

      “Which way?” I asked, swiveling my head from side to side.

      Xero pointed at the mountains in the distance. “I’m not entirely sure, but I think those are the Devil’s Claws. The mines should be on the other side of them, but we might get lucky and find some on our side.”

      “Let’s hope,” Kai said grimly. “How do we get there? Swim?”

      Xero hesitated, and I could see the wheels turning in his head. “The swamp is full of killers,” he said. “Tiny ones that you won’t notice until it’s too late. The forest has its own creatures. Larger, but just as deadly.”

      “I’ll take the devil I can see, thanks.”

      I started off in the direction of the forest, stepping carefully, as if I might tread on a landmine at any second. A moment later, I heard the guys follow. Xero caught up with me, then pulled ahead.

      “Let me lead,” he said gently. “I know what to watch out for.”

      “Like that miniature harpy?” I pointed over his shoulder, my heart kicking in my chest like a startled horse.

      He spun around and swiped at the woman-bird, who was diving at him. He connected with her midsection and sent her flying into the swamp. Her body hit the water with a splash, and even before she was fully submerged, she was set upon by thousands of tiny silver fish. The water churned, red with blood and white with froth, as they consumed her alive. Her screeches died out after just a second, and clean white bones popped to the surface of the water a moment later.

      Jayce shuddered. “I don’t like these options.”

      “Maybe you should scout ahead,” I suggested. “With that super speed of yours, you’re the best for the job.”

      “Um, excuse me? I can fly over the forest and find a path,” Kingston pointed out.

      “I can melt into the shadows,” Kai added. “Stealth can be more important than speed, you know.”

      I nodded, narrowing my eyes at the forest before us. “Sounds like you should all go. Xero and I will follow behind. Kingston, keep track of the other two from your vantage point. Don’t want somebody getting lost in there.”

      Each of them shifted into their demonic forms and disappeared in a flash. Xero and I walked close to one another, our shoulders brushing and our senses at full alert. The trees had looked closer than they actually were. When we finally reached them, I saw why; they must have been a hundred feet tall, all twisted and full of tangled branches.

      “Those trees aren’t alive, are they? I mean, obviously they’re alive, they’re plants, but—” I looked doubtfully at a branch which looked suspiciously like grasping claws. “They aren’t going to suddenly wake up and start attacking, are they?”

      “No,” Xero said without even a shadow of a smile. “But if you come across a bright purple flower as big as your head, run. They’re carnivorous and somewhat mobile.”

      “Fantastic.”

      He squeezed my hand. “I’m pretty sure we’re too far north for those. But—just keep your eyes open.”

      Yeah, that won’t be a problem.

      I couldn’t imagine I would ever be able to close them peacefully again. Between the fight outside the castle and what we’d encountered so far in the landscape of the underworld, I was set on nightmare material for a good long time.

      Xero and I skirted the woods, sticking to the no man’s land between the forest and the swamp. At first, that space was wide enough for us to walk side by side, but after a while we were forced to go single-file. Xero kept me in front of him. Apparently keeping an eye on me was more important than being the leader, but I wasn’t complaining. It wasn’t like I had fireballs to protect myself with.

      “We’re out of land,” I said after we’d walked for a while in silence, stopping short suddenly. The woods had reached the swamp, and the sliver of beach we had been walking on was replaced by a black tangle of slick, wet roots. They lay horizontally enough that we might be able to cross them, but I didn’t like how slippery they looked. One false move and we would be fish food.

      No fucking thanks.

      Xero put his hand on my shoulder as he peered over my head. “Yep. We are.”

      “So—into the woods, then?”

      He shook his head. “Not without the others. We’re already split in too many directions. Worst thing we could do right now is lose each other.”

      We sat with our backs to a giant tree and looked out over the swamp.

      “It’s so much more… alive than it looked from my room,” I said. “All those bugs and fish and things out there. I still can’t figure out what those are though.” I pointed at the ivory fingers pushing out of the swamp.

      “They’re probably giant ribs,” Xero said matter-of-factly.

      “Like… the ribs of giants?” I asked, feeling stupid for rephrasing but not quite sure I was understanding.

      “Yeah. There aren’t a whole lot of giants here anymore. Gavriel considered them nuisances and lesser beings. Well, lesser-lesser beings. Everything is lesser in Gavriel’s opinion. He’s real into himself.”

      I laughed, then jumped as my own laugh came back at me from the treetops.

      “Real mocking birds,” Xero said, nodding upward. “They match voices and everything. Great for framing people.”

      I gave him a sideways look and he blinked at me innocently.

      “Have you ever done that?” I asked.

      “Not recently,” he dodged with a slight grin. “It’s a rough world in here. Vicious animals around every corner, just waiting to devour you. The most dangerous ones used to be human.”

      “I guess we all do what we have to do to survive.”

      Reaching over, I gave his hand a squeeze. I knew he had a lot of hangups about his previous time in the underworld, but I wanted him to know he’d get no judgement from me for anything he’d done during that time.

      Then I heard an excited whoop from overhead and stood, shading my eyes as I searched the sky. A moment later, Kingston flew into view, carrying an extremely exuberant Jayce on his back.

      “This is awesome!” the blond man shouted.

      “This is awesome, awesome, awesome, this is awesome!” the birds shouted back.

      I shuddered. “Ugh. That’s fucking me up.”

      “You get used to it,” Xero assured me. “Hey, where’s Kai?” He shouted up at Jayce.

      “Right here,” Kai replied.

      I looked around but didn’t see him.

      “Up there.” Xero pointed to the tree behind me. Kai was perched on a high branch, eating some of the provisions we’d brought.

      Kingston landed a moment later, bucked Jayce off of his back, and shifted into his human form. He shook himself and grinned.

      “We found a path through the woods,” he announced. “But I’m going to need to spend most of my time in the air, keeping an eye on the route. These guys got lost twice.”

      “I wasn’t lost,” Kai retorted, his angular features pinching in a highly offended look. “I just didn’t know where Jayce was. As far as I’m concerned, that means Jayce was lost.”

      “I knew exactly where I wasn’t the whole time, thank you very much,” the man in question said with a self-deprecating grin. “But, yeah, no, we need Kingston up there, or we’ll be lost for actual days.”

      “You didn’t see any big, bright purple flowers in there, did you?” I asked nervously, shooting a glance toward the thick, ominous forest.

      Jayce shook his head. “Nope. But there was this one crazy vine thing that tried to grab me. Oh, and there are these toads that are like, this big.” He held his hands up, indicating a circle bigger than a dinner plate. “They’re pretty too. Kind of a teal color, I guess?”

      “Pretty dangerous,” Xero warned. “They won’t chase you down, but they will bite you if you get too close.”

      “I feel like getting bit by a toad is the least of our concerns,” I said.

      Kai dropped down behind us, landing without a sound. “That’s because you’re thinking of earth toads. One of those little fuckers tried to get me. Its teeth are bigger than mine and their mouths smell like formaldehyde.”

      “You smelled its mouth?” Jayce wrinkled his nose.

      Kai blinked at him with exaggerated patience. “Kind of hard to avoid when something’s trying to bite your nose off. Are we going to stand here talking or are we gonna go? Because I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t really feel like being in the middle of the woods come nightfall.”

      Of course everybody agreed with that sentiment. Kai and Jayce led the way to the path they’d found while Kingston kept watch over us from above. Xero was our field guide, pointing out plants and animals that could kill us—which, honestly, was pretty much everything. Jayce was the scout, darting back and forth every so often to check out the path ahead. Kai crept along like a shadow, watching everyone’s backs.

      I might have brought us all together, but they had grown into a cohesive unit all on their own. Pride and adoration swelled up inside of me. A lot was still up in the air between us, but they were my men, and they were going to save the fucking world.

      “Stop!” Jayce was breathless from his most recent scouting venture as he darted through the trees toward us, holding out a hand. “There’s something up ahead.”

      Kingston circled around once, then dived down between the trees limbs and landed on his human feet. His shifts were becoming seamless. He’d had a hell of a lot of practice the past few weeks.

      “A whole herd of something,” he added.

      My eyes widened, and I peered deeper into the forest. “What kind of something?”

      “Like moose? But way bigger. And scarier. With big, sharp teeth and glowing eyes.”

      “Harpy eaters,” Xero grunted.

      My eyes widened. “Like… little harpies?”

      “Sometimes,” he said. “But the full-grown ones can take down an adult harpy. I’ve never seen one in person, but I’ve heard about them. They use their antlers to catch the harpies mid-flight, toss them around and slice them up a bit, then tear them to shreds with their hooves and teeth.”

      I shuddered. “Can we get around them?”

      Jayce and Kingston looked at each other for a millisecond before each one shifted and darted away. Kai leaned against a tree and shook his head.

      “I’ll pass on this little competition,” he said. “Not a fan of moose.”

      “Harpy eaters,” Xero corrected absently.

      Kai shrugged. “Potato, tomato. Who’s got the food?”

      “You just ate.”

      “Yeah, and it’s lunch time. If we’re going to have to wait for a herd of demon moose to pass us by, we might as well eat.” He sat down on a lumpy root and crossed his arms definitively.

      Kingston and Jayce returned less than a minute later.

      “They’re moving pretty fast, but there are a lot of them,” the dragon shifter reported. “We should probably just wait them out.”

      Kai shot me an I told you so look.

      We settled in for lunch, but I couldn’t eat much. I’d felt sick since we’d left the cave. I’d assumed it was just nerves, since we were entering an unknown world full of danger, but the longer we were out here, the more comfortable I became with the hazards we faced. Not that they’d become less terrifying, but at least they weren’t unknown anymore.

      But the sick feeling twisting my stomach hadn’t eased up. If anything, it’d gotten worse.

      As I washed my tiny meal down with water, the hairs on my arms stood up. I froze, then silently rose to my feet. The guys instantly picked up on my vibe and fell silent as well. The damn moose or whatever were still crashing through the undergrowth in the distance, but there was something else.

      Kingston nudged me and questioned me with his eyes. I shook my head, putting a finger to my lips. I could feel eyes on me. I slowly spun in a circle, looking all around for the source, but saw nothing. I’d watched enough horror movies to know when to look up, and I did, but there was nothing there either. The feeling passed as quickly as it had come. Frowning, I sat back down.

      “Felt like someone was watching us,” I explained.

      Xero nodded. “I felt it too. It was probably an animal. Keep a sharp eye, but don’t worry too much. Human hybrids are outside the food chain.”

      “I’ll go up and check it out,” Kingston offered. In one fluid motion he rose to his feet and shifted, taking flight the instant after he stood.

      “He’s getting good at that,” Jayce said appreciatively.

      “A little too good.” Kai frowned up at the sky where Kingston was no longer visible. “He likes it here too much.”

      I shrugged. “Who wouldn’t like a power boost? He’s not going to turn evil, you know. I’m convinced that’s just a myth.”

      “Why would they do that?” Jayce asked. “Wouldn’t spreading a myth like that just make people give up as soon as they got here? Seems like it would weaken our side.”

      “It does, doesn’t it.” I gave Jayce a meaningful look, but he just shot back a confused one. I sighed. “I’m saying, what if the myth didn’t originate with the Custodians?”

      He puzzled on that for a minute, then his eyes widened. “Oh! Gavriel’s army?”

      “Got it in one.” I nodded, ignoring the little butterflies that flapped in my stomach when Jayce grinned at me proudly. For some reason, seeing him happy always made me happy, as if even in the most fucked up circumstances, all was right with the world. “I mean, it makes sense. A rumor like that would be enough to keep the underworld free of trained demon hunters. And it’s worked, hasn’t it?”

      “Better than any ward or defense.” Xero scratched his chin thoughtfully. “If you’re right, it’s honestly brilliant.”

      Kingston returned just then, pooling back onto the ground the same way he’d gone up. As his humanity returned, he shook his head. “Saw a few harpies hunting some kind of serpent, but nothing’s paying attention to us. Not that I could see from up there anyway.”

      Kai’s eyes suddenly changed and he sniffed the air. “We should move anyway. The moose are gone.”

      “Harpy eat—oh, never mind.” Xero shook his head. “You’re right about moving on though.”

      We kept moving through the jungle all day and into the night. None of us wanted to sleep in the forest if we could possibly avoid it, though Kai and Jayce ran laps around us every few hours to make sure we weren’t being hunted, and Kingston frequently took to the sky to make sure we were heading in the right direction. Xero showed us which plants were venomous, which were poisonous, and which were mobile, pointed out different kinds of animals’ droppings and prints, and showed us how to identify various nests. The Harpy nests were easy to see once I knew what to look for, since they were primarily made of hair with bits of unfortunate scalps still attached.

      When the forest had grown too dark for me to see anything in either form, I squeezed Xero’s hand. “We should probably give in and make camp.”

      “Keep your voice down,” he whispered. “We’re under—Piper!”

      He hissed my name because I had just tripped over something hard and landed on my face. He found me in the dark and lifted me into his arms.

      “You good?” he whispered.

      “Yeah. We’re under what?”

      “Harpy nests. Dozens. We have to keep going.”

      Kingston, whose night vision was as poor as mine, had relegated himself to the sky. Kai, Jayce, and Xero had no trouble at all, though Jayce had shifted into his hellhound form. Sometimes I could see him if I looked hard enough in exactly the right spot, since his fur had a purplish glow to it.

      After we had been walking for what seemed like hours, I heard a rustling in front of us. Xero stopped, wrapping a protective arm around me.

      “Guys?” Kingston’s voice came through the darkness. He sounded tired.

      “Right here,” Xero answered.

      “Good. We’re half a mile from the edge of the forest. There’s a big pile of rocks over there. I think it may be a cave.”

      “Sounds like camp,” Xero said.

      “Yeah. Just keep walking straight. I’ll meet you guys there.”

      Another rustle and a rush of wind, and he was gone. I had never been afraid of the dark, but existing without sight for so long was beginning to get to me.

      “How long will it take to walk half a mile?” I asked, trying to keep the whine out of my voice.

      “Not long,” Xero said, rubbing my shoulder comfortingly. “We’ll be there before you know it.”

      Half an eternity and change later, we finally exited the forest. My eyes had been straining for light for so long that the weak starlight in the inky night sky was enough to make me wince. I turned my head to press a kiss to Xero’s cheek, then wriggled out of his arms and looked around. The area we’d emerged in appeared almost normal—just a rolling prairie tucked between two swatches of forest—but there was something eerie about it. The breeze that blew through the long grass seemed to whisper words I could almost make out, and there was a stench in the air that I couldn’t identify.

      “Over here,” Kingston called.

      When we got to the cave he’d spotted, we found it dry and empty except for the fire that he’d built while waiting on us.

      “Took you ground walkers long enough,” he said with a grin.

      “So fly us all next time,” I countered through a yawn.

      We each took turns keeping watch while the other four cuddled together in a messy pile of limbs and shared body heat. My turn was last, in the hours before dawn. For the first time since we’d been here, I was going to get the full effect of an underworld sunrise. I expected it to be similar to earth’s—a drop in temperature, the sounds of animals waking up, and a slow fade to warmth—and ached for that normalcy. I stepped outside the cave and sat on a flat stone, waiting.

      The heat hit first, rushing past me like a tidal wave. Something screamed in the forest behind us, then something else. Soon the whole forest was screaming, as if a hundred thousand tortured souls were dying. There was no rainbow of color as the sun rose; just black, which slowly faded to a muddy sort of yellow, and a yellow that exploded into an angry red. The grass around me—which I had erroneously assumed was green in the dark—came to life in shades of red and purple, looking more like billions of bloodied swords than plants. The sun glared down mercilessly, but the grass didn’t droop. It stood sharply erect, miniature swords at attention.

      Shuddering, I went back inside. I thought I would have to wake the guys up, but they were all fully alert and scrambling for their things. All except for Xero anyway. The fire demon was blearily rubbing his eyes and brushing Kingston off as the man with the angular features tried to wake him up.

      “What happened?” I asked, my heart lurching in my chest. What did I miss?

      The three panicking men stopped and stared at me with their mouths open.

      “You didn’t hear that?” Jayce’s eyes were like dinner plates.

      “What, the screaming? Oh, yeah, I did. But I figured it was just the birds or whatever waking up. Like back home.”

      “I told you,” Xero muttered grumpily.

      “It sounded like a war,” Kingston argued. “Straight-up, flat-out war.”

      I shrugged. “The whole underworld goes to war when the sun rises, apparently. It’s wild out there. Let’s eat, I’m starving.”

      He shook his head with a bemused look but grabbed the pack and started distributing our meager breakfast. We’d learned at least a few useful spells during our time at FU, most notably a much weaker version of Professor Shen’s cleaning spell that we could use to freshen up our clothes, and a replicating spell that worked on organic substances. So as long as nobody ate the last of our food supply, we could keep replicating it pretty much indefinitely.

      The screams continued to echo from outside for another thirty minutes, but by the time we finished eating, none of us were paying any attention to them. They had become background noise.

      As we grabbed our gear and left the cave and headed back out into the threatening landscape beyond, it occurred to me that although the “atmosphere turning you evil” thing might be a myth, there was no denying a simple, obvious truth.

      Our time in the underworld was definitely changing us all.
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      Over the next several days, we grew even more accustomed to the morning screams and the pitch black of night, but I never could quite shake the anxious feeling of being watched. It was so bad that in spite of the ridiculous amount of exercise we were getting daily, I had stopped sleeping for longer than an hour or two at a time.

      But there was one silver lining, even in these dangerous, stressful circumstances; the guys were growing closer than ever, and the five of us had turned into a functional group.

      I’d worried for a long time that they would never get along. They had been forced into each other’s lives just like they’d been forced into mine and had become a sort of weird unit because of my power. For a long time, I had lived with the guilty thought that maybe I had ruined their lives, social and otherwise. But the longer we traveled together, the more they bonded on their own, without any magic on my part. It eased my conscience, even if it couldn’t ease my anxiety.

      One day—I didn’t know which one, I’d lost track by this point—I woke up in a panic just before dawn with the worst feeling of foreboding I had ever experienced. I fully expected to wake up with a knife at my throat and all of my guys dead. But when I glanced around quickly, my heart thrumming in my chest, I found that everything was as I had left it when I’d gone to sleep, except that Kai had replaced Xero on watch.

      “Can’t sleep?” he asked, arching a brow at me.

      I shook my head, fighting back the sick twist in my gut. “I feel like something terrible is about to happen. Is happening.”

      Early morning light glinted off his black hair as he pointed into the near distance. A harpy eater was silhouetted against the ugly red light of dawn. He’d just caught his prey and was busy shredding it as it screamed.

      “Terrible things always happen here,” he said matter-of-factly. Then his gaze softened a little as he took in the lingering panic on my face. “Eat something, you’ll feel better.”

      I did as he suggested, but it didn’t help much. I crawled back into the pile of bodies and made out with Jayce for a while as Kingston sleepily groped my ass and boobs, sliding his hands under my tunic and down my leggings. It charged me up, but it didn’t help the anxiety at all.

      Something was coming. I could feel it on the horizon like a cloud bulging with rain and lightning. I was antsy to get moving, but everyone was tired by now and reluctant to continue on our seemingly endless journey. I paced around our campsite, making sure everything was in its place and that evidence of our presence here was completely obscured. Finally, after about a billion years, everybody else was ready to go.

      “You seem grim this morning,” Jayce commented, pulling me in close for another kiss before we headed out. He brushed my hair back from my face. “Cheer up! It’s a beautiful day.”

      As he gestured with his chin toward the sky, some big bat-bird thing snatched a smaller bird thing out of the air and ripped its head off. I shot the hellhound a dark look.

      He grinned sheepishly. “Uh… circle of life?”

      I sighed and adjusted the pack on my back. “Let’s just focus on getting there.”

      The mountains, which had loomed in the distance for days, were finally close enough to see clearly. Not that I wanted to. They were covered in twisted black trees and jagged red rocks—or plants, it was still hard to tell—and almost looked like they were alive and waiting for a meal.

      “God, I hope you’re right about this, Xero,” I said as I stepped up beside him. He had taken the lead today, guiding us through the rough terrain.

      “I am. I think I am.”

      “You think?” I almost stopped walking to stare at him.

      He slid me an uncomfortable glance. “The foliage isn’t exactly what I expected it to be. There’s a chance the landscape is different on the two sides, like the Sierras, but…” He let the rest of that terrible thought hang, shrugging helplessly.

      “Well, shit,” I muttered under my breath. “Have you told anybody else?”

      “There’s nothing to tell.” He shook his head firmly. “Looks like a clear path through the trees up there,” he called back to the others. “Once we’re through there, all we gotta do is find a hole.”

      The trees had become so thick and dense around us that our pace had slowed considerably over the past several hours. But as I craned my neck, squinting slightly, I caught sight of what Xero was pointing at. Up ahead, there was an opening between the gnarled roots and branches, something that looked almost like a tunnel through the dense forest.

      As we stepped into the natural—or supernatural, I supposed—tunnel, my heart pounded hard and heavy. Time seemed to slow down around me as reality caught up to my intuition.

      I was right. Something is wrong.

      A warning was crawling up through my throat like a snail through mud, too slow to do any good.

      It was over before I’d made a sound.

      A flash of red, a flash of blue, the stench of long-dormant magic and burning oxygen. My eyes flew shut as the blast hit, and when I opened them again, I thought I had died. I wasn’t touching anything and the ground was a good twelve feet beneath me. Branches and leaves hung around me, but I couldn’t touch them.

      Panicking, I looked around for my men. I found them suspended like me in red and blue electric orbs above the ground.

      “Xero!” I called. “What is this?”

      But my voice didn’t seem to make any sound at all. It didn’t bounce back at me, it just sort of disappeared into nothing, like it had been swallowed up by a dull silence. I watched as the guys started to talk, then shout, then scream at me and each other, but there was no sound I could hear.

      We were trapped. Isolated.

      My ribs seemed to constrict around my lungs and heart as I reached out with my feelings, but it was like the guys weren’t even there. Like they had never existed at all.

      Fuck. No!

      The succubus power inside me screamed for them, fear and grief ripping through me at the sudden, complete loss of connection.

      I clutched my hands to my chest and sobbed.

      Darkness tinged the edges of my vision, creeping in slowly, and I knew if everything hadn’t been muted, my screams would’ve filled the air like the dawn sounds of the underworld.

      I screamed until my throat was raw and blackness claimed me.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, stop that noise! What are you, human?”

      My eyes snapped open in shock at the smoky voice.

      Consciousness flooded me so fast I jerked, instantly awake and alert. My gaze darted around, taking in my surroundings at a glance.

      I wasn’t hanging over the ground any longer. Somehow, I had ended up in a little cave, still floating over the ground. The guys were there too, and they all looked just as confused as I was. I wondered how the stranger’s voice was getting through, then I realized that a small hole had formed in the electric membrane. It was growing quickly, and I scrambled to get my feet under me before it dissolved completely.

      All five bubbles popped, and I inhaled my guys’ scents like I hadn’t breathed in ages. The demon woman in front of me wrinkled her delicate purple nose and narrowed her large, shark-black eyes at me.

      “Succubus. Should I put you back in the cage, or can you leave those boys alone?”

      I was aching—actually physically aching—to run to my men for comfort and power. The broken connection had affected me so severely that I honestly thought I was going to die. But I would rather breathe their air without touching them than be so utterly isolated again; at least I had practice with the former.

      “I won’t touch them,” I told her, swallowing hard.

      “Good.” She gave each of us a hard look. “Hellhound. Dragon. Demon. Ugh. And a vampire.” She wrinkled her nose at Kai, which made me irrationally angry. She shot a warning look in my direction before the emotion had even fully registered with me.

      “What are you? Siren?” I asked. “Or witch?”

      “Witch is a profession, twit, not a race. I am a demon.”

      “You’re an empath,” I said.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Is that a fact?”

      “Is that a problem?” I answered.

      She tilted her head slightly. “You tell me.”

      “I’m not psychic.”

      She shook herself and huffed. “Let’s cut to the chase.” She stepped up to me until I could see my face reflected in her black eyes. She inhaled deeply, then held my wrist between her thumb and fingers.

      “Where did you come from?” she asked.

      “Uh—just now? Down the hill a ways—”

      “Where did you come from?” she repeated more forcefully.

      “Earth.” That was vague enough, right?

      “You’re trying my patience, girlie. Were you sent by Gavriel?”

      “God no.” The shock of disgust I felt at that question registered clearly on her face.

      She squinted at me for a moment, then gave a satisfied nod and moved on to Jayce. She did the same thing to him, but rather than bothering to ask where he’d come from, she just skipped to the final question—the one about Gavriel. Apparently satisfied with his adamant denial, she moved on to Xero, then Kingston. She practically ignored Kai until she couldn’t any longer.

      “Vampire.” She heaved a sigh, sounding exasperated. She didn’t touch him, although he held his wrist out for her. “Were you sent by Gavriel?”

      “No,” he answered in a cool voice. His dark eyes narrowed, his angular features seeming to sharpen. “Were you?”

      Her eyes widened and she blinked as if it hadn’t occurred to her that we might also be avoiding the fallen lord.

      “Of course not.” She dusted off her hands briskly.

      “Then you work for the Custodians? Some kind of point of contact behind enemy lines?” Kai pressed on.

      She bared her teeth and hissed. “Custodians! Useless fucks.”

      My vampire mate smiled, his eyes narrowing. “Then you and I have a lot in common.”

      She barked a laugh of disbelief. “Me? Have something in common with a leech?”

      He stepped forward, shoulders back, head high, somehow transforming into the most powerful presence in the room. “We have both been neutral parties in this conflict, intent on remaining so. I hid on earth for years before the Custodians found me and forced my hand. How long have you been hiding? How long has it been since you decided that this conflict had nothing whatever to do with you?”

      If I could feel his sincerity, I was certain she could—her empath powers probably made her almost as attuned to the men’s emotions as I was. Her breath caught in her throat. She swallowed, staring at Kai as if seeing him for the first time.

      “Eons,” she breathed. “It feels like eons.”

      “So you see,” Kai said, opening his palms. “We are of one mind.”

      She recoiled from all of us for a moment, closing her eyes and breathing deeply. Centering herself, I thought. I’d seen Jayce do the same from time to time, and although it struck me as a little funny that a demon from the underworld would have the same emotional coping techniques as a man who’d been raised by hippie parents on earth, I didn’t say anything.

      Instead, all five of us were silent, giving her space and time to do what she needed to. When she came forward again, she seemed more clear-headed.

      “I’ve searched each of you thoroughly. I can find no threat to my own well-being if I allow you to rest here today. You’re all tired, hungry, and thirsty. Follow me.”

      She turned around, and for a moment it seemed she was going to walk into solid rock; but as she neared it, I realized that the solidity was an illusion. She cast no shadow on a door-sized section of rock, but on the floor beneath it instead. I followed her through, raking my fingers through the illusion appreciatively.

      “You’re good,” I said. “Hannah would kill for this skill. Oh! Not literally,” I added quickly as she gave me a sharp look. “I just mean, my friend Hannah loves magic, but she’s better at theory than practice.”

      “Everyone is at first,” the woman said with a shrug. “Sit down.”

      On the other side of the illusion was a comfortable living room and attached kitchen. The décor was heavy on the black rock and jewel tones, but it could almost have been a human living space. The long couch was set a little higher than the average human couch, but the cushions squished just the same. I sank into it with a grateful sigh, and gestured for my guys to sit close. Xero and Jayce came at once, settling on either side of me. Kingston swaggered over and sat beside Jayce, draping his arm over the back of the couch to play with my hair. Kai sat beside Xero, but made no move to touch me.

      That was fine. The couch was soft and cradled my aching body, and the other three were softly touching my hair and wrist. Healing, soothing power trickled over me, washing away the exhaustion of the last several days and the lingering pain of being separated from them. The demon woman brought us food and drink, and no one said anything except for a murmured thanks until we had finished the hot meal.

      “What’s your name?” I asked her when we’d finished.

      She slid me a sideways look. “You can call me Vee.”

      I knew as well as she did that that wasn’t her name at all, but at least I had something to call her now.

      “And what is it that brings you all out here?” she asked.

      Her empath skills could help her read our feelings and emotions, enough to convince her we weren’t on Gavriel’s side, but they obviously couldn’t fill in the exact details of what the hell we were doing tromping around in the deadly wilderness of the underworld.

      Glancing around, I shared a look with the guys, silently asking how we should proceed. Jayce shrugged and gave a half-nod. Xero pursed his lips and shook his head slightly. Kingston frowned. Kai smiled in a smug sort of way.

      Awesome. So helpful, guys.

      I decided to give her part of the truth and see if she could help us. Nothing about her seemed overtly threatening, and her interrogation of us earlier had revealed as much about her as it had about us. She might not think much of the Custodians, but she hated and feared Gavriel as much as all of us did.

      “We’re looking for Temple Stones of the First Order,” I said.

      Vee’s spine stiffened. She narrowed her eyes at me. “And what would you possibly use those for?”

      “Do you know where we could find them?” Xero leaned forward, shifting in his seat next to me.

      She hesitated, then shook her head. “No. I won’t be involved in this. Whether they’ve been mined or are raw, those stones are property of Gavriel alone, and he protects them fiercely. If I tell you where to find them, I might as well stake my own head.”

      Xero winced, which told me that those words meant exactly what they sounded like.

      “I understand your position,” Kai said coolly. “But your name would never enter into this. Or your location, for that matter. You’ve made sure of that, since we know neither your true name nor our current location. No one would know that we’ve been here at all.”

      Her black gaze flitted back and forth across our faces. I could almost feel the tension vibrating off of her. She shook her head, and for the first time since I’d woken and seen her face, I caught true panic in her expression. A fear so deeply ingrained in her that it’d become part of her DNA.

      “No. No.” She shook her head emphatically. “They’ll catch you and cut you open. You’ve eaten my food. They’ll trace it back here, then I’ll be no better off than you are.”

      “We won’t get caught,” I assured her. “We could even stay here, eating our own provisions, until there isn’t a trace left of yours. Just to be safe.”

      Jayce looked at me in horror. I patted his hand. It wasn’t going to happen, but I knew a pragmatic soul when I saw one. She needed the contingencies accounted for if we had any hope of getting her help at all.

      “But you’ll know where you are when you leave,” she argued. “Under torture, you could lead them back to me.”

      “I lived here for decades before I escaped to earth,” Xero told her. “I went through the whole breaking cycle and came out of it clean. I’ve trained with my friends, who have all been taught to do the same. We won’t give you up.”

      I fought the urge to look at him. We hadn’t had any such class, though in retrospect we probably should have. Or maybe that’s what all that love and light centering bullshit had been about. I really needed to start paying more attention in class.

      “Also,” I added, knowing that it was a lot to ask for her to trust in us. “You could blindfold us or magically blind us and lead us out of here. Or—” I hesitated and shuddered. God, please don’t pick option number C. “You could always put us back in the bubbles.”

      She looked pleased at that idea, and I squeezed Jayce and Xero’s hands hard. I desperately did not want to go back in there, but if it would give us what we needed, it would be worth it. I hoped.

      “How many do you need?” she asked.

      “Twenty-four in all,” I answered.

      Her jaw fell open. “Twenty-four?! What are you trying to move, a mountain?”

      Kingston and Xero both shot me warning looks, but I knew it was time to give a little to get a little. Despite our reassurances, I couldn’t deny that she’d be taking a massive risk if she agreed to help us. And although she seemed to have no love for the Custodians, I could only hope her dislike of Gavriel trumped those feelings.

      “Fallen University,” I told her. “The Custodian training school. One of Gavriel’s minions sabotaged it, untethering it from earth and sending it back here. Now the Custodians are working blind, and their supply of new recruits has been cut off.”

      A new kind of understanding lit her eyes. Then she closed them with a long, controlled sigh. “I see.”

      I cocked my head. “I think you do. I think you see more than we do, actually. Do you know why this specific attack happened? What’s Gavriel planning? Why did he want his minion to move our school?”

      She rubbed a hand over her face and bit one long red claw between her glistening teeth. “Pointing you in the right direction is one thing. Speaking out against the dark lord—that’s an act of treason. A declaration of war.”

      “Gavriel declared war ages ago,” Kai said coldly. “We pleebs are caught up in it whether we like it or not. I refused to admit that for a long time, and it took being sent to Fallen University to make me begin to understand. There is no ‘neutral’ in this fight.”

      Vee sighed heavily and gazed around her home as if saying goodbye to it—to the last shred of peace and safety she’d been able to muster up in this terrifying world. I held my breath, almost afraid to hope.

      “Well. It isn’t anything that the whole underworld doesn’t already know,” she muttered, almost to herself. Then she straightened up in her chair and faced me directly. “Gavriel has been obsessively recruiting demons for his army. That is why I laid the trap as I did. I will not be forced to go to war for his cause.”

      “What is his cause?” I asked as a chill trickled down my spine.

      “To take earth,” she said bluntly. “He has been increasing his numbers here and on earth for the last several months. He’s training his troops day and night. I thought he was readying himself for a war with the Custodians, but now—if he’s cut off their supply, he isn’t anticipating a war. He’s anticipating a slaughter. The end of humanity.”

      The little chill exploded violently, turning my blood to ice, and I froze.

      The end of humanity. Fallen rule. Destruction.

      “Then we have to get back to earth as soon as possible.” My voice shook a little, but I kept my gaze steady on her. “Please help us.”

      Vee tilted her head sadly and sighed again.

      “It won’t work,” she said. “He’s too strong now. Armies upon armies of fallen, and more every day. You think your Custodians can stand up to wave after wave of bloodthirsty brutes?” She shook her head. “Gavriel wants earth, and he’s going to take it.”

      “Well, we’re not just going to roll over for him,” I said through my teeth. “We might not win, but we can at least slow him down.”

      A slight smile touched her lips. “I admire your conviction.” She gazed up at a painting that’d been applied directly onto the stone wall of her little dwelling, her brows deeply furrowed. The room fell silent for a long moment, then she looked back at us.

      “I will help you,” she said. “But first, sleep.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      The magical transport bubble wasn’t quite as bad the second time around.

      I wasn’t in it for as long, for one thing, but I was also functioning on over ten hours of cuddle-puddle sleep. I could have withstood virtually anything at that point, but Vee made the whole process as painless as possible. One minute, we were standing in her living room, then we were floating above the ground. Next thing we knew, we were two-thirds of the way up the mountain and the orbs were already dissolving.

      “There are the three spikes,” I said, pointing. Vee had given us detailed directions before picking us up in her orbs, and she’d placed us exactly where she’d promised she would. “She said we go north from here.” I glanced at Xero. “Uh… which way is north?”

      He nodded toward the steep incline. “That way.”

      It looked too sheer to climb, but I soon discovered that the mountain was staggered. Thin ledges snaked across it as if it were actually sheets of slate stacked up and shoved unevenly sideways into the ground. They were only wide enough for two, so Xero and I took the lead while Jayce and Kai took the back. Kingston walked at the very back for a moment, then took flight.

      “Get down from there,” Xero ordered.

      Kingston roared a question.

      “Because this is prime dragon real estate, moron. You’re going to fly into someone’s territory or get too close to a clutch.”

      The green dragon roared an indignant statement.

      “Oh, really? You, a little half-blood lizard, are going to beat down an angry mama dragon with a thousand years and a million kills under her scales?”

      Kingston huffed reluctantly.

      “Even if you can survive that, we can’t,” I pointed out. The thought of my bond mate fighting a massive, ancient dragon in the sky had made my heart lurch in my chest, but I figured he’d respond better to arguments about our safety than his. It would’ve worked on me anyway.

      Kingston groaned and flopped back toward earth, looking exactly like a toddler doing that boneless tantrum thing. He shifted back as he landed, and his boots touched the ground behind Jayce as he shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “I can’t believe I’m hiking,” he muttered just loud enough for us to hear, sounding truly disgusted.

      Xero and I shared an amused look. “Bet he never even did that as a human,” I whispered.

      “Of course not.” Xero grinned. “He was rich enough to have people who hiked for him.”

      I laughed, then a thought occurred. “You don’t think his obsession with flying is a sign that he’s—you know—starting to like this place a little too much, do you?”

      “Turning evil, you mean?” he asked wryly. “I thought we decided that was a myth. And no, I don’t think so. He’s not any more evil than he’s always been anyway.”

      My eyebrows lifted. “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it.” He shrugged, tugging gently on my elbow to help me avoid a jagged rock that stuck up in front of me. “He was a human with predisposition for hoarding money and a knack for brutal business. That’s evil, to some. But he has our backs, he’s saved lives, and he doesn’t want earth to be consumed by Gavriel. That’s good. He’s had opportunities to screw us all over for cash and he hasn’t done it.”

      “What opportunities?”

      Xero smirked and glanced over his shoulder, then dropped his voice. “There was a girl at the pub on Mönkh Saridag who was completely certain we were supernatural in some way. I think she saw someone use a portal once. She offered him thousands to give up our secrets, and he refused. Of course that was thousands of whatever currency she was using, and he’s rich so thousands is like—I don’t know—a dollar, but still.”

      “That’s not real convincing,” I said with a grin.

      Xero sobered. “I’m not even supposed to know this next part.”

      “My lips are sealed.”

      “Your lips are…” He trailed off as his gaze lowered to my mouth, and a spark of fire lit in my veins in response to the hungry look in his eyes. “Mm. Anyway, what was I saying? Oh, right, Kingston. I overheard him talking to one of his CEOs or CFOs or whatever.”

      “Oh?”

      Xero nodded, a bead of sweat trickling down his mocha skin. He swiped his forearm over his temple, brushing it away. “He was pretty heated, I think, or I never would’ve been able to sneak up on him with that phone. From what I gathered, the guy on the other end came up with some kind of scheme to use supernaturals as a cash source. Or the university. Whatever it was, it would have involved selling out the school and blowing the lid off of the whole supernatural truth—and it would have resulted in billions or more.”

      I whistled. “Okay, that’s convincing.”

      “Mm-hm. And this was after we’d been here for a few months. Besides, look at me. I never turned evil. Neither did Vee, and she’s been here a lot longer than I ever was.”

      “But how many people in the underworld are like you and Vee?”

      “More than you’d think, maybe. I can’t guess an exact number, but our time down here has opened my eyes to a few things. The idea that all fallen turn evil is a misconception. We have solid proof of that. The fallen have been—well, demonized I guess—because we look scary and we can do scary things and the underworld is scary. It’s all a fear thing. And I think you’re right. I think Gavriel does perpetuate that myth for his own ends.”

      I frowned, considering. “The ratio though. The numbers alone look like evidence that being fallen turns some people evil. I mean, there are more demons doing evil things than humans.”

      “Are there?” He let the question hang heavily in the air for a long moment. “I don’t know about that.”

      My face wrinkled in a grimace. It’d been over ten months since I’d last been on earth, and another year before that since I’d been a part of human society in any way. But I hadn’t forgotten some of the awful shit I’d seen and read about in the human world.

      Yeah, people can be plenty evil, fallen or not.

      He looked away for a moment and cleared his throat. “I won’t deny I saw demons and other fallen do horrible things in Gavriel’s service. But for a lot of them, I’d guess it wasn’t even their natural inclination. He warps people, fostering their worst qualities through fear and pain.”

      I could hear echoes of those emotions in Xero’s voice as he spoke, and I took his hand, squeezing gently, reminding him through my touch that he was no longer in that place.

      Not that the place we were currently in was a picnic either, but at least we had each other.

      He squeezed back, shooting me a grateful look. “The point is, he makes it easy to fall. When all the evidence tells you that you’re evil, it’s easy to let evil happen. Because most people aren’t like Jayce or Gavriel—purely good or purely bad. They’re like you and Kingston. They’ve got a little of everything inside them, and what kind of person they turn into comes down to the choices they make. Or they’re like Kai and Vee—disinterested as long as it doesn’t affect them, but willing to help if it doesn’t put them out too much.”

      I chuckled, glancing out at the landscape around us as I scanned for threats. “I’m not sure I like your sketch of my character, but you’re not exactly wrong. I like to think of myself as a fairly even-tempered person, but I’ve reached my snapping point before, and it’s not pretty.”

      He raised a questioning eyebrow at me.

      I sighed. “The last time I can remember losing my shit was right before I was turned. I’d had a long day. My car broke down. My feet hurt. I thought at the very least, I could count on my boyfriend for some comfort sex and a ride home, since I’d broken down right by his place. I walked all the way there in these killer boots—seriously, these boots were badass, but they killed the hell out of my feet—and walked in to find him balls deep in some other bitch.”

      “Ooh.” Xero cringed and shook his head. “Shit.”

      “Yeah. I beat the hell out of him and took his banana.”

      “You did what?!”

      I laughed loud enough for the sound to echo off the mountain, then quickly quieted. “His banana slipper,” I clarified. “Well, both of them, actually. He had these stupid bedroom slippers shaped like bananas.”

      “Compensating?” Xero asked, raising an eyebrow.

      I grinned. “Comparatively? Oh, yes.”

      He grinned, dipping his head to claim a kiss that was quick but full of fire. We walked in comfortable silence for a little while, then he made a thoughtful sound. I nudged him and lifted an eyebrow, silently inviting him to elaborate on whatever the thought was.

      “I just wonder—you saw how Vee set traps for Gavriel’s soldiers. Makes me wonder how many other demons are going to extremes in order to avoid joining up on the wrong side.”

      I shrugged, then grinned. “Maybe the Custodians should be recruiting from the underworld directly instead of just catching humans who’ve been turned,” I said jokingly. “Humanity’s falling behind.”

      He startled me by tugging me to a stop. I looked up at him, and the deep glow that burned in his eyes made a rush of emotion wash over me.

      “Hey. I love you,” he murmured.

      My heart skipped a hopeful beat, then took off at a gallop in my chest. But before the happiness could truly settle in, my stomach clenched. I smiled at him and brushed a palm over his cheek, relishing the feel of his soft, gorgeous skin.

      “It’s the succubus thing,” I said gently. “It has that effect. I feel it too, but it’s not—” I swallowed. “It’s not real. It can’t be.”

      He shook his head and kissed my palm. “No, Piper. Listen. I love powering you up. I want you constantly, and I love that too. But it’s so much more than that now. It’s not magic or bonds, I’m sure of that. They’re one part of what I feel for you, but it’s not just about that anymore. I’m in love with you, Pipes. If my mark disappeared tomorrow, I would still follow you anywhere. I would want to be by your side.”

      I swallowed hard, blinking back tears that surprised me with their intensity. I had spent hours, days—more time than was probably healthy, to be honest—trying to sort out my feelings for these men, trying to find the lie in what felt so damn true. Over and over, I had convinced myself that what felt like love was just an illusion, that it wasn’t “real” in the way that I had always defined it.

      But the certainty in Xero’s voice made something crack open in my chest. He sounded so damn sure, and it melted away my own doubts and fears. There might be a magical bond between us, but that didn’t change the fact that we had spent the last year and a half confiding in each other, leaning on each other, supporting and uplifting each other. We had fought side by side, slept skin to skin, and if it came down to it, I would lay down my life for his.

      Sliding both hands around his neck, I gazed up at him, reveling in his magnificence. The words burst out of me as if they’d been dying to escape the prison I’d held them in for far too long.

      “I love you too, Xero. So fucking much.”

      The last word was barely out of my mouth before his lips sealed over mine, a kiss as warm and deep and passionate as the man himself. Time seemed to stretch and expand as we lingered in the kiss, drowning in each other.

      Then a noise on the path drew our attention, and we reluctantly broke apart. The others were coming up the trail behind us. Xero shot a glance their way, then turned back to me and smiled.

      “I’m pretty sure the rest of our bond mates feel the same way,” he murmured, brushing one last kiss to my lips before releasing me.

      “Yo, let’s go! This mountain isn’t going to climb itself. And I think I’m getting the hang of this hiking thing,” Kingston said wryly.

      “Look at that view,” Jayce breathed, staring out at the valley beyond. “Awesome.”

      I grinned and took Xero’s hand as we continued. The path we were walking soon widened into a valley between two peaks, giving us all room to walk beside one another.

      Kingston’s mood had elevated in spite of himself, and when he smiled at me, his jade green eyes gleaming, I could almost believe that he loved me. Jayce was a given. He loved everybody and everything all the time, the bond was simply a boost in my direction. I had never questioned his genuine feelings for me, even knowing that he could have fallen for anyone and been happy about it.

      But Kai—sullen, grim Kai who still kept so much of himself hidden away from me? No, I doubted it very much. He was here with me, here with all of us willingly, and I believed he would stand by that decision. He had stopped struggling against the bond and had even given me what I needed when I was most desperate for it.

      He certainly craved me. He couldn’t help it. And he might have grown to tolerate me and even grudgingly respect me, but love me?

      My heart constricted. No. I don’t think so.
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      The valley, which had been open and dotted with tufts of blood-red grass when we began, slowly grew more foreboding. Large outcroppings of shining black and mottled gray stone sprang up to crowd the pass at irregular intervals, and as we walked deeper into the valley the plant life grew taller. I stuck close to Xero and kept my eyes open.

      “Do you feel that?” I asked him in a low voice. I didn’t want to alarm the others.

      “What do you feel?”

      “Like we’re being followed.”

      “I’ve been feeling that since we left Vee’s. Since we left the school.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” I looked around warily, peering closely at shadows. “I thought I was just paranoid and that it would pass. It hasn’t passed. It’s actually getting—”

      I was going to say stronger, but before the word could pass my lips, an earth shattering roar from behind knocked me flat. I rolled over, turned around, and rose into a crouch as a beast charged out from behind a stone outcropping. All I could see was spiky black fur and vicious, sharp teeth before Xero knocked me out of the way.

      “What is that thing?” I shouted.

      Nobody answered. They had all shifted and were trying to fight it off. It had eyes like Kai’s when he was in his vampire mode, but they were bigger and more evil—like black pits that permitted no light to enter. Its teeth were like the vampire’s too, only longer and more abundant. The black fur covered a grotesquely elongated humanoid frame, and on its belly where the fur was thinner, black arteries and veins were visible through its deathly pale skin. It swiped at Kai, slicing his chest from shoulder to rib with vicious blood-red claws.

      Blood rushed in my ears, the intensity of it almost making me lightheaded as fear filled me. I summoned my persuasion, trying to keep my tone calm even though all I wanted to do was scream.

      “Stop.” My clear voice rang off of the mountains around us, echoing back at me. The monster didn’t even hesitate. “Fuck. You aren’t thinking. Can you think? Do you even have a brain?”

      My powers were useless against a beast with no sex drive and no higher-level thought process. I had no idea what its mate would look like if it had one, and I was afraid to shift into an exact copy of the monster—it might think it had competition for the food supply and become even more deranged and aggressive. So far no one but Kai had been hurt, but the others weren’t having much luck wounding the thing. For as thin as its skin looked, it seemed to be impenetrable.

      “Kingston, fire!”

      Xero gave the order while yanking Kai and Jayce back several feet.

      My dragon shifter mate blasted the thing, and it caught fire faster than dry grass. Shrieking in pain, it fell to the ground, flailing and rolling. As soon as the fire was out, it scrambled back to its feet, looking singed as fuck and royally pissed off. Patches of hair were missing, and its skin had gone from pearl white to a crackling gray, but it didn’t seem hurt.

      Kai launched an attack at a crispy spot on the beast’s chest with—was that a stick?

      “Stake it!” Xero bellowed.

      Oh. Vampire rules? Maybe the principle was the same for everything in the vamp family.

      Kai buried the sharp wood in the monster’s chest and pulled down, trying to slice the thing open. A fountain of noxious black blood spurted from the wound, soaking Kai’s torso. It shrieked and swung again, but it was clumsy in its pain and only knocked Kai down. It must have hit him hard though, because he stayed down. Jayce, Xero, and I attacked it with more stakes until its savage screams became pitiful whimpers, then Kingston finished it off with a blast of flame, scorching its entire body. We all stood panting, staring at the thing, for a long moment. Then my heart lurched as the adrenaline faded, and I ran to Kai, who still hadn’t moved.

      “Kai. Oh, shit. Kai! Are you hurt?”

      I touched his shoulder. It was soaked in blood, and I reflexively snatched my hand back again. Red and black blood smeared together on my palm, mingling into an almost purple color. I wiped it on the grass and rolled Kai over carefully.

      He stared up at the sky with wide, slitted eyes. For one horrible, devastating second, I thought he was dead—but then he started to breathe. Fast, then faster.

      “Hey! Kai, look at me. What’s wrong? How can I help?” I held his face in my hands and turned his head to face mine, trying to figure out where he was hurt. How he was hurt. His fangs sprang out over his lower lip as he growled.

      “Piper.” Jayce’s voice was distant and utterly calm, the way it was when he was practicing that perfect neutrality thing his parents had taught him. “Get away from him.”

      Jayce never, ever gave me orders. He’d always seemed to consider our relationship more of a partnership—probably something else he’d gotten from his parents—so issuing commands wasn’t really his style.

      But that’s exactly what he’d just done.

      I looked up at him sharply and saw fear burning in his eyes, a growing terror that belied his tone completely. The beginnings of a growl gurgled in Kai’s throat, and I jumped back just as he leapt toward me, claws out and mouth open.

      “Kai, stop! What’s the matter with you?” I jerked back, stumbling away from him, but he was stalking me like a predator. His eyes were fixed on my throat, and he just kept coming, slowly at first, then faster. He caught up to me in a flash, swiping at me the way the other monster had swiped at him. I dodged and kept dodging, but I couldn’t find it in me to fight him. If we went toe-to-toe, the only way I’d survive would be to fight with everything I had, and I didn’t want to risk injuring or killing him.

      But what the fuck is wrong with him?

      “Hey, asshole! Pick on someone your own size!” Jayce punched Kai in the back of the head.

      “Jayce!” My tone was scolding and pleading all at once.

      The hellhound barely had time to shoot me an exasperated look before Kai whirled around to attack him. He’d found his footing now, I guessed, because he was flying around in a snarling blur of teeth and fangs, attacking whoever was nearest.

      “It’s the blood!” Xero shouted as he shoved Kai away with his boot. “That feral vamp’s blood, it’s mixing with his!”

      That thing had been a vampire? Shit. So much for Dracula being a suave, sexy lady killer, I guess.

      “What do we do, Piper?” Kingston’s question was more a warning than anything. “I don’t know how to stop him without killing him.”

      My bond with Kai was still very much alive, even though he’d lost his mind. I could feel his bloodlust, his insatiable hunger, and his confusion.  The brutal animal inside of him was tearing him apart. If he died, I knew I’d feel that too.

      And I couldn’t let that happen.

      “Just slow him down,” I ordered. “Do not kill him!”

      Kingston shot me a look halfway between fury and helplessness, and I felt that too. I was on all sides of this conflict, imbued with the emotions of everyone around me—feeling focused and frightened with Jayce, analytical and precise with Xero. It was paralyzing. I stood on the fringes of the conflict, eyes darting everywhere. It was too much. It had to stop. I had the power to stop it, I knew I did, I just couldn’t reach it in the midst of all of these strong emotions.

      Fuck this. I’m not letting any of my men get hurt.

      Persuasion. I thought the word, trying to summon my power, but I couldn’t make the controlled, soothing feeling rise. Persuasion, damn it. Come on, work with me here!

      It flickered this time, almost rising up to where I could grasp it, but it was shoved away by a flash of terror from Jayce.

      I felt the emotion radiate from him like a bomb’s blast.

      “We got company!”
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      The men’s attention shifted away from Kai as three more of those monstrous vamps roared into the little hollow. It was just enough for me to break free of the emotional and mental paralysis and hurl myself at my feral mate, taking him completely by surprise.

      He grunted as I slammed into him, knocking him onto his back. Behind me, Kingston had taken flight and was busy lighting the newcomers on fire.

      “Stakes! We need stakes!”

      Jayce’s voice was panicked, and it was distracting. His emotions were calling to me so strongly it was almost impossible to think of anything else. I shoved my last shred of calm at him as Kai recovered and lunged at me. I backed away, picked up a heavy branch, and swung it at his gut. He caught it and shoved it back at me with an animalistic snarl.

      “Kai!” I screamed, persuasion forgotten for the moment. “Look at me! I know you’re still in there. Stop this, right now.”

      He ripped the branch out of my hands and broke it in two, then charged at me again. He’d somehow managed to get between me and the rest of the guys, and as I dodged him again and again he pushed me deeper into the woods.

      Fear flickered through me at the realization. I was on my own, isolated out here with no backup. But it was also easier to focus without my men’s confused reactions to Kai’s transformation swirling in my mind.

      Refocusing, I reached down into myself, calling on my power.

      Persuasion. There it is. “Kai, you want to be nice to me.”

      Whatever the feral magic was doing to him, its effect was strong. Not reacting to my words at all, he snarled and swiped at me. I jumped backward, and as I landed, my heel slipped over the lip of a sharp decline. I pinwheeled my arms, throwing my weight forward, but it was too late. I crashed down the hill, smashing through bushes sharp as glass and barely avoiding the gnarled trunks of massive trees. Kai was coming down after me on all fours, leaping down the hill as easily as if it were flat ground.

      I rolled to a stop on my back, stunned and breathless, aching from head to toe. Heart pounding, I tried to scramble to my feet, but before I could, he pounced on me, pinning me to the ground.

      My battered face reflected back at me in his sharp, slitted eyes. I was bleeding from a thousand tiny cuts. He lowered his head and sniffed my neck like a dog, then lapped at the blood leaking from my cheek. It would have been hot if I hadn’t known that he just wanted to eat me for lunch, and not in the fun way.

      Goddamn it. He’s going to kill me. And he won’t even realize it’s me.

      I didn’t know what possessed me to do it, but as he moved his head toward my other cheek, I turned my face and kissed him.

      It was nothing big. Just a quick peck on his mouth, a small, desperate gesture. Maybe I was just hoping to claim one more little piece of him before my life was extinguished, to remind myself of our bond while I still could.

      But in the millisecond after I did it, Kai’s expression changed.

      A flash of confusion passed over his features.

      Hope beat through my blood even as he snarled and darted for my neck. I decked him, snapping his head back, and took advantage of the shift in his weight to shove him off of me. I rolled over on top of him, pinning his clawed hands between our bodies. He snapped at my face, and I yanked my head back just in time to avoid getting my nose bitten off.

      As his teeth closed on empty air, I leaned in quickly and kissed him again.

      “There you are,” I breathed as that same confusion flashed across his face again. “You don’t want to do this. The real you doesn’t. Come on, Kai, come back to me.”

      I moved to kiss him again, but he snarled, rolling over on top of me again. One of my hands slipped free, and I balled it into a fist in his hair, forcing his mouth to mine and kissing him again.

      This time I didn’t let go.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist and pinned his body against mine. He struggled, fighting himself just as much as he was fighting me, confused and disoriented. But I knew it would work. It had to. I made a little sound of pleasure and pressed my hips against his.

      He kissed me back. The little swell of hope inside my chest rose to a vibrating peak as his tongue slid between his shimmering fangs to meet mine. He was breathing too fast, too hard. He was still fighting, half-possessed by the feral vamp blood.

      I ran my hands over his body, exuding as much raw sexuality as I possibly could, mixed with a healthy helping of genuine affection.

      As much as he infuriated me, I cared for him.

      He was mine, and I needed him to keep being mine.

      I pushed all of those feelings at him through my touch and felt the animal inside of him begin to weaken. Panting, he groped at me, seemingly unsure whether he wanted to caress my breasts or rip my heart out. I put my hand on his and guided him to do the former, moaning against his lips as he touched me.

      His touch wasn’t gentle, but I didn’t need it to be. Sparks lit inside me as he squeezed my breasts, his palms brushing against my nipples and making them tighten into hard peaks. Kai must’ve liked that, because he made a rough growling sound, kissing me again as his bruising touch moved over my body.

      I had pressed my lips to his in an unconscious, irrational attempt to bring him back to me, to remind him of who he was. But as the darkness inside of Kai receded, the original reasons for our kiss faded into the background of my lust-dazed brain. My lips devoured his, soaking up the wild, unrestrained passion he was pouring into me.

      One of my hands slipped between us, brushing against his hardening cock, and he reared back, wrenching his mouth away from mine and snarling like an animal. But the sound didn’t frighten me—it was different than his previous growls. I palmed his cock through his pants, rubbing my hand firmly up and down the hard length, and he stiffened and jerked again.

      We grappled on the ground, wrestling for control of our kiss, groping and pinning each other, sliding our hands underneath clothes and nipping with lips and teeth. When we rolled onto a soft patch of moss, we finally stopped moving. Our limbs twined together as our kiss deepened, becoming a little less violent but no less passionate.

      Kai tugged at the hem of my tunic, and I raised my arms to allow him to pull it off. It was like the first domino falling, and as soon as the slightly warm air hit my bare breasts, we were tearing at the rest of each other’s clothing, pulling and tangling fabric in our haste to remove it all.

      This had to rank high in the top five most inappropriate places I had ever wanted to have sex.

      But oh man, did I.

      Liquid heat poured through my veins, spurring me on as I hooked a hand around the back of Kai’s neck and kissed him like I was trying to fuse our lips together.

      Kai was rock hard already. His cock pressed into my stomach as we kissed, and then he drew back, shifting his position a little to line himself up with my entrance.

      Just before he could thrust inside, I wedged a hand between our bodies, wrapping my fingers around him. He thrust into my hand instead of my pussy and let out a grunt of frustration as he realized what I’d done. He pulsed his hips several more times, straining to get inside me. Every time he thrust, my hand stroked him hard, and I could see him trying not to respond to it, trying to hold out until he was inside me.

      It couldn’t have been easy though. My grip on him was tight, and as he thrust harder, I jerked him off even as I stopped him from sinking into me.

      “Piper,” he gritted out, his vampiric eyes still flashing with some of the manic energy I’d seen in them earlier. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “I’m not having sex with you,” I panted back, even as my pussy called me an idiot and threatened to go on strike.

      But I knew I’d regret it if I did this wrong. I cared about Kai, and I didn’t want to hurt him, not even to satisfy the desperate craving that lived inside me.

      “What are you talking about?” He shook his head, breathing hard as he thrust into my hand again, his cock hot and thick in my grip.

      “No sex. Not unless you can look me in the eyes and tell me you know what it means.” I stared into his eyes, my heart nearly cracking open as I gave him an out from something I wanted with my whole body. “You know what it will do to the bond, Kai.”

      My body was practically vibrating with the need to have him inside me, but I wouldn’t—couldn’t—do it while he was out of his mind, his brain still warped by the feral vamp blood that had infected his system. That wasn’t what I wanted, and I knew it wasn’t what he would want either. I wouldn’t take advantage of him like that.

      I wanted everything that happened between us to be as real as possible. It was impossible to avoid the magical interference of the bonds we shared, but I could at least avoid complicating things even more by fucking Kai while he was out of his right mind.

      The man above me stopped moving for a moment. His thrusts against my hand paused, and he stared down at me, gazing intently into my eyes. One of his hands reached up to caress the side of my face, cupping my cheek as his thumb traced the line of my jaw, a look almost like worship crossing his features.

      “Piper,” he murmured. “I know what this means. I want it. I want you.”

      Hope and arousal surged in my chest, but I did my best to tamp them both down as I narrowed my eyes at him, my gaze tracking over every little nuance of his expression.

      Searching for the lie.

      Searching for the infection in his mind.

      But his eyes were clear, glittering with keen intelligence and an emotion I couldn’t name.

      Holy shit. He’s not high. The feral vamp blood is all gone. This is just Kai.

      I swallowed, my throat tightening. “But what about—”

      “I want you.”

      He cut me off, his words so full of strength and conviction that I couldn’t even muster up a real argument. My heart thudded against my ribs as if it was straining toward him, desperate to get as close to him as possible.

      “You have me, Kai,” I whispered. “Always.”

      My grip on his cock loosened, and he didn’t hesitate, using the newfound freedom of motion to press inside me. He moved slowly, like he was trying to draw the moment out, to prolong the sweet satisfaction just a little while longer. His cock was long and thick, and when he bottomed out inside me, we both let out soft groans of satisfaction.

      Something monumental clicked into place inside me, like a missing piece of a puzzle had been returned to its rightful place.

      Kai was here. He was with me, inside me.

      Despite his months of doubts and fears, his anger and resistance, despite the evil of the underworld that had tried to rip him away from me, he was here.

      “I’ve waited so long for this,” he murmured, dropping his face to breathe hard against my neck. “Too fucking long.”

      Then he moved so quickly all I could do was hang on. In a blur, he wrapped his arms around me and hauled me upright, keeping himself buried inside me as he sat back on his heels. Our chests were pressed flush together, and my arms tightened around his neck as I undulated my hips against him, rising up and sinking down slowly, milking his cock as I rode him.

      Everything else around us—the dangers of the underworld, the red sun burning in the sky, the noises and scents on the air—faded away, replaced only by the feel of Kai’s hard length inside me, his arms around me, and his bronze skin against mine.

      We watched each other as we fucked, and I was sure the look of wonder on his face was mirrored on mine. I almost couldn’t believe this was happening, but I shoved away the panic that it might be nothing more than a vivid dream or a perfect hallucination, focusing on my joy rather than my fear. When I came around Kai’s cock, he palmed the back of my head and kissed me hard, nicking my lips and tongue with his sharp teeth and lapping at the blood, drinking me in even as the wounds healed over and over again.

      Then he cupped my chin in his hands, drawing back to look at me. I felt boneless and sated, but already, my body was beginning to clamor for more. I would need so much more of this man before I was done.

      As if he’d read my thoughts, the sinfully gorgeous vampire flipped me onto my back again. Then he lifted both my legs, pinning them to his shoulders as he drove into me hard and fast. My breasts bounced from the heavy thrusts, and my cry echoed in the warm air, a sound of perfect ecstasy in a place of so much pain.

      “I have you,” he murmured roughly, and it seemed as though the words themselves pushed him over the edge. His face contorted, and he slammed into me one last time, his cum bathing my insides as he throbbed inside me.

      My body lit up with power even as I came again, tossing my head back and forth and sobbing out his name, rendered completely helpless by the sensations crashing through me. With his cock still buried inside me, his fingers found my clit, wrenching another orgasm out of me and turning his name on my lips into inarticulate moans as I lost the ability to speak entirely.

      A lazy smirk spread across his face, sinful and triumphant and full of hunger.

      He was back. All of him.

      Finally, when we were both as wrung out as wet rags, he withdrew from me and collapsed to the mossy earth, pulling me into his body as we caught our breath.

      It was silent for the several long moments, and as we lay together on the patch of spongy purple moss, I traced a circle around the mark on his torso—a twin to one of the marks on the back of my neck.

      It had taken forever, but he was finally fully bonded to me. Love might come later, or it might never come at all, but the resentment and resistance he had felt toward our dual bonds seemed to have faded.

      Drifting in the afterglow, I felt around for the others. They were all safe. Sated, but not in the same way I was. They’d killed the monsters and were basking in the afterglow of battle. I couldn’t feel worry rattling around inside them, so I was sure they could tell I was safe and alive, even if they couldn’t see me.

      I considered sending an emotional flare up for them but decided to wait.

      Just one more minute. I just need one more minute with my vamp.

      I propped myself up on my elbow and touched Kai’s face, drinking him in. His eyes were back to their human shape and color, and his teeth had receded. He looked—I didn’t want to say happy, really, because I didn’t know if he was fully capable of happiness at this point—but he looked calm in a way I had never seen him before. The taut wire of tension and misery inside him had dissolved.

      “Piper,” he murmured, my name sounding almost like a prayer.

      Then he turned his head to kiss my palm and sighed contentedly.
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      “They definitely went this way.”

      “Piper! Can you hear me?”

      I roused myself from my hazy half-sleep and sat up, still keeping as much of my body touching Kai’s as I could. After spending so long craving him, I didn’t want to miss a moment of this.

      “Over here,” I called.

      Kai sat up too and wrapped his arms around me, kissing my shoulder. Smiling like an idiot, I leaned into his embrace just as the other three crashed through the underbrush around us. They were a little scraped up and carried a few bruises, but overall they looked okay. A wave of relief washed over me at the sight. I’d been able to tell through our bond that none of them were badly injured, but seeing it with my own eyes made me feel better.

      “There you are! I was worried.” Jayce rushed over to where Kai and I sat on the ground. He pulled me into a tight hug as Kingston and Xero stopped at the edge of the small clearing and stared.

      “And you!” Jayce grabbed Kai’s head and looked into his eyes, beaming. “You’re you!”

      “Yeah.” Kai’s lips twitched with a suppressed grin.

      Jayce caught us both up in a big bear hug and squeezed, totally unbothered by our nakedness. “Ugh, I’m so glad I don’t have to kill you!”

      “Hold on a second.” Kingston stepped forward. “Piper? Are you really okay?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me, as if he thought I might be under some kind of feral vampire thrall or something. Xero had already taken the situation in and was looking away, fighting a smile.

      “Yup. I’m better than I’ve been in a very, very long time.” My chest seemed to swell as I said the words, my heart expanding so much it could hardly be contained.

      Suspicion deepened in the dragon shifter’s expression, and he came forward, practically ignoring Kai’s existence to brush the hair out of my face. He gazed deeply into my eyes as his hands roamed the soft curves of my body, and I could feel the exact moment when the intention behind his touch changed. The fingertips grazing my nipples and trailing over my breasts and stomach were no longer searching for injuries.

      “Well.” He cleared his throat, his voice husky. “You look good.”

      “Welcome to the party, Kai,” Xero said with a grin. “Took you long enough.”

      Jayce was still glued to my side, and Kingston had moved even closer. I met Xero’s eyes, catching a glint of happiness and something almost like pride in his dark irises. He loved me, and I had a feeling that seeing me like this, relaxed and happy in the afterglow with Kai, made Xero glad on a level I almost couldn’t comprehend. As if my happiness infused him with a deep happiness too.

      I reached out a hand for him, and he joined the four of us on the ground willingly. Kingston’s palms were still roaming over me, and Jayce dipped his head to nip at the spot where my neck met my shoulder. My body was revving up again, demanding pleasure again. I must’ve been giving off some crazy succubus pheromones—I felt almost high on them myself, as the possibility of being with all four of my bond mates seemed to light my blood on fire.

      My eyelids were just falling shut when a low growl and a snapping sound made them fly open again. Kai wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me toward him possessively as his lips curled back. His sharp fangs glinted in the sunlight, and his eyes had gone back to slits. He made a sound almost like a hiss. A sound of warning.

      I blinked, shocked. But before I could say anything, Kingston growled, reaching for me and tugging me away from Kai’s hold, narrowing his eyes at the vampire.

      Oh, good lord.

      Of course, as soon as my last bond mate finally gave in to the connection between us, he’d go all alpha male and possessive. The others had spent nearly two years learning how to share nicely, but Kai really was late to the party, and he obviously hadn’t learned quite how this party worked.

      Kingston had never had a problem sharing me with the other two, but Kai’s  possessiveness had probably triggered every one of the green-eyed man’s dragon instincts, driving him to protect his treasure—me—at all costs.

      It was kinda hot, in a way, watching two sexy as sin men—one of whom was still completely naked—fight over me. But I needed to nip that shit in the bud before it got out of hand. There was no way in hell I was going to finally win Kai over only to lose him to petty jealousy and infighting.

      There was no need for them to fight, anyway. There would never be a time that I didn’t want each of them, and there was definitely enough of me to go around. Considering what becoming a succubus had done to my sex drive, I was the literal definition of “insatiable”.

      Kai sat up straighter, a growl that sounded almost like a purr vibrating in his throat as he latched an arm around me, pulling me from Kingston’s grasp.

      “Boys, boys!”

      Keeping myself between the two men, I wriggled free of Kai’s grip and swatted Kingston’s hands away. They both made noises of frustration and moved closer to me, practically sandwiching me between them.

      Well, okay. I can work with this.

      “What are you fighting for?” I murmured, remaining stock still on my knees as Kingston moved even closer to me, and Kai’s chest brushed against my back. I tipped my head back to give the dragon shifter a quick peck on the lips, and when Kai’s growl rumbled in his chest, I craned my neck and kissed him too. He jerked, startled, then I felt his body begin to relax.

      “There. See?” I smirked. “I love that you want me, but there are much more enjoyable ways to show me that than fighting.”

      Kingston and Kai locked gazes over my shoulder, and even more tension drained from their bodies, replaced by hot arousal.

      Good.

      I kissed Kingston again before letting Kai steal my lips once more, going back and forth between them like that as they pressed closer and closer to me, pinning me between them, their cocks hot and hard against my pelvis and ass. Kingston’s was still contained by his pants, but I could feel it all the same, straining at the fabric as he moved against me. The men’s possessive growls morphed into hungry grunts and moans, and I lost myself in the feel of their lips and muscled bodies.

      A deep chuckle sounded from my left side, and I forced my drooping eyelids open, looking around. Jayce and Xero were watching us. They’d made quick work of their clothes while I was distracted, and the reddish sunlight reflected off the broad muscles of their arms and chests as they fisted their own thick lengths and thrust into their hands.

      The blond hellhound caught my eye and winked, one corner of his mouth tilting up in a smile. “Oh, don’t worry about us, Pipes. Unlike some whiny babies, we already know how to share.”

      Kingston and Kai both drew away from me, looking highly offended. I laughed out loud at that, then kissed them both once more before wriggling out from between them. I made my way to Jayce, finding his lips in a deep kiss as the heat of Xero’s body pressed against my back.

      We repeated what I’d just done with the other two men, their bodies encasing me as I kissed one, then the other, over and over.

      When Jayce reached down and guided his cock to my slippery, soaked entrance, I gasped into Xero’s mouth. The hellhound fucked me in several long, deep strokes before pulling out again, and almost as soon as he withdrew, Xero’s cock found my pussy from behind. I draped my arms around Jayce’s shoulders, letting myself lean forward into his kiss and giving Xero a better angle as he slid inside me. He thrust several times, lighting up the nerve endings in my core as he hit the perfect spot.

      He slid out again, leaving me momentarily bereft before Jayce took over once more, and as Xero held me in place with his solid, broad body, allowing Jayce to slide into me, it occurred to me that my two bond mates were showing the others what it could be like—how good sharing could really be.

      No growls or angry snarls came from the other two men, but I heard their breath change, becoming harder and faster as noises of arousal and approval fell from their lips.

      After exchanging with Jayce one more time, Xero withdrew from me and moved back, giving Kingston room to take his place. The dragon shifter had shed his clothes while I’d been distracted, and he was deliciously naked now, his skin hot against mine. Kai crawled over to where Jayce had been as the hellhound shifted to the side, and almost before my body had processed the switch, the vampire fisted himself and drove into me.

      His thrusts weren’t quite as gentle as Jayce’s had been, but that was okay. I didn’t need them to be. After so many months of being denied, I needed him to want me, to be driven a little insane by his desire for me.

      But he was learning too. I could feel the reluctance in him like a physical presence, but after several hard, deep thrusts, he pulled out, supporting me and kissing me senseless as Kingston slipped into me from behind just like Xero had done.

      My body was drifting higher and higher. Each man’s cock felt different but so incredibly good, and to feel them all inside me like this, one after the other, was mind-blowing as fuck.

      When warm lips found my ear, I moaned and tilted my head toward them, not even sure who they belonged to until I heard Jayce speak.

      “Why not let them both have you at once, Pipes?” His voice was a raspy whisper. “Let Kingston have that gorgeous fucking ass. Would you be into that?”

      My pussy clenched so hard that Kai let out a grunt, his thrusts stuttering as he fought for control.

      Holy fuck, yes.

      I turned my head to gaze into Jayce’s eyes, heat and excitement burning in mine.

      “God, you’re beautiful.” He grinned, then nipped at my bottom lip before whispering in my ear again. “I’m grateful as fuck you let me have your ass first, but I like sharing.”

      His words lit me on fire, cracking open something in my heart even as my clit throbbed harder. I grabbed his face and kissed him hard, and the two men surrounding me didn’t complain. Their jealousy seemed to be almost entirely forgotten as they worshipped my skin, kissing and touching me everywhere.

      When I broke away from Jayce, he gave me a sexy, somewhat dazed grin. I returned it, then glanced a Kai.

      “Lie back.”

      He did what I asked without question, sinking back onto the soft moss and watching me with a keen gaze. I crawled over to straddle him, trapping his lean waist between my legs before fisting his cock and sinking down onto it.

      I leaned over him, pressing my breasts to his chest as I rode him, and after a few moments, the others all converged on us.

      Fingers slipped and slid around the place where Kai filled me, gathering the sticky wetness that dripped from me before moving up to massage the tight ring of my ass. I moaned in pleasure, already anticipating the feeling of fullness. I had loved when Jayce did this with me, but it would be a whole new feeling entirely to have Kingston inside me while Kai was balls deep in me too.

      I lost track of who was touching me where as I slid up and down on Kai’s length and two thick fingers gently stretched and massaged my tight back hole. Other hands and mouths moved over me, working my whole body up until it hummed with arousal. A hand slipped between us to rub my clit, and if the vampire had any lingering doubts about sharing, he didn’t show them. Instead, he clasped my face in both hands and kissed me deeply as Kingston’s cock pressed slowly into my ass.

      For a second, my entire body went rigid—not from pain, but from an overload of sensations that almost short-circuited my brain—but then I forced myself to relax, letting each new feeling wash over me like waves on a beach.

      “Fuck, Piper. Goddamn.”

      Kingston’s grunt was a mixture of pain and deep satisfaction, as if it all felt so good it almost hurt.

      I could relate to that. When he finally bottomed out inside me, I whimpered, writhing against Kai, completely lost to the sensations. “Fuck me. Both of you. Please!”

      My face was buried in Kai’s neck, but I swore I could feel the two men sharing a look, silently communicating, their earlier antagonism forgotten in the pursuit of one common goal: to bring me pleasure.

      They began to thrust, gently at first as they found their rhythm, then harder and faster as my breathless, throaty noises spurred them on.

      “Jesus. So fucking hot.”

      Jayce’s voice pulled my attention, and I glanced up to see him and Xero both stroking themselves hard as they watched us, their eyes burning with desire. Forcing myself up onto my hands, I leaned over and licked the tip of Jayce’s cock, then switched sides and licked Xero’s. The men beneath me and behind me made twin sounds of arousal, picking up the pace even more.

      Oh, fuck. There it is.

      My orgasm took me by surprise, barreling into me before I was ready for it, before I even had a chance to brace for it, and Kingston and Kai held me as my body shook and spasmed in their arms. Jayce let out a low grunt as ropes of cum spilled over his fingers, and Xero made a choked noise as he came too.

      Then the two men inside me were pulsing and twitching, filling me up everywhere. Kai’s fangs dropped as his release called forth his vampire, and I pressed my thumb into his mouth, letting him bite down hard. There was a sting of pain as blood welled, and then nothing but pleasure.

      All five of us collapsed to the mossy earth.

      Kingston withdrew from me, and I rolled off Kai, disentangling myself from the sexy vampire as he licked his lips, lapping up every last drop of blood I had spilled. The air was slightly humid, and between that and the vigorous activity, we’d all worked up a bit of a sweat. Our damp bodies stuck together as our breaths mingled in the air.

      “See?” I muttered, still having a hard time forming full sentences. “Sharing is… is…”

      “Amazing.”

      Kai’s voice came from somewhere near my left ear. He sounded almost awed, and a little thrill of wild joy moved through me.

      I didn’t just have my men. They had each other. They trusted each other.

      And we were all better and stronger together.
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        * * *

      

      We lounged and dozed for a little while longer in a pile of muscled limbs and bodies. I was so sated and comfortable that I could’ve slept for a week, but before long, Xero sat up and glanced around us.

      “We should get moving. We took care of the rest of those feral vamps, but it won’t be long before something else comes. The air back there smells of death, and the air here smells of sex—and both are like beacons to underworld creatures.”

      The last thing I wanted was for this moment to be ruined by the arrival of some disgusting monster that we’d all have to fight naked, so we all scrambled to get dressed quickly and start moving again.

      As we headed down a path that cut through the wilderness, Xero in the lead, I pressed a hand to my chest, where my heart still beat wildly. My body barely felt like my own as power suffused me, making every molecule in me seem to glow.

      I had never, ever been fueled up quite like this before.

      Magic vibrated in every cell of my body. I felt like I could see clearly for the first time—living creatures popped out of the landscape like they had been outlined in neon, and I knew what each of them wanted most, and exactly what they would do to get it.

      With no effort at all, I pushed a thought at a preening harpy who was hungry for vermin, a picture of one of the rodents I’d seen often around here trapped between two rocks up the hill. She instantly stopped what she was doing and flew up to the rock formation, only to shriek in frustration when the rodent wasn’t there.

      With another thought, I banished the image from her mind, and she stopped screeching, drifting away with a lazy flap of her wings.

      “Holy shit,” I murmured under my breath. “That was… easy.”
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      I played with my newly expanded powers for the next several days as we trekked across the barren landscape of the underworld, but was careful not to strain myself. My persuasion had become easier than ever, and if language had been a barrier before, it certainly wasn’t now. I didn’t even have to think in full sentences—I could persuade with images and feelings as easily as with words now.

      According to the directions Vee had given us, we were very near our destination. She’d known of a location where Gavriel had hidden a large stash of Temple Stones, and the upside of that was that we wouldn’t have to go mining for them ourselves. The downside, of course, was the Gavriel knew of the location of these stones and would likely have put measures in place to protect them. Since there was a good chance we’d run into some kind of trouble, I wanted to save as much of my fresh juice as possible for the moments when it mattered most.

      I still convinced a young basilisk that his next meal was on the tip of his tail though. I couldn’t resist.

      The shadows on the ground were lengthening when Xero came to a stop in front of me, frowning. “It’s supposed to be here.”

      We were at the bottom of a slope in the center of a canyon.  Three creeks—one of which we had been following—twisted together a few yards ahead of us to create a river which almost immediately plummeted off the side of a cliff in a roaring waterfall. The water—or whatever it was—was oily and stank vaguely of rotting flesh, but the jewel tones of the oil slick were pretty from a distance. The guys and I all turned around slowly, looking for the entrance to a cave.

      One of the little rodents like I’d seen earlier crouched on its hind legs off to my right. I sent out a few tendrils of persuasion, making it feel like it had to go to the big dark place right now, then tracked its movements.

      “This way,” I said softly, lifting a hand to get the guys’ attention.  The rodent led me to a massive boulder that we hadn’t even noticed before, then wriggled through a hole smaller than my foot. I put my hand down by the hole, nodding to myself when I found what I’d been hoping for.

      “What is it?” Jayce asked.

      “Airflow. It’s strong too.”

      I checked the ground around the boulder. “You see how there’s an indent in the ground on this side? I think the boulder’s covering the entrance on purpose. It’s been rolled back and forth.”

      They guys exchanged looks and shrugged, then arranged themselves beside me on one side of the massive rock.

      “On three,” Xero said. “One, two—”

      Three was lost in a grunt as the five of us pushed against the boulder. It didn’t want to budge at first, and after straining for a few moments, we stopped to reevaluate our strategy.

      “Everyone shift.” Jayce nodded toward Kingston. “Go as big as you can with your dragon. And you too, Pipes, with your size-shifting. We need as much weight on our side as we can get.”

      With a massive dragon, a hellhound, a vampire, a fire demon, and a giant succubus all pushing against it, the boulder moved easily. Within seconds, it was resting in the indent, revealing an opening in the canyon wall. The air tasted old and damp, and nothing but rodent prints marred the thick dust at the entrance.

      Everyone resumed their human forms as we gathered close, peering into the dark black hole. We could all shift so smoothly by now that there was no real tactical advantage to staying in our fallen forms all the time.

      “Are we sure this is it?” Kingston asked, wrinkling his nose.

      “What did you expect?” Xero gave a humorless chuckle.

      “I don’t know. A safe? Traps? Hiding rocks in a hole in the wall seems amateur.”

      “Depends on how many holes and walls you have,” Kai said. “Come on.”

      It was dark inside, too dark for even Kai or Xero to see clearly. But it felt big inside the cavern. Really big. And… tangled, somehow.

      “Think it’s safe to light a torch?” I asked Xero.

      “I think so.” He glanced at Jayce for confirmation. Even in his human form, the hellhound had a killer sense of smell.

      Shoving a hand through his blond hair, my mate sniffed the air. “Don’t think anything big enough to bother us lives in here. Don’t think much of anything lives in here, actually.”

      We ended up lighting three. The sheer size of the place made a single torch burn like a match in the dark, completely obscuring everything we were trying to illuminate. Three gave us enough ambient light to see.

      “What exactly are we looking for?” I asked.

      “Evidence of mining,” Xero said thoughtfully. “Tracks, tools, piles of sand.”

      “I meant the rocks.” I squinted into the dim light. “What do they look like?”

      Xero hesitated a moment, trying to find words while sketching a size and shape in the air with his hands. “Well, they’re all different colors—”

      “Are they porous or crystalline?” Jayce asked, his eyes alight.

      “Shiny and cold or rough and warm?” Kingston asked.

      I grinned. “Sounds like we’ve got two world-class rock collectors here.”

      Xero chuckled. Then he shrugged. “They are all of those things. Simultaneously.”

      Kingston and Jayce shared a look of wonder and disbelief. “In the same rock?” Jayce demanded.

      “In every rock.”

      Jayce and Kingston radiated excitement, and it did something funny to my heart to see the two men bonding over something so positively nerdy. I remembered one of their earliest interactions in the pub on Mönkh Saridag, and how at odds and completely opposite they had seemed. It was almost hard to believe these were the same two men.

      Kingston raised his torch and the two of them hurried on ahead, down a gently sloping passage with a sharp right turn at the end. Kai and I followed close behind, and Xero kept watch at our rear.

      “Do you think we’ll get caught?” I asked him over my shoulder.

      He shook his head. “This place has been closed up for a long time. I don’t think anybody will come. As long as Vee didn’t give us up.”

      I hoped he was right, but the deeper we went into the dark, twisted cavern, the more alarm bells went off in my gut. I told myself I was just anxious because we were stealing precious artifacts from the enemy, but I didn’t believe myself. I wanted to scream at the guys to walk in step with each other so I could hear something other than their footfalls, but I bit my tongue. This was no time to get crazy.

      Then Kingston stopped short in front of me so fast I almost ran into him.

      “Can you feel that?” His voice was full of shaky excitement.

      All I could feel were my own rattled nerves, so I took a moment to center myself the way Jayce had taught me and tapped into Kingston’s feelings. Excitement. Awe and greed. Something so close to lust it was almost indistinguishable. As I widened my senses, I could almost feel the stones myself. It was like magic was thicker down here, and I was positive we must be getting close. If we could—

      A pebble skittered down the passage behind us.

      With my senses on full blast, still charged up from our moment in the woods, I heard it first. My eyes flew open and I spun around, prepared to fight whatever monster was after us this time.

      Xero, Jayce, and Kai followed my lead. Kingston was still radiating that gem lust, focused only on the thickening air deeper down in the cave. I gestured for Kai to go toward the sound on the left, Xero on the right, and for Jayce to stay by my side. We crept forward as silently as possible, hoping to take whatever it was by surprise. My heart thudded so loudly that I was sure the intruder would hear us even though our footsteps were silent.

      Xero and Kai were in position, almost invisible against the dark walls. Jayce and I stopped just before a soft curve in the passageway, ready to take the unknown monster from the front while the other two attacked from the back.

      It would have worked beautifully. My muscles were tensed and ready, my body and mind primed to take on whatever new threat the underworld had thrown at us—but the instant the person following us turned the corner, I froze in shock.

      What the ever-loving fuck?

      The guys froze in place as the woman with milky skin and red hair passed by them and came face-to-face with me.

      “Sonja?” I blinked, utterly confused. “What are you doing here?”

      Rather than giving me an answer, she shifted into her demon form and started building up a fireball.

      “Oh, no, you don’t!” Xero leapt out of the shadows and pinned her arms to her sides.

      She kicked and screamed, wriggling to get free, but he was at least twice as strong as she was in either form. When she tried summoning another fireball, he head-butted her, and the spell fizzled out of existence. Physically spent but still radiating fury, she fell limply back into her human form as Xero spun her in his arms to face me. Her fiery eyes glared at me from beneath her hair.

      “Sonja,” I said again, pushing persuasive power through my voice. “Why are you here?”

      “To stop you,” she said breathlessly, the answer pulled from her against her will. “I knew it. I always knew you would betray the light the second you had the chance! Ow! Let go, you’re hurting me!”

      Xero glanced at me, and I saw the glint of his eyes rolling in the dim light. I looked at Sonja and cocked my head to one side.

      “If I tell him to let you go, will you be a good girl and not throw any more fireballs at me?”

      “Oh, fuck off, bitch. Let go of me!”

      “Ah-ah,” I said. “Not until you promise to stop throwing those things around. They’re dangerous, and this is a confined space. You’re liable to hurt someone.”

      As if that hadn’t been her intention all along.

      “Fine, I promise,” she spat.

      “Good.” I shifted my focus to Xero, nodding slightly. “Let go of her, but stay where you are in case she has trouble keeping that promise.”

      She huffed as the fire demon released her. I felt around with my mind for Kingston; he had gone on without us, but he wasn’t too far.

      “Kingston.” I raised my voice as loud as I dared, adding a tiny nudge of persuasion to break through his dragon’s covetousness. “Get back here.”

      He was resistant, but he began slowly making his way back. That was fine. I just didn’t want him getting hurt with no backup. And to be honest, I wanted him to be our backup.

      Stepping forward, I turned my attention back at Sonja, whose eyes were darting around at the four of us like she was going to try to make a move. She shook her wrist, jangling the bracelet there. The bracelet caught my eye and made my heart race. It was a simple bracelet, just copper and leather braided around and through a turquoise rhombus, but something about it made every hair on my body stand on end.

      I recognized it.

      I couldn’t remember exactly where I’d seen it before, but for some reason, the sight of it made me want to tear her arm off.

      Take it. Take it from her. Don’t let her have it.

      The thoughts filtering through my head made no sense, but before I could sort out why I wanted to yank the bracelet from her wrist, she lifted it to her lips and pressed a finger to the rhombus. The thing glowed a brilliant, blinding blue and emanated a frequency that I could feel more than hear.

      “I need backup in the cave!” she shouted into the bracelet. “Now!”

      Goddamn it. Some kind of communication charm.

      I lunged at her, but she snatched her arm back with a smug look, twisting in Xero’s grasp.

      “Now you really won’t get away with this.” She flashed me a triumphant look. “The Custodians are on their way to arrest you.”

      I almost laughed. She was full of shit. But she looked so damn confident that I hesitated, then frowned.

      “How have you been communicating with the Custodians? They didn’t come with the school. And there’s no way to reach anyone on earth.”

      That wasn’t strictly true, but the only method I was aware of was the enchanted phone Kingston had smuggled in.

      “That’s what you think,” Sonja said in sing-song. She raised her wrist and jangled the bracelet again. “This little beauty here? It’s a charmed comm link. I can talk to the Custodians anytime, anywhere I want to. They’ve been really interested in hearing all about the little conspiracies you’ve been plotting, and about the filthy demons infesting the school.”

      I glared at her. “What, you mean the students?”

      “No!” Her lip curled, and she squirmed in Xero’s grasp as if she couldn’t stand being touched by someone as corrupted by the underworld as him. My blood pressure rose as she let out a scoff. “I mean all ones who have turned traitor, who’ve forgotten that our only purpose is to serve the Custodians and protect humanity. The ones who have truly fallen. The Custodians were very interested to hear about how many of them have been brought downstairs because they couldn’t resist the evil atmosphere in this place.”

      Wrong, wrong, wrong. On so many levels, wrong.

      My frown deepened as I resisted the urge to scream at her for her ignorant prejudice, focusing instead on filling in the gaping holes in her story. None of what she was saying made sense.

      “Okay—so you can talk to the Custodians. But you just called for backup. Who’s going to come? Do they have other students working for them in the underworld?”

      I couldn’t believe they had anybody working for them on the inside. Dru would’ve told us if he’d known, and I was almost positive he was high enough up the chain of command that he would have known. But Sonja clearly believed what she was saying, and I wanted the whole story.

      She sniffed and tossed her red hair back. “Of course not. They only trust me to be their eyes and ears in the underworld—everyone else is caught up in one conspiracy or another. It’s my job to tell them who’s definitely been corrupted, like you, who’s potentially corrupted, like Toland, and everything else that happens.”

      The more she talked, the more confused I got. If the Custodians had a presence in the underworld, why hadn’t they contacted the school?

      “Sonja.” I shook my head. “Do you even know what you’re talking about?”

      Before she could respond, a man stepped around the corner.

      My whole body jerked in surprise, and I felt Jayce grow tense beside me. The man appeared to be in his mid or late-thirties, with ash-brown hair, a straight nose, and a defined jawline. He looked a little like Dru, actually.

      But this man was definitely not Dru.

      As he moved toward us, I was smacked in the face with a presence that made me physically ill. The stench of poison and pure evil overwhelmed my senses, and I had to grab Jayce’s arm to keep from collapsing.

      I wanted to throw up until I turned inside out. I wanted to cry until all of the water was gone from my body. I wanted to find the nearest cliff and jump off of it. My insides were on fire, curdled and churning in the face of this monster.

      There was only one being on either world I could imagine making me feel this way.

      “Gavriel,” I gasped.
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      Sonja cackled.

      “Gavriel? No, idiot, this is the Custodian who’s been my contact. The one I’ve been reporting to all year. Jonathan.” She smirked at me, her expression so damn smug I wanted to punch it right off her face. “You’re finished, you and all of your evil schemes. The school is safer now, and everyone will have me to thank.”

      Gavriel—it was him, it was, it fucking had to be—floated forward and put a hand on her shoulder. Xero released her and staggered back, his eyes wide.

      “Hush, child,” Gavriel murmured. “You have done a great thing. You will soon receive the reward you deserve.”

      “Reward? You mean I’ll be getting promoted to Custodian early? Thank God. I can’t stand to be in that school with those corrupt fallen for another day. None of them believe in our cause like I do.”

      The naïve glow on her face made me want to shake her. Are you fucking kidding? Wake the hell up!

      Gavriel chuckled, the sound low and warm but ice-cold at the same time. It made me shudder. I felt a spike of Kingston’s fear from somewhere behind me. I wanted to push a feeling at him to make him stay back, but I didn’t want Gavriel picking up on the fact that there was someone else here if he didn’t already know. I didn’t know if he was capable of intercepting projected feelings not meant for him, but I wasn’t going to chance it. I had to trust Kingston to be smart enough to figure it out, although the control freak in me wasn’t happy about that at all.

      “Promoted?” Gavriel’s full lips tilted up into a smile. “I sincerely doubt that.”

      Sonja’s eyes went wide with hurt. “But why? I did everything you said! I’m the one who found the bracelet! You said only the chosen one could have found the bracelet you left at the school. You chose me!”

      “I did,” Gavriel acknowledged, his smile turning almost cruel. “I chose you because you were so very thirsty for approval. So obsessed with being the righteous savior, the smartest one in the room, the only one who really knows the truth. I chose you, Sonja, because it was so very, very easy.”

      “What the fuck, Sonja?” My voice was weak, so raspy and shaky I almost didn’t recognize it. “This guy’s name isn’t Jonathan. This is Gavriel.”

      She blurted a disbelieving laugh. “Give it up, you bitch! Maybe you see Gavriel everywhere because you worship him so much, but the rest of us can tell the difference.”

      Oh, fuck. She’s completely in his pocket. And she doesn’t even know it’s him.

      I believed that without a doubt. Sonja was a raging bitch, but she was completely dedicated to the Custodians, anxious to rise up the ranks of their organization. She would never knowingly help Gavriel. But unknowingly?

      “Sonja, listen to me. This is Gavriel.” I kept my arms wrapped around myself, clutching my belly to keep my shaking to a minimum. I was beginning to recover, and Jayce’s hand on the small of my back was helping. “He’s been manipulating you. I don’t know why, but he’s been playing you this whole time.”

      The redheaded demon stiffened, and the man in front of her did too, the movement so slight it was almost imperceptible. She looked from me to him and back again, and he shrugged, grinning wider.

      “Well,” he drawled, “I was trying not to ruin the surprise, but I suppose now is as good a time as any.”

      As he spoke the last words, his features began to shift.

      His body grew and elongated, his skin changing color until he was pale as a ghost and two feet taller than Xero. His grotesquely elongated fingers tapered into purple claws, which were almost black. His eyes were deep pools of the darkest black, dotted with specks of bright red where his pupils should’ve been. His lips pulled back in what might’ve been a grin or a grimace, exposing his long, sharp teeth.

      Sonja gasped. It was like a veil had lifted from her eyes, allowing her to see him clearly for the very first time.

      She turned whiter than I’d thought was possible, then two bright spots of red popped up on her cheeks. When she spoke again, her voice was trembling with fury.

      “You—you had me following them the whole time.”

      “And you did wonderfully, Sonja. You are special, you know. No one else would have been so dogged in picking up their trail again after that little disappearing act of theirs. You will make a fine spy for my army. The best of the best. And that’s what you will receive in return—only the best of everything. Would you like that, Sonja? To be revered as Gavriel’s favorite?”

      Her eyes glazed over in a moment of confusion. He was getting to her, I could tell. His form of persuasion wasn’t like my succubus ability, but it was powerful nonetheless.

      But something about all of this didn’t make sense. If she’d been communicating with Gavriel this whole time, why hadn’t he just made her tell him where the school was so he could destroy it? Why bother with hunting us down when he could attack directly?

      I thought about how long we’d been gone and my blood ran cold.

      We didn’t know that he hadn’t already done that. We’d been traveling for days, maybe more than a week. Plenty of time to flatten the whole school. I shot a look of terror at Xero, and his grim expression told me that he’d thought the exact same thing. We could very well be the only ones left.

      Gavriel was running his fingers through long tendrils of Sonja’s red hair, gazing deeply into her eyes. He was mesmerizing her, but she was fighting it. She was also losing.

      “Sonja,” I said, trying hard to get through to her. I pushed with my power, then recoiled as it bounced off the solid wall of Gavriel’s black magic.

      Fuck it, maybe I need to go old school with this.

      “Hey, ginger bitch! Get on your knees if you’re going to suck Gavriel’s cock!”

      A spark of fire flashed in her eyes. She was still dazed, but she was coming out of it. Gavriel turned to me and hissed, sending a wave of his disgusting aura in my direction, but I was ready for it. I’d grown accustomed to his stench in the long minutes that he had been manipulating Sonja, and the magic wave rolled around me without touching me. His concentration had broken, and it was just enough to allow Sonja to snap back.

      “You bastard! You almost had me kill them!” She leapt away from him and shifted into her demon form. “You made me betray everybody! My friends, my professors—even my enemies! You—you—”

      As she screamed, she built a fireball up in her hands. Fueled by her rage, the orange globe cracked with power.

      Gavriel sighed. “It was so much easier with Owen. I thought when you found the bracelet I’d used to communicate with him, I could make you his replacement, but—you’ve never really lived up to his level of blind obedience. Ah, well.” He shrugged resignedly.

      Shifting my eyes, I caught the men’s gazes and nodded slightly. As soon as Sonja tossed that fireball, we would have to attack. It was our only chance of getting out of here alive, and he might be lord of the underworld, but he was still just one guy.

      I carefully reached out to Kingston with my mind and found him ready, lying in wait down the dark tunnel. If our initial attack failed, and Gavriel pushed us down the passage, Kingston would be waiting with a fireball of his own.

      “But think of the accolades,” Gavriel whispered, still trying to charm her. “Think of the—”

      “Think of this, you son of a bitch!” She lobbed her fireball with more force than I had ever seen from her.

      The air tasted like burnt ozone and indignation as the four of us moved in to attack. Xero blasted his own fireballs at Gavriel’s back, Jayce shifted and sank his hellish teeth into Gavriel’s skinny torso. Quick as lightning, Kai grabbed the knife he had stored in his pack, hurling the bag to the ground even as he threw the blade with his other hand. It grazed the demon lord’s arm as he twisted his torso to avoid a direct strike.

      I slid under the fray and touched the skin at Gavriel’s ankle, forcing a connection. Then I infused persuasion into every cell of my body, pushing it into him as hard as I could.

      Kill yourself. You want to die.

      It might have made a difference if I’d been able to hold on a little longer, but he shoved so many terrible images into my head all at once that I had to recoil. Sonja was gearing up to blast him again, and Jayce was still clamped firmly onto Gavriel’s flank. The powerful demon swiped at him.

      “Jayce, claws!”

      I thought my scream would be swallowed by the sounds of battle, but somehow it reached him. He dodged in the nick of time.

      Sonja wasn’t so lucky.

      Before her fireball could reach its zenith, Gavriel embedded his claws in her throat. Her mouth fell open, moving like she was trying to speak or swallow, but she couldn’t do anything. Xero hurled fireballs in rapid succession, lighting Gavriel up and almost obscuring the gurgling scream as the lord of the dark tore Sonja apart.

      Her death was quick, but that didn’t ease the shock and horror that crashed through me as I watched her fall. Tears spilled down my cheeks and I pulled my dagger out of one boot and a stake out of the other. I didn’t know exactly what the fuck kind of supernatural Gavriel was, but he was going to die one way or another.

      I lunged at him, but never made contact. A furry black thing struck my side like a freight train when I was in mid-air, making me tumble to the ground a few yards away.

      He brought minions. Of course.

      Gavriel stepped back, grinning maniacally as demon after demon joined the battle. The one who’d tackled me was on top of me, its ugly pig-teeth darting for my throat as it pinned me down. I buried the knife in its skull and it squealed, its eyes rolling back as all three hundred pounds of it collapsed on top of me.

      “Kingston,” I groaned, unable to fill my lungs enough to shout. “Get your ass over here, please!”

      A blast of flame arched over me, striking the attacking minions beyond. A second later, Kingston’s massive dragon claws snatched the beast off of me and chucked it at Gavriel, who ripped it in half with his claws before it struck him. My head was pounding, but it wasn’t from the impact. It was the stench of charred, twisted magic pounding like a drum through my senses. I whipped around to face Gavriel. His lips were barely moving, but I could almost see the ripples in the air. He was chanting something low and dark and dangerous.

      I turned back to the fray. “Kingston, to your right! Jayce, left! Kai, above you! Xero, blast Gavriel’s face! Run!”

      It almost worked. They acted as a unit and disabled the minions, at least temporarily, but Xero’s blast met Gavriel’s shield and reflected back at him. Gavriel didn’t look the least bit discouraged, which pissed me off. Half his minions were gone, and the other half were moments from death. What the hell made him so special? So powerful?

      He grinned at me as if he’d heard my thought and snatched up one of his own fleeing fiends. It squealed in terror. I stared, unable to believe what I was seeing as Gavriel sank his claws into his own minion, letting the blood soak his fingers up to the knuckle before tearing the beast apart.

      Then, dripping claws outstretched, he turned toward my men.
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      “Jayce! Look out!”

      I moved, driven by pure fear.

      But I wasn’t fast enough. Nothing would have been fast enough.

      Gavriel whirled through the battle, slashing with his tainted claws. Whatever had infected the feral vampire must’ve been in Gavriel’s minion too, and I watched in horror as he tore at Jayce, Kai, Xero, and Kingston, infecting their blood. They fought hard against him, but he managed to pierce the skin of each man as his remaining minions held me off, keeping me from coming to their aid.

      My mates landed in a tangled heap at my feet, their bodies jerking as they groaned. Gavriel’s laugh echoed through the chamber as he stood flanked by his two remaining fiends, just watching and waiting.

      Jayce clambered to his feet first, foaming at the mouth and full of murderous rage.

      Gavriel’s chuckle trailed off ominously. “Get her.”

      The hellhound roared and jumped at me. The others scrambled to their feet, all of them zombified, infused with pure, dark magic. Jayce was swinging at me, his hands morphing in and out of hellhound claws as he attacked. I knew what I needed to do, but he wasn’t making it easy. Dodging his blows forced me deeper into the cave, farther down the passage.

      Our torches had been abandoned near the walls before the fight began, and they still burned dimly where they lay on the ground. I glanced around as I dodged, seeking a good vantage point. I looked at one spot just an instant too long, and his massive black paw nearly took my head off.

      “Go to sleep,” I persuaded as I dodged. “Sit. Stay. Play dead. Roll over.”

      Okay, maybe I was grasping at straws a little. I hoped like hell he wouldn’t remember that afterward.

      He was still a slashing whirlwind, showing no signs of slowing down, and now the others were after me too. I scrambled up a boulder with Jayce following me up on my left, Kai on my right. Kai would be easy. His weapons were in his mouth. But Jayce—

      “Ow! Damn it, Jayce!” He’d caught my thigh, carving a deep, nasty gash in it. I needed to get away from those motherfucking claws.

      Kai’s hot breath on the back of my neck made my decision easy. I jumped off of the twelve-foot boulder over Jayce’s head, twisting in mid-air to catch myself on his broad shoulders.

      He roared, swiping at me but unable to reach me if I stayed in just the right spot. I clamped onto his rib cage with my thighs and slid my upper body over his shoulder as I put him in a tight headlock. His paw flew through the air, ready to tear my face off, and I forced his chin to turn toward me and kissed his mouth.

      I felt his claws catch on a few loose tendrils of my hair, yanking the strands out, but the razor sharp weapons missed my face. Any closer, and I would have been done for.

      I could hear the rest of the men coming, but I had to finish with Jayce before I could deal with them.

      Forcing his lips apart with my tongue, I deepened the kiss, pushing thoughts and feelings and memories at him in a pleasant, warm, erotic tangle. He swiped weakly once more, then his hand cradled my cheek, stroking it instead of attacking. As our lips stayed fused together, healing magic and power suffused me.

      Just as my thigh began to heal, my hair caught fire. Whipping around, I found Xero below me, lobbing fireballs up at us. I squeezed Jayce’s hand then let go, falling at an angle so that I landed on Xero’s chest, knocking the wind out of him as he crashed to the stony floor. Straddling his chest, I kissed him again and again, mentally reminding him of every precious hour we had ever spent talking over the mysteries of the universe, the politics of magic, and the magic of humanity. The power I’d gleaned from Jayce boosted my efforts, and I spilled everything I had into Xero.

      “Hey, not that it’s not hot as fuck to watch you do that, but wrap it up,” Jayce hissed as he ran over to us, crouching to stay out of Gavriel’s sight. “He doesn’t know what’s up yet—doesn’t know you’re bringing us back—but I can’t hold Kingston and Kai off without making him suspicious.”

      Xero’s fire-hot hands fluttered over my hips and he sighed, releasing the poison from within himself. I kissed him one last time and turned away just in time to dodge a stream of fire from Kingston’s snout.

      Ah, fuck. How the hell was I supposed to kiss him if he was in dragon form?

      Kai skittered along the wall to my right like some kind of four-legged spider, blending in with the shadows—all but his teeth, which gleamed in the dim light. He slid into a little pocket where Gavriel wouldn’t be able to see him.

      “Keep him there,” I told Jayce and Xero. “I’ll be back. Gotta take care of Kingston first.”

      “What are you doing? He’s going to roast you alive!”

      Xero grabbed my arm hard enough to hurt, his eyes wild with terror and a shame so deep I could feel it in the pit of my gut. The fire demon had battled against the evil Gavriel had tried to infect him with once before—and now the dark lord had done it again, turning good men into his evil pawns.

      “I’ll be okay. Keep Kai there.” I didn’t use persuasion, but my tone made it clear this wasn’t up for debate. We didn’t have time to argue.

      Xero went reluctantly, but at least he went. Kingston was gearing up for another fire burst. I had less than six seconds to do something, anything, if I didn’t want to become a charcoal slab where I stood.

      So I charged him.

      He charged me.

      At the last moment, I slid beneath his long, shimmering snout, scraping my leg on the rough rock, then wrapped my arms around his neck. Damn it. That was a mistake. My clothes immediately began to smoke. They’d catch fire soon if I didn’t let go.

      “Ow! Fuck, Kingston! Will you stop?!”

      He was writhing in frustrated figure eights, snapping his jaws and breathing puffs of smoke and flame as he tried to get to me. I stayed right where he couldn’t reach me, not even with his flame.

      “Come on, you know what to do, you big lizard. You’re never gonna get me in this form. I can stay under here all day.”

      I was hardcore bluffing. It was about a billion degrees down here, next to his fire-making gizzard. Sweat was already rolling into my eyes, and I could feel my muscles starting to tense and tighten as the moisture fled from them. I had maybe another minute or two before I would have to give up.

      But I knew Kingston. Possessed or not, he had no patience for futility.

      With one final dramatic roar accompanied by a burst of flame, he jerkily shifted back into his human form, falling on top of me as he forgot to pull himself onto his back legs before completing the shift. I caught him and wrapped my arms and legs around him, fighting him for his mouth. He was bewildered and pissed off and kept trying to light me on fire with his breath.

      “Goddamn you. Hold still,” I commanded.

      He kept thrashing. He wasn’t going to let me get close to his primary weapon without a fight. I latched my teeth onto his earlobe and felt his body respond even if his brain wasn’t quite with us yet. The new sensation made him freeze for a brief second, just long enough for me to move my kiss to his cheek and scruff him like a feral cat. I tugged on his hair, forcing his head to turn. Finally catching his mouth, I pulled a furious kiss out of him. Hot and angry and wild, it reminded me so much of the first time we had ever kissed that I almost forgot myself in the wave of nostalgia.

      Gavriel’s scaly chuckle brought me harshly back.

      For a horrible moment, I thought the fallen lord had figured out what I was doing, but when I looked up, I realized that all he could see from where he stood was what looked like Kingston pinning me down and trying to tear my throat out. The fact that the dragon shifter’s teeth were sheathed behind velvet lips was a detail too small to figure out in the dark.

      Kingston was covering me in kisses now—hard, desperate kisses. I met his emerald eyes and saw the realization of his greatest fear. Kingston, who ran his life like a business, always ordered and in control, had just lost control in the worst possible way.

      “Drag me over there,” I whispered. “Act like you’re still possessed. Kai’s the last one.”

      Kingston did as I said, but he kept shooting me little worried glances. If we managed to survive this, he was going to need a massive therapy session to work through this moment. I hung limply in his grasp as he dragged me over to where Xero and Jayce had Kai pinned down.

      Gavriel’s chuckle deepened and lengthened.

      Good. Keep thinking you’re winning, old man. Just for a few more minutes.

      Kai was struggling and snapping at the arms holding him down. I stepped around the trio, kneeling behind the vampire’s head. I held him still so I could kiss him, and that just seemed to enrage him more. Kingston joined the other two, adding his body weight to keep Kai still.

      Gavriel was starting to gather his forces. He was going to saunter right over and finish us off, whether the guys were evil-infected zombies or not. It was time to go, but Kai wouldn’t stop biting at me.

      “Come on! I don’t have time for this shit,” I muttered.

      Finally, I ignored his teeth entirely and just met his mouth. His fangs pierced my upper lip and he almost tore it off, but as my tongue trailed along his lower lip, he started to relax. The process was way faster this time; I assumed it was because of the amount of blood involved, but it could also have been the fact that we’d done this before.

      As soon as he started to kiss me back, I ripped my mouth away from his before the depth and sweetness of the kiss could consume me. I needed to stay sharp, and as much as I wanted to, I couldn’t afford to get lost in Kai right now.

      I moved into a crouch and peered over Xero’s head. Gavriel was taking his sweet time as he moved toward us, his remaining minions gathered around him.

      Basking in his own genius, I bet. Savoring the moment before the final kill.

      “Keep savoring, old man,” I muttered. Then I turned to all my men.

      A wave of relief surged through me as their gazes met mine—they were all as beat up and bloodied as I was, but their eyes were clear, their expressions determined. I wasn’t in this alone. We were together.

      I jerked my head down the passageway, gesturing deeper into the massive cave. “Come on. Quickly. Quietly. Watch our backs. Run.”
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      We crept quickly and quietly down the dim passage until Gavriel’s hideous roar exploded behind us, then we broke into an all-out run.

      Kingston snatched up a torch without breaking stride, dimly illuminating the space immediately in front of us. We stumbled and slid, but we managed to stay ahead of Gavriel and his fiendish duo. I was trusting Kingston to lead us to the stones, knowing his dragon’s love of treasure would guide him there. Meanwhile, all of my attention was on our backs, where I could feel Gavriel closing the gap.

      “Faster!” I gasped.

      The space between my ribs was on fire and I could barely catch a breath, but the roiling black magic at my heels spurred me on faster and faster. The magic grew stronger around us until it was a palpable mist in the air, which grew thicker with every step until I could barely see Kingston in front of me. Then, with a startled yelp, he disappeared entirely.

      I didn’t have time to process what’d just happened before I stepped off the same ledge he had and slid down the same steep slope that’d snatched him away. I fell on top of him, then rolled us both out of the way as Xero, Jayce, and Kai tumbled down after us.

      “Over there,” Kingston rasped, gasping for breath.

      I followed his pointing finger to a large dip in the ground that reminded me, ridiculously, of a model of a dinosaur nest I’d seen in elementary school. It was perfectly round and piled with egg-shaped stones of all sizes and colors. Kingston pulled the precious list out of his pocket.

      “Empty your bags,” I panted. “Everything, leave everything. Take the rocks.”

      Dumping our things caused a racket, the sounds seeming even louder as they bounced off the high ceiling and cave walls. I winced, wishing I had considered that, but we didn’t have time to worry about it. I started counting the rocks in each color as the guys shoved them in their bags. They filled theirs, then I filled mine.

      Then I panicked.

      “Who has the little blue one?” I hissed.

      A fiend shrieked as it slid down the slope behind us.

      “We got company,” Jayce called, glancing up with wide eyes.

      “Who has the little blue rock?”

      “Shit.” Xero snatched Kai’s bags as the vampire leapt over us to fight off the fiend. A second shriek shattered my concentration, and I lost count again.

      Motherfucker. Why did it have to be twenty-four damn rocks? Who needs that many rocks?!

      Swearing, I emptied my bag into the center again and separated the rocks by color. Jayce ran to help Kai. Kingston was very carefully taking each stone out of his bag and lining it up with the others. I snatched his bag out of his hands.

      “What the fuck?” His eyes flashed fire for an instant, and I shot him a look to cool his dragon rage. Now probably wasn’t the time to remind him he wouldn’t get to keep the stones anyway.

      “We don’t have time for this, Kingston. Chill your dragon out. Go help the others.”

      “But…the stones…”

      “Go!”

      Xero and I counted and sorted the rocks as fast as we could as the sounds of battle grew louder behind us. I counted twice, then again as we were putting the rocks away. We had them all, and just in time too. Gavriel was floating down the slope, his feet barely touching the rough stone, purple fire burning on his fingertips.

      “Guys? Time to go!”

      The other men sprinted back to us as soon as I shouted, and we scrambled to link hands.

      “The lobby,” Kingston said.

      “No! We can’t teleport into the school. The mineral pool by the gate.”

      “But—”

      “On three! One! Two!” A purple fireball singed my hair, and I ducked. “Three!”

      A portal shimmered into existence, but it was weak and shaky. It wasn’t going to have the power to bring us back.

      “Somebody wasn’t concentrating!”

      “Who can concentrate at a time like this?” Kingston shouted back at me.

      “Fucking focus, goddamn it! On three! One!” Another fireball grazed my body. Gavriel was playing with me. “Two!” A third fireball went way wide. Maybe he wasn’t playing. Maybe the powerful, pulsing magic down here was screwing with him. “Three!”

      The portal opened, strong this time, sucking at our hair and clothes. Just a little stronger and it would take us away too. I focused with all my strength, drawing on every bit of my magical training I had ever paid attention to.

      Gavriel was laughing again. God, I hate him.

      I opened my eyes just in time to see a purple fireball as big as my head fly toward us. Xero blocked it with one of his own.

      “Now or never!” he shouted.

      “Never!”

      Gavriel’s shout cut through the air like a blade, and he lunged at us just as we jumped toward the portal, magical energy gathering between his hands.

      Admittedly, I’d been guilty of not always paying attention in class. I’d never been a straight-A student when I was human, and that hadn’t changed when I’d become a demon.

      But there was one thing I definitely remembered from my Guerrilla Warfare class—if you destroyed a portal while someone was inside it, they would disappear forever.

      Fuck.

      Before I could react to Gavriel’s incoming attack, Xero’s hand slipped out of mine, his bag tangled around my wrist. I reached for him, but my hand closed on nothing, and the portal was closing around us.

      “Xero!”

      He wasn’t with us. He wasn’t inside.

      The last thing I saw before the portal closed completely was the fire demon launching himself at Gavriel’s face.

      “Xero, no!”

      The portal snatched my voice away as it whipped us through the space in-between realities to deposit us with an unceremonious thud-thud-thud-splash at the edge of the mineral pool just outside the school’s gates. For a stomach-churning moment, I thought Gavriel and his fiends had followed us through somehow. My head still echoed with demonic shrieks, and I could still smell the pure burn of fireballs in the air. I had landed in the pool itself, facing away from the school.

      “We have to go back.” I surged to my feet in the water, holding out my hands for theirs. “We have to get Xero!”

      “Piper…”

      “What?!”

      Jayce pointed behind me. Growling, I whirled around. Whatever it was, it could wait until we rescued Xero—

      Or… not.

      “She told him,” Kingston said numbly. “That bitch, she fucking told him!”

      “Oh, Sonja, no…”

      It came out as a mournful breath, because I knew right then that I couldn’t go back to Xero. Not now, not unless I wanted to bring him back to nothing but rubble. The horde that’d attacked us the first time was nothing compared to what I was witnessing now. The monsters stood in ranks, surrounding the school. Hundreds of them or more, maybe thousands, smashing windows and blowing flames, filling the cavern with toxic smoke.

      Witch demons were casting counter-spells on the wards while dragons bathed the school in fire. Six one-eyed giants battered at the walls with their massive clubs. Basilisks slithered along the edge of the castle, searching for cracks and open windows to crawl through. The school wouldn’t survive much longer.

      “We can slip in the way we left,” I said grimly, my throat almost closing up as my heart tried to beat its way out of my chest, desperate to get to Xero. But he would never forgive me if I left the school to be destroyed like this. “Then straight down to the sub-sub-basement.”

      The monsters paid us no attention. We weren’t part of their plan, and we couldn’t have looked very threatening. Filthy from travel, bloody and torn from battles, carrying nothing but simple bags full of salvation.

      I hope.

      We helped each other back through the window as quickly as possible, cringing as the battering clubs made little flecks of rock rain down on our heads.

      Please let the Temple Stones work. Please.
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      Once inside the castle, we scrambled to our feet and hoisted our bags up on our shoulders. Kai took the extra bag. We hadn’t gone ten feet before Hannah barreled out of a doorway with Professor Shen, Toland, and a couple of fourth-year students on her heels.

      “I set alarms,” she said breathlessly. “For portals. I’m sorry, I told them what you were doing but I waited a week just to be sure—”

      “You got the stones?” Toland interrupted.

      “Yes. All of them. You know the spells?”

      “Yes,” Shen answered. “Where do we have to go?”

      “I’ll show you. Come on.”

      I led them down the stairs, then went to the stairwell to the next floor and ran right into a powerful ward.

      “Damn it, it’s down there! Who sealed this?”

      “I did,” Toland muttered, flustered. His hair looked grayer than the last time I’d seen him, and his mustache was bushy and disordered. “Trying to avoid—anyway, excuse me.”

      I stepped out of his way and chewed my lip until it bled while he wasted precious seconds unlocking the ward. He had to do it again on the level below, then we were finally free to run as fast as we could. I’d walked this path so many times in interrogations, in dreams and nightmares, that I didn’t even have to think about where I was going. The whole crowd shoved into the tiny ward room where Owen had committed his ultimate betrayal.

      “Show me,” Shen said.

      I opened my bag and pulled the white stones out, smallest to largest. We emptied the remaining bags of the different colored stones and stepped away to let the witches and mages do their thing. Lots of chanting and setting herbs on fire and sprinkling some kind of dust. I wasn’t really paying attention until Hannah took a dagger and slit her palm. She passed it to the left, and every other student in the room did the same thing. Shen went last, then they bound hands, their voices rising together into the air.

      It was all going too damn slowly. The school would collapse, and Xero would be dead before they were finished.

      “We have to do this in order,” Shen said firmly.

      I thought she was talking to me and was about ready to launch into a tirade about how rude it was to read someone’s mind, but when I glared at her, I realized that she’d been talking to the magic students about the stones. They worked efficiently, but it was still too slow. Every second they wasted on this was a second that Xero could be dying.

      “You remember what to say when we place the last one?” Shen asked.

      The students all muttered their assent. They all put their hands on the final stone—one of the big ones—and recited a chant in some dead language or other. Then they recited it again. Hurry up, damn it.

      “Hey.” Jayce put his hand over mine, gently pulling my thumbnail out of my mouth. “You’re going to tear up your fingers.”

      I jerked at his touch and the softness of his voice. Neither one had any place in the chaos of my mind—a chaos that seemed to have bled out to infect the entire world. Everything was terrible, my heart was cracking in two, and this chanting clearly wasn’t working. The school was still shaking with every beat of the giants’ club. Someone had done something wrong, made a mistake somewhere along the line.

      Maybe it was us. Maybe we didn’t grab the right stones. Maybe they messed up the chants or the herbs or—

      “Piper.” Jayce pulled my hand away from my mouth again and held it in his, closing both of his large palms around my smaller one.. He turned me toward him and looked deep into my eyes. “We’re going to get him back.”

      “When? Now?” My face was wet with tears, but I couldn’t even feel myself crying. “Because it has to be now, Jayce. Gavriel will shred him! And why aren’t those stupid rocks working?”

      Shen turned toward me and blinked. “What do you mean, dear?”

      “Why aren’t they transporting us back to earth? What’s wrong?”

      As I asked the question, I realized with a start that the pounding had stopped.

      How long ago had it stopped?

      My eyes went wide and my heart felt like a giant ball of shattered glass in my chest. I had left Xero in the underworld. I was home. He wasn’t. I pressed my hands to my chest to make the shattering stop. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see for the tears.

      No. This isn’t possible. It can’t be happening.

      I couldn’t have abandoned my Xero in the underworld.
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      I wiped the tears from my face and stood up straight.

      “I have to go back,” I said as loudly and clearly as I could.

      Hannah stared at me in horror. Toland pressed his lips together in a thin, disapproving line. Shen laughed. “You’ve gone mad. What on earth would you want to do that for?”

      “Did you notice that someone is missing?” My voice was dangerously loud and unsteady. “Where’s Xero, huh? Where’s Xero?”

      My voice cracked on his name, and I bit my lip until I could taste blood, willing myself not to fly to pieces in front of all of them.

      Shen gave me a very maternal smile and patted my arm. “Come on, let’s get you cleaned up.”

      “We have to coordinate with the Custodians,” Toland said gently. “And we all need debriefings. This is unprecedented, utterly unprecedented.”

      “I literally do not give one single shit about your precedent,” I enunciated. “Xero saved all of us. And now he is trapped down there.”

      “A very noble man,” Toland said solemnly. “Come now, upstairs. So much to do.”

      I was going to explode. Wild-eyed, I looked from Jayce to Kai to Kingston, feeling lost and somehow alone even with them near me. I needed Xero just as much as I needed any of them. I had always felt a little bit responsible for him, and I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that I was directly responsible for his current situation. He had thrown himself at Gavriel to protect me. He had saved me.

      Now he needed me to save him.

      The administrators seemed to have written him off as an unavoidable casualty. Every time I spoke his name out loud, all they gave me were stupid platitudes and empty condolences.

      I didn’t want their pity. I wanted them to tell me how to get back to the underworld so I could get my man back. But they just ushered me and my three other bond mates into Toland’s office and had us sit down.

      “Now then, first things first.” The headmaster sat behind his desk and picked up his phone. He held it to his ear tentatively, as if he had done that same thing hundreds of times in the last year, just hoping for a dial tone against all logic. When the dial tone came through, he let out a massive sigh. A smile spread across his face.

      I hated him in that moment, despised him for being happy about anything when the entire world was crumbling, falling apart into nothing. Didn’t he see that?

      Seeming unaware of my glare burning into his skin, he dialed a number and sat up straighter when someone answered on the other end.

      “Dru, Toland.” A pause. “Yes, we are back where we belong. If you will—oh, well then, yes, of course.” Another pause, this one longer. “I see. Yes, we’ll see you soon.”

      He hung up, his face going a little pale.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Dru will be teleporting here,” Toland told me. He chewed his upper lip nervously. “He wants a full debriefing, and he has some updates for us as well. They, ah—didn’t sound good.”

      Of course they didn’t. Because nothing could ever just be fixed. When things fell apart this dramatically, it was like a domino effect. One thing toppled, and everything else fell with it.

      “So we’re just going to sit here and wait for him, then?” I suppressed the urge to leap from my chair in front of Toland’s desk and pace the room like an angry tiger.

      “Oh, goodness! They can’t talk to the Custodians looking like that,” Shen threw in, shaking her head.

      “Hm? Oh, yes, yes, go ahead,” Toland said.

      “Go ahead? With what?”

      The magic professor didn’t answer in words. Instead, she did that thing with her hands that she had done the first time the school was attacked. Jayce, Kai, Kingston, and I were soon wrapped in her cleansing blue cloud. I looked down at myself as it dissipated. It hadn’t made much of a difference. My skin was cleaner, but the clothes were completely trashed. They really were going to start charging me for tunics one of these days.

      “Toland, good to see you.” Dru strode into the office and greeted Toland as if he hadn’t seen him for a week instead of the better part of a year. He shook Toland’s hand and sat down in the last available seat. He glanced over us almost disinterestedly, a cursory flick of his gaze.

      “Why are they here?” he asked in a tone of mild curiosity.

      Ah, okay. So we were keeping our communications on the down-low.

      “They were the ones who made it possible for us to come back to earth,” Toland said. “I felt they could add valuable contributions to this conversation.”

      Dru frowned slightly, then shrugged. “If you like. Before we go into your experiences in the underworld, let me tell you what’s been going on up here.”

      The headmaster pushed a switch on a little machine that sat on the desk. “Mind if I record this for reference?”

      Dru waved a hand. “Not at all. Now. In the last year, fallen attacks have been increasing at an unprecedented rate. Humans are being turned in the open. In broad daylight. So far, the human media has been postulating a new drug on the market, or a violent new viral trend. Copycat humans have been popping up here and there in the fringes, inadvertently making themselves targets for the real thing.”

      I shifted in my seat, restless. I wasn’t a complete monster—I did care about what humanity was going through—but I wanted them to get to the point. Were we going back to the underworld or not?

      Seconds were ticking down, and every one of those seconds could be the difference between life or death for Xero.

      “Without the school, we haven’t had enough trained fallen to combat the new influx. Gavriel’s army is gaining the upper hand, and it isn’t just attacks. The fallen we’ve encountered appear to have been indoctrinated somehow. We believe that Gavriel has begun a propaganda campaign, though we have yet to find where and how the information is being spread.”

      “What kind of propaganda?” Toland asked.

      “Same as any cult,” Dru said with a shrug. “Telling them that humans will never accept them the way that they are, that their real family is the fallen, and that the home they’ve always wanted exists in the underworld. They preach at us when we apprehend them, spouting off this nonsense to anyone who’ll listen.”

      “Like Owen.” I spoke up, desperate to speed this along. “He was one of those guys who couldn’t get a girlfriend and joined a he-man woman-hater’s club online to commiserate with other losers. He was rambling about it before he sent us to the underworld. If Gavriel is looking for people to join his army, angry, discontented assholes are a great place to start.”

      Dru contemplated that for a moment, then turned to Toland. “His numbers seem exceptionally large, even for the number of people he’s recruiting from here. Did you encounter any information in the underworld to account for that?”

      Toland gestured to me and the guys. “They spent several weeks out in the underworld. They would know better than I.”

      Dru frowned disapprovingly—nice cover—and turned to us. “Did you learn anything?”

      “Yes.” Kingston nodded. “Gavriel is recruiting otherwise disinterested demons by force. Some of them have gone into hiding to avoid the draft, so to speak. The rumor is that he’s building up for a one-last-strike kind of takeover.”

      The brown-haired Custodian rubbed a hand over his mouth. “I was afraid of that. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

      “All of our students now have real-world battle and survival experience,” Toland said. “And I imagine all of them would be willing to help.”

      “The fourth years,” Dru said, nodding. “And third-year graduates, of course.”

      “All of the students,” Toland repeated firmly. “If it’s as bad as you say, we need to present a strong front. The professors and students all have plenty to offer. This is an emergency situation, and I believe it calls for flexible protocol.”

      Dru tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair for a moment, pursing his lips. Then he pulled out his phone and held up a finger. “I’m calling the home office,” he said. “We’ll see.”

      He held the phone to his ear, then explained the situation to whoever was on the other end of the line. He listened for a time, making little noises of acknowledgment, then pressed his fingers to his temple. Apparently, it was not going well.

      “Yes, sir, and I understand that, but I need you to consider what you’re asking. As it stands, Gavriel’s fallen are loyal to him and outnumber us three to one. At the rate they’re spreading, the fourth years alone will not tip the scales in our favor.”

      Toland looked hopeful, and I admired his optimism. I thought it was stupid, but I admired it all the same.

      “Their finals? No, but—yes, of course I understand that, but—firsthand experience must count for something. No, of course I don’t think we should let every new recruit onto the battlefield, but these students have already—no. Yes, sir, I understand what the committee has decided. No, I am not looking to start a mutiny. Of course. That will not be necessary, sir, I assure you—yes. I see. Thank you for your time.”

      He pulled the phone away from his ear, his features oddly still and impassive, as if he was trying to hide his emotions. Toland’s face, on the other hand, was turning red.

      “They said no.” It wasn’t a question.

      Dru nodded. “They said no. The committee is of the opinion that this situation needs to be handled by the book. Though, frankly, I have read the book, and there isn’t a chapter on how to deal with a full-scale invasion. Nevertheless, they have decided that rule of law is the only thing that separates us from Gavriel’s fallen.”

      Toland turned a deeper shade and slammed his fist on his desk, surging to his feet. “Then they don’t know what we’re up against! They didn’t see the final attack on the school! The monsters were in ranks, Dru! They were trained! Military discipline! Rule of law!” He punctuated his outburst with another fist against the desk.

      The Custodian raked a hand through his hair and blew out a breath. “I agree that rules, while excellent guidelines, should occasionally be broken in times of great need.” He gestured at us, and for a moment I thought he was going to give us up and tell Toland about the phone. “Allowing untried students to wander around the underworld, for example.”

      “To be fair, he didn’t really allow that,” Jayce interjected. “We just kind of went.”

      Dru nodded. “Interesting.”

      He said it slowly and maintained eye contact with my blond mate for several seconds after he had finished speaking. If I didn’t know better, I could have sworn he was trying to imply that we should break the rules again.

      Toland sat down and wiped beads of sweat from his brow. “So what do they expect us to do? Carry on, business as usual?”

      “Precisely.” Dru kept his features carefully neutral, but I could tell the words burned a little as they came out.. “All students must sit for their exams, and the third-year graduates and fourth-year students are to join the fight.”

      “As previously stated,” Toland ground out, “these five students were busy saving the school. They may not be able to pass their exams.”

      Dru rubbed a hand over his chin, grimacing. “You can’t exempt them. As a matter of fact, I am supposed to inform you that the delayed exams from last year did not go unnoticed, and another similar breach of protocol will lead to your termination.”

      Toland paled. Somehow, I didn’t think “termination” meant the same thing here that it did in the human job market.

      “They seem like smart students,” Dru added. “And there isn’t anything in the rulebook that states how the questions on the exams must be phrased, just that the specific concepts must be understood. Rewrite the exams to make them passable.”

      “Yeah,” Kai drawled. His voice was languid, but I could see his hands clenching and unclenching into fists. “Write them like, the answer is C.”

      Dru shot him a warning look, then shook his head.

      “Obviously not. The exams themselves will need to be submitted along with the scores, just as they always have. They must be closed-book exams, but that doesn’t mean that hints can’t be projected on the wall. Get creative. Cover your tracks. Figure it out. But for the love of God, don’t get caught cheating.”

      Toland pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “They should be allowed to help. They have as much at stake in this war as anyone else—more than most by now. They’ve been there, Dru, they’ve seen firsthand what Gavriel’s perfect world looks like, and it isn’t pretty.”

      “The committee says they will not be allowed to help until they prove themselves,” Dru said quietly. “On paper.”

      Toland looked like he was going to start shouting again, but he just clenched his fists instead.

      “On paper,” he repeated bitterly. “We lost students in those battles. Brave, skilled students. Students who are more loyal to humanity than ever before because they have now been on the receiving end of Gavriel’s heartless violence.”

      My throat tightened up, and I gripped the arms of my chair until my knuckles whitened. Dru shot me a knowing glance that Toland didn’t see, then looked at Toland once more.

      “And for that, I am sorry,” he said softly. “I’m sure those students were good people. The best. But my hands are tied, and so are yours. We have nothing to gain by going against the committee. You know as well as I do what we have to lose. The stakes are too high.”

      I wanted Toland to argue. I wanted Dru to get on the phone and call the committee back, tell them that they were full of shit and that the fate of the world depended on the willingness to break the rules. But they didn’t. I hadn’t really expected them to. We all sat in silence for several long moments while Toland slowly came to terms with his imposed reality.

      He sighed heavily. “Well, that’s it, then. I can’t imagine the committee approving a rescue expedition to the underworld if they won’t even allow these students to fight.”

      Dru shook his head. “Completely impossible.”

      Toland nodded, then turned to us. “Piper. Jayce. Kingston. Kai. I’m afraid that I cannot possibly allow you to delay your exams, nor can I allow you to participate in the campaign on earth.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. “You’ll just have to do the best you can. We’ll give you all the help that we are legally able to give you.”

      The guys all looked at me with varying degrees of alarm, but I didn’t shout. I didn’t say a word. A chilling calm swept over my body and my anxious hands stilled. I nodded, a quick dip of my chin.

      “I understand.”

      The headmaster drew in a deep breath, looking relieved, but I could feel three sets of eyes practically burning holes in my skin as my bond mates stared at me in confusion.

      “Then I suggest you go study,” Toland said. “Exams will take place on Monday.” He turned to Dru. “That is, if the committee will allow a four-day delay for all students due to extenuating circumstances?”

      Dru flashed a brief, cursory smile and nodded. “The rulebook states that exams must take place within a week of the semester ending. Monday falls within that margin, I believe.”

      Toland nodded. “Just barely. Very well. You four are dismissed. Please study hard. I know it’s impossible to learn months of material in four days, but—just do your best.”

      “We always do,” Jayce assured him.

      We left quietly, closing the door behind us. Dru and Toland clearly had more to talk about. I assumed Shen was still in there because the wards would need to be reset. All of the staff was busy putting things right, and we were all expected to fall back in line like nothing had ever happened. As if we hadn’t just spent a year in the underworld.

      “Why aren’t you pissed?” Jayce asked. He sounded truly angry for the first time since I’d known him. “We have to take the tests completely unprepared, the consequences for failing haven’t changed, and they aren’t taking our hands-on experience into account at all. I thought you would lose it in there.”

      “They’re expecting us to pass a test on material we haven’t even learned,” Kingston added. “Doesn’t that upset you?”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter what they’re expecting, because I’m not taking the test.”

      Kai laughed. “You can’t just opt out. Trust me, I tried.”

      “What do you mean, you aren’t taking the test, Pipes?” Jayce’s voice was quiet.

      Glancing up at him, I slipped my hand into his, soaking up as much courage and power as I could from the connection that sparked between us.

      I’m gonna need it.

      “I’m not taking the test because I won’t fucking be here for it.” My gaze scanned the three men gathered in a tight knot around me. “I’m going back to the underworld. Xero’s alive. I can feel it. And I’m going to go get him.”
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