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      “Kick his ass, Aria!”

      “Fuck, yeah! I wanna see some blood!”

      “Oh, fuck you! She’s gonna get pummeled!”

      The crowd was loud and feisty tonight.

      Call me crazy, but I loved it.

      The sparsely constructed, rusted metal stands haphazardly shoved against the underground walls of the arena rattled and creaked, joining the cacophony of the loud yells and catcalls from hundreds of voices.

      Every few moments, a bottle or can would fly across the large warehouse-like space, adding to the general chaos of the atmosphere. This kind of shit was pretty much par for the course in this part of Boston, especially in the clandestine, underground MMA fighting rings.

      They weren’t necessarily known to be the safest and most pristine places.

      Like I said, I loved it.

      I was used to this, to the dredge and stank of the dirtiest and most back-alley people and places in Boston. After all, I’d spent most of my life running in these circles, doing what it took to survive in the city’s foster system. There weren’t a lot of options for an orphaned kid, and I’d had to work with what life had thrown at me.

      The bell rang out, and I glanced up as my opponent walked straight-faced down the aisle.

      He was a big motherfucker, his arms as thick as my thighs and his snarl missing several teeth from whatever street fights he’d lost—or maybe won—over the years. His skin was spotted with small scars, and his right eye twitched unnervingly. There were no rules in the underground, and even though I’d been pressured to stay in the female leagues, fighting people my own size, I’d gotten bored. It’d stopped being fun when I started winning matches within the first couple of rounds.

      So after a lot of pushing, my mentor, Vincent, had convinced the guy who ran the fight ring to let me go up against men.

      It definitely wasn’t boring.

      “Fucking hell, Aria. You sure you got this? Remember, if all else fails, stay low and go for the kidneys,” Vin reminded me, stepping close to the raised ring and squinting up at me through the ropes.

      “I got this. I’ve been fighting my whole life. And don’t worry, I won’t take him down too fast. I know this is a big draw for the crowd. They fucking love it when I beat up a guy.”

      He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “This dude is a legend. And you can’t count fist-fighting in the street when you were twelve as experience in fighting.”

      My dad had been a fighter too, and after he’d died when I was ten, it’d only felt natural to follow in his footsteps. Mom had passed away when I was just a baby, so there’d been no one left to talk me out of it.

      Vin had known my dad, back in the day. He was an older guy, an ex-fighter himself, and a lifelong Bostonian. He watched out for me even though, at nineteen, I didn’t need that much looking out for anymore.

      I shook out my shoulders and neck, loosening them up. “Yeah, but I have a reason to fight, one he doesn’t. Rent’s coming up, and I really don’t want to have to start taking odd jobs from the creepy as hell dark magic users again. One job from them was more than enough.”

      Vin’s dark brown eyes shifted back and forth. “Shit. Don’t say that too loud. There are quite a few magic users in the audience today. They’re watching you.”

      My gaze drifted toward the crowd. Shit. He’s right.

      There were at least four mages in the front row alone, and I spotted a few more scattered in the rows behind them.

      It was easy enough to spot the magic users, even though they all looked basically the same as everyone else. For one thing, everyone whose ancestors had been blessed with magic by the gods had a slight aura about them—almost a very faint, hazy glow.

      For another thing, they almost all wore expressions of smug superiority, as if having magic really made them better than the rest of us.

      Well, it made them more powerful anyway. Which did make them better in a lot of people’s eyes.

      Dragging my attention back to Vin, I waggled my eyebrows at him. “I’m not scared of them. They may be able to waggle their fingers and summon pretty lights, but I bet they all suck at hand-to-hand.”

      Never mind that some of those “pretty lights” have the power to kill a person.

      I gave Vin a little salute, then made my way out to the center of the ring, brushing a few strands of black hair out of my face as the announcer hyped up the crowd.

      “Annnnd in this corner, Aria Baaaaanks!”

      When my name echoed out into the arena, cheers and screams filled the hollow cement space. I put my hand up in the air and made a fist, keeping my attention on my opponent.

      His name was Travis Rotham, although if his parents had had any foresight at all, they would’ve named him Crusher or Bruiser or something.

      The announcer stood between us, making us shake hands before giving the signal. As his hand came down, the bell tolled—and I bounced backward quickly, knowing full well the big motherfucker was going to go for the first punch. Just like I’d thought, his arm swung wide but missed me. Using the opening he’d given me, I slid in underneath his arm, punched him in the stomach, and then swung around and gave him one good jab in the kidney.

      That one’s for you, Vin.

      As Rotham doubled over, I bounced around the ring, waving at the crowd and getting them pumped up. Hundreds of crisp green bills were changing hands all throughout the stands. As I looped back around toward my opponent, he grabbed my arm and flung me into the side of the ring. I hit the fencing hard, cutting my cheek on the metal. Grunting softly, I ran my fingers across the blood and narrowed my eyes.

      Planting my feet and pivoting, I narrowed my eyes at him. “Didn’t anybody ever tell you it’s not nice to hit a girl?”

      He grinned, showing his gums and a line of uneven teeth. “I only hit girls dumb enough to climb into a ring with me. You don’t wanna get hit, don’t ask to play with the big boys.”

      I grimaced and lunged toward him, faking right before hitting him under the chin with an  uppercut. Before he could recover, I grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him down, kneeing him hard in the groin. His eyes bugged out of his head, and he made a low, drawn out gurgling noise. Then he dropped to his knees like a felled tree, shaking the entire ring.

      I put my arms up, encouraging the cheers of the crowd—and the dickbag swung low, knocking me off my feet. I hit the ground hard, mentally cursing myself for not keeping my guard up.

      Fuck! That’s what I get for getting cocky.

      Before I could bounce back, Rotham climbed on top of me, pushing his knee into my side. I reached up and grabbed him by the throat, trying to push him off of me.

      My head fell to the side as Rotham and I grappled, and I caught flashes of the audience.

      When he aimed a punch at my face, I whipped my head to the other side, the audience blurring in my vision before coming back into focus. As it did, my gaze fell on a broad-shouldered guy standing in the second row with his arms crossed.

      Oh, shit.

      He was fucking stunning. His red-brown hair was slightly shaggy, and he had strong, blunt features. He looked like the kind of guy who might club you over the head and bring you back to his cave to fuck you till you couldn’t walk—all alpha-male hotness and rugged good looks.

      Rotham was still on top of me, still trying to beat the shit out of me, but it was hard to let even that imminent danger drag my focus away from the guy in the crowd.

      As if he could sense my thoughts, the roguish man grinned at me. He stared at me with heat in his eyes, and it was like a shot of instant adrenaline.

      I grinned savagely and turned my attention back to Rotham, hooking his leg and bucking my hips to throw him off balance. I scrambled to my feet, and before he could recover, I threw out a hard elbow to his face. It caught him on the temple, and the next one got him on the chin. The third hit his nose, and there was a satisfying crack before blood sprayed.

      Okay, enough playing around.

      My snarl tilted upward into a taunting grin as I pulled back my clenched fist. “Sorry about your balls. And your face.”

      With that, I followed through, punching him as hard as I could.

      His eyes rolled back in his head, and he was out like a light. The announcer came over, checked his pulse, slapped him on the cheeks a couple times, and stood up, grabbing me by the wrist and raising my hand in the air. The crowd was going wild, but all I could think about was finally getting another paycheck.

      There were a few more fights scheduled for the night, but I’d beaten the biggest guy in the warehouse, so I was pretty much done for the evening.

      After receiving my praise of victory, I headed into the back to get cleaned up and collect my payment, then slipped out into the alley behind the large building. Outside in the damp and dark, I nodded at a couple of bouncers taking a cigarette break. They nodded back, knowing exactly who I was, and followed me with their stares until I reached the other end of the alley.

      They were welcome to look as long as they didn’t try to touch. I knew a lot of those macho, alpha types of guys had a fetish about hooking up with a female fighter, but I was very particular about who I invited into my bed.

      Like that redheaded guy. He’d definitely been my type.

      Damn. I should’ve found him after my match and taken him back to my place.

      My footsteps slowed for a second as I debated going back inside to look for him. But that felt a little desperate for my tastes, and it was probably smarter not to.

      I used to hook up with guys after fights all the time, almost like a post-fight ritual. An enjoyable way to work out the remaining adrenaline in my system. But it’d been pretty long since I had done that—and I could thank one specific guy for ruining it for me.

      Merrick Van Warren was supposed to have been a one-night stand just like all the rest. But something about him had kept pulling me in. It had started out as one night, then another, and then it’d become almost a regular thing. I made it a point to never get attached to guys I met at the arena, but for some reason, with this guy, everything had gotten really intense, really fast. Despite my normal aversion to commitment, I had found myself wanting more with him.

      But life was fast and hard, and so far, the people I loved had all left me behind—the easiest way to avoid that was to avoid loving people at all. Hell, I couldn’t even adopt a dog because it was too much emotional commitment. So I’d fucked Merrick one last time and then bolted. I’d felt a little shitty about it, but I was convinced it’d been the right call. I was a loner, and I was a loner on purpose.

      I lived on the other side of town, back in the slums in Southie. My neighborhood was a mishmash of old homes, most of them boarded up, and I rented a one-bedroom basement apartment that’d seen much better days. It worked for me though. The area was crap, but I didn’t really have any desire to get to know my neighbors anyway.

      Reaching the end of another alley, I climbed up the chain-link fence and hopped over, taking a shortcut back home.

      As I reached the middle of the dark alleyway, my footsteps slowed. Four men stood in the shadows, talking in low voices and chuckling about something. Two leaned against one wall and two against the other, and they all looked sketchy as fuck. I pulled my hood up and shoved my hands in my pockets, picking up the pace to walk right through them.

      But as I approached, the largest guy reached out and slapped his palm against the front of my shoulder, stopping me in my tracks. I slowly raised my head, looking him in the eyes.

      He smirked mischievously and glanced at the other guys. “Well, well, well. Look what we have here.”

      One of his buddies pressed away from the opposite wall and stepped forward, cocking his head at me. His voice was pack-a-day raspy, and one of his eyelids didn’t seem to want to open all the way. “I saw you fight tonight, didn’t I? You’re Aria Banks. The chick who beat up Rotham.”

      “Yeah, she is,” a third man agreed. He stepped forward too. “It’s not fuckin’ right. Women fighting like that?” He spat on the ground. “But I bet you won some money for that freak show.”

      The fourth man rolled his skinny neck with a loud crack. “Time to pay the toll, little girl.”
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      “Little girl? Do you have any fucking idea how offensive that is?” I growled, clenching my jaw.

      They all laughed. The skinniest one slapped his friend, Droopy-Eye, in the chest and nodded toward me. “You know this chick?”

      The man smiled and walked in a circle around me. “Oh, yeah. She did some fighting when she was little, and then when her daddy died, she decided to go all crazy with it. She thinks she’s hot stuff. So, what was the purse tonight?”

      I backed up two steps, keeping my shoulders squared. “Why don’t you ask the guy I dropped in the first round? You know, the one three times my size.”

      They all laughed again. The big guy who’d stopped me let his smile drop as the other three circled around me like vultures.

      I could feel a tingle surging down both my arms as anger built up inside me. I didn’t like being cornered. Avoiding shit like this was the whole reason I’d learned to fight in the first place, and while I fought for fun in the ring, out on the street, it was a game of damn survival—one I didn’t plan on losing.

      The big man moved with bulk, flexing his hands open and closed, the tattoos on his arms rippling with the stretching of skin over his muscles. He reached out and slapped my hand out of my pocket, knocking the envelope of money to the ground.

      “Hot damn. There we go. First fuckin’ try.” He let out a low whistle and smirked.

      Oh, no, you fucking don’t.

      As he leaned over to pick it up, I grabbed the back of his head and rammed my knee into his nose.

      I felt bone break against my kneecap, and instantly, hot blood began to trickle down my knee. He dropped onto all fours, groaning and clutching his face. I crouched quickly, grabbed the envelope, and stuck it back in my pocket. Then I whirled to face the other men. I was ready to fight all of them and was honestly a little surprised they hadn’t already attacked.

      But none of them moved toward me. Their eyes were wide, and as I watched, two of them shuffled back a couple of paces.

      I chuckled and flipped my hood up. “Really? That’s all it took?”

      As I pulled my hand back down from my hood, I noticed strings of swirling light, colorful and vibrant, circulating over my wrist and down over my fingers.

      What the fuck?

      My eyes went wide, and I flicked my hand as if I could throw them off. Of course, it wasn’t that easy. The wisps of light drifted away from my hand before bouncing back toward me, like they were attached to me somehow.

      Oh, shit.

      I backed away, flicking my hands down toward the ground over and over, as if I was trying to shake water off of them. My foot caught on the asshole I’d dropped to the ground, and I tripped backward, landing hard on my ass. Breathing hard, I brought both hands up in front of my face, blinking in shock and disbelief.

      Moving my hands back and forth, I watched as the streams of magic moved with me. It was as if they were extensions of my body.

      They seemed to be responding to my emotions too, because the more panicked and freaked out I got, the brighter the streams of light became, growing longer and more opaque.

      Shit. Shit. Get it off me, get it off me!

      It was hardly a rational response, but you try suddenly developing magic when you’ve spent nineteen years without it and then tell me how rational your response is.

      The big guy scrambled up from the ground, blood streaming down the front of his face. There was a crook in his nose, and the whites of his wide eyes stood out starkly in the dim alley.

      One of the guys behind him spoke up, his voice low. “What the fuck, Farrell? You didn’t say she had magic.”

      Droopy-Eye furrowed his brow. “I… I didn’t think she did.”

      “Yeah, well, she fucking does!” the guy practically screamed. “What the shit? You said this would be an easy mark!”

      Excuse me, what now?

      My temper flared at the implication that I was just a weak little girl, and my magic flared right along with it.

      I leapt to my feet, then thrust my right arm out and watched in shock as a torrent of magic surged forward, wrapping itself around the leg of the man who’d called me an “easy mark”.

      Woah. Fucking cool.

      Shooting him a toothy grin, I yanked my arm back, pulling his legs out from under him. He went down hard on the asphalt, his head bouncing against the dirty, unforgiving surface. The big guy lunged for me, ignoring the blood still streaming from his busted nose. With a wave of my left arm, I used the magic flowing out of me to wrap around his neck and lift him up in the air. He tried to grab at it, but his hands went right through. I could feel resistance as I lifted my arm, but I was able to bring his body higher, moving him to hover about fifteen feet over a nearby dumpster.

      Shit. Now how do I let go?

      A second after I had that thought, my long tendril of magic released him, and he dropped like a stone into the dumpster.

      The two guys still standing turned tail and attempted to run. It was a smart move on their part, but I was still pissed off enough not to let them get away with it. Maybe whatever magic was flowing through me was doing something weird to my brain, because I felt almost high. A giddy sort of energy filled me, like I’d drunk several pots of coffee in quick succession.

      I stomped forward, sending my magic toward the two fleeing men and wrapping it around their waists. I wasn’t even quite sure what I was doing, but it looked like my magic held them suspended in space, unable to run any farther. I moved toward them, stepping over the first victim of my new unforeseen talent, who was still sprawled on the grimy asphalt. His eyelids fluttered as he let out a low groan, but I didn’t even spare him a glance.

      Holy shit. What the hell is going on with me?

      There was something different about me, as if there was no fear anywhere in my body. The anger had faded too, leaving just a sense of peace… and power. I didn’t need anger, and I didn’t need fear. Not with all the raw magic coursing through my system.

      When I neared the two men who’d threatened to jump me, I yanked my right arm back, using the magic emanating from me to drag Droopy-Eye backward, then grabbed him by his collar with the same hand. His eyes were open wide—well, as wide as possible—and his teeth chattered in fear.

      “Please, let me go. We didn’t mean anything by it. It was just a little fun,” he sputtered.

      I clicked my tongue against the back of my teeth and shook my head. “You really need to pick better hobbies, dickhead.”

      Using the strength the magic was gifting me, I tossed him up in the air and then caught him with the current of spiraling lights. In all fairness, I hadn’t been entirely sure I’d be able to catch him before he hit the pavement, but I’d been willing to take that risk. He let out a high-pitched shriek, his arms pinwheeling uselessly in the air, but I held him suspended as I pulled the last guy toward me. I stopped him about a foot away and tilted my head to the side, sizing him up. He didn’t look as scared as the others had. Instead, he looked angry.

      Through gritted teeth, he let out a stream of curses. “You fucking magic users are all the same! You think you’re so much better than the rest of us. What, you’re just gonna attack me while I’m bound like this?”

      The magic wrapping around his waist began to crackle and sizzle as my anger infused it again. I brought him a little closer and leaned in, my face just inches from the side of his. “I know what you were planning. I know what you wanted to do to me, what your version of ‘fun’ entails. How many girls have you done that too?”

      His head snapped toward mine, a sneer contorting his features. “Don’t flatter yourself, little girl.”

      I didn’t have to be psychic or magical to know what men like that did to women like me—and even worse, to women who couldn’t protect themselves like I could. The cracking and sizzling of magic got louder and louder as my hand curled into a fist. Pulling it back, I punched him as hard as I could in the stomach. His feet left the ground, and he slammed into the brick wall behind him, knocking chunks of it loose. They fell alongside him as he crumpled in a heap, wheezing as his chest heaved.

      My anger intermingled with a heavy dose of disgust, and I gathered the saliva left in my mouth and spit on him. “If you survive this, and I ever see you try to hurt another woman again, I will pick you apart one piece at a time.”

      The whimpering of the guy I was still holding in the air drew my attention, and I scowled, shaking my head.. I knew exactly which one he was in the group. He was the new guy, the one looking for friends, the one that hadn’t actually seen anything bad before but didn’t want to look like a pussy. Carefully, I lowered him back down to the ground, keeping my gaze frozen on him.

      I released the magic from his waist and swept my arm in a wide arc, using my magic to backhand him. The colors burst and swirled as they slammed into his face, knocking him to the ground. He gasped and coughed, struggling to rise to his hands and knees. Hurrying forward, I leaned down on one knee and whispered in his ear.

      “You need to learn how to choose your friends better. Now you know what happens when you mess with the wrong person.”

      Grabbing him by the tuft of hair on the top of his head, I smacked it against the asphalt, knocking him out. As I stood back up, I breathed slow and deep, keeping my eyes closed. When I opened them again, I watched as the rivulets of light retracted, retreating back into my body. My mind went clear again, and I looked around me. There was blood on the ground, blood on the wall, and the sound of wheezing coming from three of the four guys. The one in the dumpster made no sound at all.

      The reality of what’d just happened slammed into me so hard I almost fell over. I choked and retched, bending over and putting my hands on my knees.

      What the hell did I just do? How did I do that?

      I’d never wanted magic. And I’d never shown any sign I had magic until tonight. Anxiety was bubbling up inside me again, and I had a sudden flash of fear as I thought about what could’ve happened—what I could’ve done with magic I didn’t even understand. I loved a good fight, but I wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, and I could’ve easily killed those four men.

      I was starting to lose control of my emotions again, and I sucked in a breath through my nose. The low lives around me weren’t dead, thank fuck. But I needed to get the hell out of here.

      Gripping the envelope I’d shoved into the pocket of my leather jacket, I took off down the alley, leaving them there. I jogged all the way back to my apartment, keeping my hood up and not even looking around at the people I passed. My hands shook as I shoved the key in the door, finally getting it open and slamming it shut behind me. I put the chain lock on, flipped the deadbolt on the door, and wiggled the handle as if I was running from something.

      But the something I was fleeing had come from inside of me, where I hadn’t even known it existed.

      I stood there with my back against the door for several moments, catching my breath and calming my nerves. I turned my hands over in front of me, but there were no remnants of the magic I had seen. With shaking knees, I walked to my bedroom, yanking off my boots and throwing them into the corner. It had been far too long of a day, and I had no idea how to explain what’d just happened.

      “Just get some sleep, just get some sleep,” I repeated to myself over and over again. “You’ll wake up in the morning, and you’ll be fine.”

      Maybe one of the dark mages in the audience tonight had put a curse on me or something. Most of the audience loved to see me fight and win, but there were a few who hated that the Ringmaster had let a woman fight. Maybe some mage had bet against me and been pissed when he’d lost?

      If it’s a curse, I fucking hope it wears off soon.

      No new magic was leaking from my fingers, and the giddy, strung out feeling had left my body, leaving behind only exhaustion. I climbed into bed and pulled the blankets up over my shoulders. My body relaxed, and even though I was still in shock, I began to drift off to asleep.

      As my eyes closed, a slight tingling feeling moved through my arms and hands again, and when I forced my lids open, I saw a soft light emanating from my skin just like it had in the alley.

      Ah, fuck.

      A wave of fear came over me, but the exhaustion was more than I could handle. I had never felt so tired in my life, as if I’d used up all but the last shreds of my energy in the alley.

      I tried to wake myself up, to stop the magic that was flowing out of me, but before I could even move, blackness pulled me under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning light peeked through the cracks in the broken and grimy blinds that hung on the only window in my downstairs apartment. It was the window on my front door, which led to the short flight of steps up to the street.

      I sat at my kitchen table, my head down, a bowl of cereal in front of me. I didn’t feel any better.

      Dammit, I was supposed to feel better this morning. It was all supposed to be fixed.

      I’d passed out before I could do anything about the magic that’d started radiating from me again. When I’d woken up with a start sometime around ten a.m., I had checked everything in the entire apartment, but nothing seemed to be out of place. Wherever the magic had gone, whatever it’d been doing while I slept, it had left no mark.

      Sinking my spoon into the bowl, I raised a heaping bite to my mouth. It was crunchy and sweet, but I barely tasted it. I had tugged my jet black hair into a rough ponytail and thrown on a different sweatshirt and a pair of leggings when I’d hauled my sorry ass out of bed. My favorite jeans were soaking in the sink, the water red from the blood that had soaked into the fabric when I’d broken that man’s nose.

      I chewed and swallowed on autopilot, trying to wrap my mind around what had happened the night before. Magic had been around me my whole life, so seeing the bright lights that were the hallmark of it wasn’t actually all that shocking. But the fact that the lights—the magic—had come from me?

      That was another matter entirely.

      From what I knew, you were either born with magic or you weren’t. The ones who were born with magical abilities were the direct ancestors of the people who had been gifted magic by the gods thousands of years ago. Then again, since I’d come from a non-magical family and had been busy just trying to stay alive for most of my formative years, I hadn’t paid much attention to the ins and outs of magical society.

      And I wasn’t exactly sure what I was supposed to do now.

      Was it safe for me to tell someone? What would I even say? Oh yeah, I was walking home last night and these four guys attacked me, so I whipped out some magic and beat them to a bloody pulp. Who knew?

      With a deep sigh, I rested my spoon in the bowl and rubbed my face. This was starting to feel like some sort of incredibly vivid nightmare—one I couldn’t seem to wake from. Although I still held out hope that it’d been some temporary blip, some spell cast on me by an angry mage, I didn’t know where to go or what to do with it.

      And even though I’d used it pretty effectively to fight last night, I didn’t really know how to control the magic. So I couldn’t just go walking around Boston. It wasn’t like the colored lights were hard to see when they decided to take over my body, bursting from my fingertips.

      Sighing, I heaved myself to my feet and rinsed my bowl out in the sink. Then I stood there for a second, contemplating my next move. I was supposed to head to a training session with Vin around noon, but I wasn’t sure it was a very good idea.

      A sudden loud knock reverberated through the apartment, and I jumped about two feet off the ground. Pressing my hand to my chest like it would keep my racing heart from crashing through my ribs, I let out a long, shaky exhale. Dammit. I wasn’t usually skittish, and shit didn’t usually take me by surprise like that. This strange new development had knocked me off my game.

      Pulling myself together and sharpening my focus, I walked quietly across the apartment and pressed myself to the wall by the door, craning my neck to peek through the blinds. There were four people in black coats standing outside the door, crammed into the little stairwell that led up to the street. Two of them were women, their hair pulled back neatly at the nape of their necks, and the other two were men, middle-aged, with stern looks on their faces.

      I pressed away from the wall and backed up a couple paces, raising my voice. “Who is it?”

      They didn’t answer, just pounded on the door again. The ancient wood rattled in its frame, and I had a sudden fear that if they knocked hard enough, they’d break down the door without even meaning to.

      Not that I’d let them know that.

      “Tell me who you are, or I’m not opening the door,” I called, my voice hard.

      No response.

      My heart working its way up my throat, I crept forward and peeked through the blinds again. The guy in the front noticed the movement this time. He stepped up and flipped open his badge, holding it close to the window. It wasn’t a normal cop badge, and it had the sigil in the center that represented the magical community.

      Nerves bound my stomach into a tight knot. If I didn’t open the door, they probably would break it off its hinges—on purpose. Swallowing hard, I unlatched the deadbolt and unlocked the door handle. I pulled the door open as far as the chain would stretch and shifted my gaze around at each of them.

      “Aria Banks, we would like to have a few words with you about the incident you were involved in last night,” the man in front said sternly.

      Nope. No way. Uh uh.

      Adrenaline surged through me, my fight-or-flight instinct taking over. I rarely chose “flight”, but I was considering it now. I’d never trusted magic users, and just because I seemed to have suddenly become one of them, it didn’t make me feel all warm and fuzzy toward the people who gathered threateningly outside my front door. I was certain that at any moment they were going to wave their hands and poof me out of existence. If I let them get the drop on me anyway.

      So I concentrated on the same feeling I’d had the night before and flicked my wrist, pulling the magic from my fingertips. Then I placed my hand behind my back, hoping they wouldn’t notice the magic tendrils I was gathering.

      “I don’t have anything to talk to you about,” I said firmly. “Nothing happened. I have to go. I have training, and I have to get ready for it.”

      As I tried to shut the door, the tall man stuck his hand out and stopped me. “If I were you, I would put that magic away right now.”

      What the—?

      I flicked my gaze down at myself and realized my entire body had taken on the subtle glow of a magic user. Dammit! I hadn’t been glowing like this when I’d eaten my breakfast, but even with my hand hidden, there was no way these officials wouldn’t know I had magic.

      For several long heartbeats, we stood at a standstill.

      Make the first move, Aria. Don’t wait.

      It was a lesson Vin had instilled in me over and over, and it’d saved my ass in more fights than I could count. I barely had a clue how to control my strange new powers, but I felt certain that if I didn’t make a move, this man was going to make one instead—and he was probably much stronger and more skilled than I was. If he was a mage and worked for magical law enforcement, then he’d likely had his powers his whole life.

      The only possible advantage I might have in this fight was the element of surprise.

      Springing into action, I jumped back and threw my arms out, pouring magic from my fingertips. The guy in the front, the obvious leader, side-stepped and let one of the others use their magic to open my door. The chain snapped, and the door flew wide open.

      I tried to gather and harness my powers, attempting to replace some of the moves I’d done the night before. But compared to my unexpected guests, I was nothing more than a novice. The leader swiped his arms through the air, knocking aside a thick tendril of magic that whipped toward his leg. He put his arms up, and an intense energy pushed against me like a thousand pound weight. I tried to use my own powers to counter it, but I didn’t know what fucking muscle to flex.

      How the hell do I control this?

      The group marched in together and pushed the door shut behind them. The deadbolt had been ripped clean out of the frame. With a gesture from his other hand, the leader rotated me around in a circle. It felt like I had a rope wrapping around my arms and body, but I couldn’t see anything. He wasn’t hurting me, but he was definitely trying to restrain me. One of the others grabbed a chair and put it behind me just as I lost my balance and plopped down.

      Within the space of less than a minute, they had disabled me.

      The leader stepped forward and dropped his chin in a nod, watching me intently. “I’m sorry I have to do this. I know you don’t understand what’s going on right now. My name is Oberon, and I’m here to help you. We are all here to help you.”

      I shook my head, feeling slightly uncomfortable with the invisible rope around me. “What are you trying to protect me from?”

      The man called Oberon smiled, unbuttoning his suit jacket. “From yourself.”

      “From myself?” I scoffed, irritation flaring. “I don’t need protecting. I wasn’t the one who got hurt last night.”

      Then I stiffened. If I could’ve slapped a hand over my mouth, I would have.

      Keep your godsdamned mouth shut, Aria!

      Oberon lifted an eyebrow. “I know you’re smarter than that, Aria Banks. We work for the Magical Compliance Enforcement Agency. Our job is to monitor all magic that is performed inside the city, especially when it comes from someone like you. And up until yesterday, you had never manifested magical abilities, is that correct?”

      My mouth hung slightly open as I stared at Oberon. My brain felt like it was running at half-speed, working far too slowly to be of any help in coming up with a way out of this. The silence stretched out uncomfortably, but the group standing in front of me seemed to have infinite patience. They just stood there and waited, as if they were certain that eventually I would say something. The stubborn part of me wanted to hold out, make them wait forever—or make them drag it out of me by force.

      Then again, I had no fucking clue what’d happened or why, and if there was even the slightest chance they could give me answers, maybe it was in my best interest to play nice with them. So I gave in and tapped out.

      “No.” I shook my head, meeting his gaze. “I had no idea I had any type of magic. I don’t understand how it possibly could happen. I’m not from a magical bloodline. My dad was human. My mom died when I was little, but she was human too. I’m sure of it.”

      A woman stepped around Oberon and flashed a cursory smile at me. She was very neat and tidy. Her clothes were perfectly ironed, and her white blouse had a collar on it that stood up to her chin, lined with a bit of lace. She looked like what I imagined an old-fashioned school teacher would look like, only much younger. She pushed a pair of thin, black-rimmed glasses up her nose and clutched her hands together in front of her.

      “It’s entirely possible neither of your parents had magic,” she said in a light, airy voice. At my shocked look, she lifted her shoulders in a delicate shrug. “I’m sure you’ve been taught for most of your life that there are two categories of people in the world—magical and non-magical. The truth, however, is slightly more complex than that. There are a small portion of people who exist in a third category—newly magical. You are correct that you didn’t have magic before. But you do now. The gods have blessed you, Aria.”

      I snorted a laughed, looking around for anyone else who wanted to chime in—maybe to tell this woman she was crazy. When no one did, I slowly dropped the smile and cleared my throat. “Okay, so I’ve acquired new magical abilities. Why exactly do you have me tied to a chair then?”

      Oberon took a deep breath and released the bind he had on me. I rolled my shoulders, feeling the soreness in them. I wasn’t sure if it was from the invisible rope or from the fights I’d gotten into the night before. He crouched down next to me, and I leaned back a little, feeling suddenly claustrophobic.

      “What you need to understand, Aria, is that when you acquire these new magical skills, especially at an older age, you lack the ability to control them. I’m pretty sure that last night, control wasn’t something you even thought about—you just lashed out, and your power lashed out too. We’re here to offer you guidance and instruct you on the next steps.”

      I wrinkled my nose, knowing full well I wasn’t going to like what he was about to say. “And what is the next step?”

      Oberon stood up and smiled down at me. “School. It’s time for you to go back to school. And before you say anything, it’s not really a request.”

      On any other day, I would’ve fought them. But my fingertips were still tingling with magic, and I could still see the slight aura radiating from me. Even if I managed to overpower four trained mages and escape, I’d be a walking beacon for more of these magical enforcement people to come find. And I was sure the next ones who found me would be less gentle than these four.

      With a deep sigh, I nodded grudgingly. “Fine. But I’m not wearing a damn uniform.”
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      Ten minutes later, I stood at the kitchen sink, my back to the magical popo, taking a drink of warm tap water. I could feel their serious gazes drilling into the back of my head, making me want to run. Holding my glass so tight I was afraid it might shatter, I turned around and scowled at them.

      “You guys are a scream. I bet your company parties get wild.”

      They all just blinked at me, except Oberon, who was writing something down. He smirked.

      Oberon finished writing with what looked like a quill from the eighteen-hundreds, but there wasn’t any ink that I could see. I watched as he swished his hand through the air, and the paper rolled up, wobbled back and forth, and disappeared. I could feel my right eye twitch at the sight of it. It wasn’t that I’d never seen magic before—it was that I had never seen magic that had to do with me. I’d tended to stay in the background, to stay out of the way of magic users. I’d learned that lesson very early on.

      When he was done, he motioned to the chair next to him with an almost kind smile on his face. I took my time, setting the glass in the sink and walking over slowly. Pulling out the chair, I plopped down, knees apart, shoulders slumped, and my hands folded on my belly.

      Oberon didn’t even seem to notice my attempt to get under his skin. He was like a magical fucking robot. “You will be enrolled in Magic Blessed Academy. It’s a training program for people just like you, those who have been gifted with magic despite having no magical blood in their family line. I just sent word to the school that you will be arriving through the portal in one week. That should give you enough time to get your affairs in order and pack whatever you’d like to bring with you. We do ask that you leave all weapons behind.”

      “Well.” I huffed a breath. “Then I don’t have any luggage to bring.”

      No one seemed to get my attempt at humor. Oberon kept that same placid smile on his face and continued without skipping a beat. “The portal will appear right here in your living room. Make sure that you’re alone at exactly this time one week from today. The portal will be made specially for you. Anyone who is not invited will be blocked from entering. And let me just warn you, it’s not very friendly to an unauthorized person trying to pass through.”

      I nodded. “Got it. One week from today, be right here to jump through a portal. Don’t bring any of my boyfriends or my dealer with me.”

      No reaction to that either. Gods, these people were no fucking fun at all.

      Oberon stood and nodded at me, motioning to the others with a wave of his hand. They headed out the door and closed it behind them, leaving me sitting in my rickety kitchen chair, wondering what the hell had just happened. They had disappeared from my apartment just as quickly as they’d appeared.

      I rose on shaky legs and grabbed my keys from the counter. I had agreed to go to this Magic Blessed Academy, and that was that. I hated the fact that I had to do it, and I hated even more that I knew it was the best thing for me. Oberon had been right about one thing. A person who couldn’t control their magic was a danger to themselves and others. And my attempt to fight off him and his little squad had proved pretty clearly that I didn’t know what the hell I was doing.

      Grabbing the door handle, I flung the door open—but it stopped short, almost pulling my shoulder out of joint. Glancing at the chain, I realized Oberon had put everything back together as they’d left. I breathed deeply through my nose, trying to keep my impending freak-out at bay. The best thing I could do for myself was go a couple rounds with a punching bag at the gym.

      I headed over to the rundown boxing gym to meet up with Vin. A couple of the guys whistled as I walked in, and I gave them the finger with a grin.

      “Where you been?” Vin’s gruff voice called out as soon as I entered, making me grimace. “You were supposed to be here an hour ago.”

      I walked toward his office door where he was yelling from. Sticking my head around the doorframe, I pulled a face. “Sorry. I had something kinda strange happen to me, and I was held up.”

      The slight glow of magic still surrounded my body. None of the guys out on the main floor had noticed when I walked in, but that was only because they hadn’t been expecting it. They had no reason to think I would suddenly develop magical powers.

      Vin didn’t even look up, just waved me in and motioned to shut the door. I did as he asked and dropped my gym bag on the floor before plopping down in the chair across from his old, wobbly desk. He finished writing in an old leather ledger and glanced up at me as he flipped it closed. “So, what happened?”

      I’d spent the entire walk over wondering what the hell I was going to tell Vin, but the second he caught sight of me, I knew I wouldn’t have to tell him anything. He already knew.

      “Apparently, I’ve acquired some sort of new magic.” I held my hands out helplessly, glancing down at my pale, glowing skin.

      Vin had gone perfectly still, and I knew that wasn’t a good sign. I continued anyway, fully aware that I was going to have to get this all out whether I liked it or not. “I was attacked by some guys on the way home from the fight last night—”

      He opened his mouth, concern reflecting in his eyes, but I waved him off before he could speak.

      “I’m fine. I kicked their asses. But the thing is, I used magic to do it. Then some magical police showed up at my house today and pretty much told me I have to go to school and learn how to use my magic. I leave in a week.”

      That was the simplest, clearest explanation I could give, but Vin blinked at me as if I’d just started speaking in a foreign language. As if nothing I’d said made sense.

      Well, it hadn’t.

      This was all entirely insane. But I was coming to accept that it wasn’t just a nightmare. It was real.

      He shook his head, pushing his ledger away from him. “That’s not possible. You don’t have magic in your family.”

      “I know.”

      “So how come you have magic?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “And now you gotta go to some special school?”

      “Yeah.”

      Vin put down his pen and let out a long, deep sigh. He looked like he was at a loss for words for a moment, then he finally scrubbed a hand down his face. “You know what this means, right? I can’t let you fight anymore—not before you go to this school and not after. Not if you have magic. For one thing, it’s against the rules, and for another, it’s too dangerous.”

      My shoulders slumped, my cheeks flushing hot with disappointment and an odd sense of shame. “Yeah. Yeah, sure, I understand. You gotta do what you gotta do.”

      I felt suddenly uncomfortable around a man whom I’d known for years. I could tell he was already looking at me differently, and it made me want to crawl out of my own skin.

      This is such bullshit. I just want my old life back.

      Sure, it’d been kinda shady, and I’d been constantly behind on rent, but I’d liked it. It’d been mine, and I had been the master of my fate.

      Now that I had magic, everything was going to change.
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        * * *

      

      It’d been a nice gesture for Oberon to give me an entire week to get my life in order, but the reality of it was, I had very few friends, no family, and almost nothing to pack. So it was an easy week for me.

      I didn’t feel comfortable going out, what with my dimly glowing aura and the possibility that I could unleash an accidental spell on some unsuspecting passerby. So I lounged around, slept a lot, and played with my new power a little. And when I say a little, I mean I tried it out once, broke the sink, and decided that I needed to wait until I got some proper training to try again.

      By the time the week was over, I was more than glad to be moving on to something else. At that point, I didn’t care what it was as long as it got me out of my apartment. Thirty seconds before the designated portal time, I grabbed my bag and made sure I had all the essentials. Mostly just clothes, an envelope full of the last of my cash, and all my fight gear. I threw a couple of books in there that had been sitting on the shelf for months, even though I knew I’d probably never read them. I felt better having something in my bag.

      I tightened the straps on my beat up duffel, not really sure what to expect when walking through a portal. In my mind, I kept picturing Alice falling down the rabbit hole. I watched the clock on the wall as the second hand ticked by one small click at a time. When it hit the exact moment, I squared my shoulders and readied myself.

      I expected a huge torrent of wind and wild colors to come racing toward me… but there was nothing.

      After standing stock still for a few more seconds, I began to think they had forgotten me. A wild hope bloomed in my chest as I tapped my foot and kept my eyes on the clock. Maybe I’d gotten my get out of jail free card after all.

      Almost as soon as I had that thought, there was a loud crack, and vibrant colors began swirling in front of me. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to step through, but the whole thing didn’t look very safe. As I waited, the colors began to fade, and I could almost see through to the other side. It was strange, like looking through a mist into another world.

      Suddenly, a head popped through the thin veil. It belonged to a middle-aged woman with cat eyeglasses and a big grin. She was wearing a button-up collared shirt, and her overly friendly appearance instantly put me on edge.

      “Come on in.” She raised her eyebrows, her smile never wavering. “Just walk straight through.”

      I puffed out my cheeks and hefted the duffel higher on my shoulder, muttering under my breath. “Here goes nothing.”

      The moment my body breached the semi-transparent portal, I felt a suction that pulled me right to the other side. The woman caught my arm so I didn’t fall to the floor.

      “Careful there! It can be a doozy the first time, but you’ll get used to it quickly. Welcome to Magic Blessed Academy. Thank you for being on time to your portal. And only people who have a portal attuned to them can travel directly to our school, so you don’t have to worry about anyone finding you here.”

      I looked down at myself, wondering if she was saying that because I was dressed in tight black jeans with holes in the knees, combat boots, and a black wife beater. I shook it off, figuring she said that to everyone.

      Half a second later, a portal opened up next to me and someone else came through. He stumbled forward and caught himself, laughing as if he’d just stepped off the best rollercoaster he’d ever ridden. Straightening, he pulled down the hem of his tight black T-shirt and stuck his hands in the pockets of his attractively beat-up jeans. Thick leather bands decorated his wrists, his forearms were covered in tattoos, and I was sure there were more decorating parts of his body currently obscured by clothing. He looked like a rock star. In fact, he looked really familiar.

      The woman glanced at him, her cheeks flushing slightly. When she spoke, her voice had dropped into a slightly lower register and become a little breathy. “Trace Murphy. Welcome back.”

      Oh, so this guy was a returning student. Oberon had told me this was a three year training program, so maybe he was a second or third-year.

      “Ah, Aria. I’m glad you made it.” A familiar voice spoke up as the man it belonged to walked forward from the back of the room.

      Oberon smiled widely, looking just a little less FBI this time and lacking his entourage. He nodded at the guy next to me, whose name was apparently Trace. Then he shifted his attention back to me.

      “Welcome. The opening convocation for the school year will take place soon, and then this admin office will be your best friend for the next couple of days. You’ll get all your class information here, and they will assign your dorm room. This is Miss Avery—she’s in charge of student affairs. She’ll take you right over to the ceremony. My department is recruitment, so now that you’re officially a student here, our paths likely won’t cross again, but the staff here will take excellent care of you.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the guy next to me watching our exchange. He was kind of distracting—not because he was doing anything attention grabbing, but because he was hot as fuck. His black hair flopped over his forehead, and his eyes were bright, icy blue. He looked exactly like the kind of guy I might’ve taken home after a fight back in my old life.

      I pushed the thought out of my mind, reminding myself not to trust anyone in this strange new place.

      Miss Avery walked past us and opened the door. “Well, come on, we’re late. You two are the last ones to arrive, and the dean will be waiting for you to take your seats before she begins.”

      Trace grinned at me and went first. The crooked curve of his lips made him look even more handsome, but I kept my face stony as I followed after him, glancing around at the stone hallways that led through whatever castle-like structure we had fallen into from the rabbit hole. We took so many twists and turns I wasn’t even sure how to get back to the last hallway we’d been in, much less to the admin office.

      “I’m gonna have to get a damn GPS to navigate this place,” I muttered, and the tattooed man laughed.

      “It’s not so bad,” he told me, interest gleaming in his eyes as he leaned down to speak to me.

      He didn’t even seem to be paying attention to where we were going. He probably already had the layout memorized.

      “You a second-year or third-year?” I asked, unable to contain my curiosity. I wasn’t one for making small talk with strangers, but something about this guy drew me in. Besides, I had about a million questions about the school, and I figured he’d give me more interesting answers than Miss Avery would.

      “Second.” His lips curved up again, and he ran a hand through his shaggy hair. “Me and my buddies sort of run this place, so if you need any help getting settled in, let me know, yeah?”

      Wow. Blatant.

      I sort of had to respect that though. And it wasn’t like I could blame him. Everything about me, from my voice to my body language, was conveying my interest in him. He’d picked up on that and thrown down his own cards.

      “Thanks,” I murmured. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Fuck. I was really tempted to take him up on his unspoken offer. It was probably a really bad idea to hook up with a guy who I’d be stuck going to school with for the next two years—especially since I’d gotten the impression we wouldn’t be leaving school grounds, wherever those grounds might be, except during the summer and winter breaks.

      That was a long time to be trapped in a building with an ex-one-night stand, no matter how large the building was.

      Still… it was tempting as hell.

      Maybe Trace could see some of my internal debate written across my face, because he laughed again. His sky-blue eyes danced with amusement as he brushed his fingers lightly down the back of my hand.

      “Hey, it’s a standing offer. I’ll be around.”

      Before I could respond to that, Miss Avery led us into a large hall, peppered with long tables and tons of people sitting all over the place. There had to have been at least four hundred people there, and it was disturbingly easy to spot the first-years. They were the ones who looked terrified and confused, while others—like Trace—sat with an easy confidence.

      Fuck. I didn’t want to be marked as one of those petrified first-years, so even though adrenaline was still pulsing through my system, I did my best to affix a nonchalant expression to my face.

      Trace had split off from me and Miss Avery when we entered the room, so I took the first seat I came to and settled in, crossing my legs and turning toward the woman standing on the raised dais at one end of the room.

      She was dark-haired, with piercing gray eyes, and although everyone else I’d met here so far had worn regular street clothes, she was dressed in a long black robe.

      When she clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention, the sound echoed through the room. Unless she had a mic on her hands, I wasn’t exactly sure how she did it. I could only assume it was more magic.

      “Welcome, welcome,” she intoned as everyone began to quiet. “For our returning students, welcome back to Magic Blessed Academy, and to our new first-year class, welcome. I am Dean Amelia Frost.”

      Her eyes narrowed slightly, and she locked gazes with some of the most terrified looking students.

      “Some of you are a little confused about what’s going on, and I promise everything will be explained eventually. For the moment, just know that you’re exactly where you are supposed to be. This is the only academy in existence for people like you—those who have been gifted new magic by the gods. It’s natural to feel upset or confused about this gift, especially since, unlike those born with magic, you developed it later in life. What we want you to understand is that your gift is precious, and we are here to make sure that you take care of it. It’s a beautiful thing.”

      A few students around me relaxed a little at her words, but I had to do my best not to scoff. She hadn’t actually said anything useful at all, just a lot of flowery words and promises that didn’t mean shit.

      I pretty much tuned her out after that, except for when she clapped her hands again and dismissed us.

      Apparently, classes would start the next day, and there was someone standing up at the front waiting to direct us to our rooms. I let some of the other people go ahead of me, the ones who seemed a lot more excited about their newfound gift.

      When I finally reached the front, the tall man with a shaggy beard handed me a detailed map of the academy building and shot a little tendril of magic from his finger to show me my room assignment.

      The map was broken down by level, and by the look of it, most of the classrooms were on the first, second, and third floors, while the dorm rooms and admin suites were on the upper levels. The entire place was seven stories tall.

      As I left the large main hall, I had my head bent, staring at the map as I tried to decipher it. I glanced up when I stepped through the door, glancing left and right to see which way I should go.

      Then I froze.

      Blood rushed in my ears as my whole body flushed hot, then cold.

      People curved around me, but I wasn’t able to move.

      Up ahead, a few yards down the hallway to my right, was a man with light blond hair and an aristocratic, handsome face.

      Oh shit. Are you fucking kidding me?

      My heart pounded heavily in my chest and my palms dampened with sweat. I knew that man.

      And he was the last damn person I’d wanted to see here.
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      I felt like I should say something… or maybe run in the other direction and hide behind a table.

      It wasn’t in my nature to run, but I was seriously considering making an exception in this case, especially when he stopped and turned his head toward me. I ducked, but there was no one to hide behind since most of the other students had already filed out on their way to the dorms.

      I watched as his eyes narrowed and his jaw flexed.

      Merrick.

      The one-night stand who had become so much more than that. The man who had thrown my heart for a loop.

      To say he was angry at me would probably be downplaying it quite a bit. The two of us had met a year and a half before, right after one of my bouts in the underground ring. The chemistry that’d sparked between us was immediate and all-consuming, and at first, I hadn’t tried to fight it. I’d taken him back to my place, and we’d fucked each other’s brains out until neither of us could move.

      But unlike every other one-night stand I’d had before that, a night of hot, intense sex hadn’t eased my desire for him—it’d only seemed to fan the flames, turning the spark into a raging inferno.

      Even now, knowing how much he hated me, I still wanted to drag him into the nearest room with a door that locked and tear his clothes off.

      The thing was, he had wanted more. The raw attraction between us was insane, and he had been convinced there was something deeper there, something like fate pushing us together.

      I had actually considered giving in to his request, at least for like two seconds. I was scared as fuck by it though. It’d been the first time I’d ever felt those kinds of intense feelings for someone, and I wasn’t the type of girl who did well with emotions. The last time I’d cried was when my father had died, and I’d been twelve at the time.

      So, in an effort to save myself, I’d brushed all my pesky feelings off and bowed out. I had ghosted Merrick hard-core.

      And from the way that he was stalking toward me with an angry, predatory stride, he hadn’t forgotten about it.

      I straightened my spine, prepared to fake my way through the confrontation. Believe it or not, even being a fighter, I actually hated confrontation—at least the verbal, emotional kind. That was probably why I’d turned to fighting. There weren’t a lot of words spoken when you were trying to beat the shit out of each other.

      Before he could say anything, I grinned. “Merrick, fancy seeing you here. I had no idea that you had magic.”

      His nostrils flared, his amber eyes narrowing. “Well, that’s kind of the point of this place. Everyone here developed magical powers out of nowhere. Though it doesn’t really surprise me to see you here. I always figured you for a witch… No, wait, I mean bitch.”

      I understood why he was pissed, but I wasn’t about to stand there and let him degrade me like that. No matter how shitty what I’d done might’ve been, I was gonna stand up for myself, and I was pretty sure he knew that.

      “For fuck’s sake.” I rolled my eyes. “Sorry you’re so full of yourself that you think every woman you bang is going to fall madly in love with you.” I stuck out my bottom lip in a pout, batting my eyelashes at him. “Did I hurt your widdle ego?”

      He scoffed and shook his head. “You still haven’t changed. You think just because you have daddy issues, it excuses you from hurting people.” His voice hardened. “It doesn’t. You know just as well as I do that this isn’t about my fucking ego. Things were good between us, but because of your issues, you refused to admit it. And then you have the audacity to talk to me like I owe you something. Please, get over yourself.”

      I rested my hands on the door frame, tilting my head with a cocky look.

      “I’m pretty sure you’re the one who came over here to talk to me.” I smirked. “I mean, I get it. Your first instinct was probably to make a beeline to the love of your life, thinking I’d throw myself back into your arms and we’d go prancing off into some magical sunset, but I don’t think that’s gonna happen. I don’t really go for assholes, and you, my friend, are an asshole.”

      “Is that so?” Merrick’s voice was a dangerous purr. “Tell me again how much you hate me, Aria. Maybe next time I’ll actually believe it.”

      Without even hesitating, I met his gaze. “I hate you.”

      Something almost like pain flashed in his eyes for a second, but it was gone so fast I was pretty sure I’d imagined it. All I could see now was the familiar distaste.

      “You sure you want to be on my bad side, Ari? I’ve been here for a year, and you’ve been here for less than a day. I can make your life at Magic Blessed miserable if I choose to.”

      He stepped closer to me as he spoke, and I got a whiff of his familiar cologne. Emotions bubbled in my stomach, and I could feel my cheeks getting hot. My cheeks always got flushed right before I got down and dirty, especially with Merrick.

      I could vividly remember the mind-blowing sex we’d had numerous times, and standing this close to him was reminding my body of exactly how he could make it feel.

      Still, I refused to back down or let him know he was getting to me. I took a step forward too, standing just inches from him, looking up into his eyes.

      “You think you’re so tough. Are you stepping to me? Because let me just remind you, I’m a fucking fighter, and now I have magic. I fight men in a ring; men twice your size. You don’t scare me.”

      I watched him lick his lips, and it took everything in me not to jump him right in the hallway—whether to fuck him or to fight him, I wasn’t quite sure. But from the way he was looking back at me, I could tell we were playing a little game. A game of lust and want.

      And I didn’t like to lose.

      He grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me closer, my body pressing against his. “I thought you liked it rough.”

      I pulled my bottom lip between my teeth and ran my fingertips up his thigh. “I do. Maybe that’s why you never managed to satisfy me.”

      His nostrils flared, and his eyes seemed to darken as his pupils dilated.

      He glanced around, seeming almost startled when he realized we were alone in the hallway. I figured he might drag me back into the large auditorium we’d come out of and push me up against the wall—just like me, he’d never been scared of pissing off authority figures—but instead, he tightened his grip on my wrist and pulled me down the hallway.

      I was a fighter. Magical abilities aside, I had little doubt that I could break his hold on me and put him on his back in less than ten seconds.

      But for some reason, I didn’t.

      Maybe it was because heat was spreading up my arm from the place where his fingers encircled my wrist, filling my body with a desperate hunger I hadn’t felt in way too long.

      Maybe it was because even though I knew where this was going, even though I knew I was playing with fire, I kind of wanted to get burned.

      Apparently, Merrick knew where he was going, which made sense since he was a second-year. We went up a flight of stairs, rounded several corners, and burst into what looked like a large supply closet. A young guy and girl—teacher’s assistants, maybe—were gathering items I didn’t recognize from the shelves, and they looked up with a start when Merrick threw the door open.

      He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “I need the room.”

      They hurried out, shutting the door behind them, and I stared at the spot where they’d just been, both impressed and annoyed by the way they’d jumped at Merrick’s command. “Please don’t tell me that’s how everybody here treats you.”

      He yanked me toward him and ran his nose up my neck to my ear. “Not everyone. You don’t. At least, not yet.”

      “Don’t worry, Merrick. That will never happen. Can’t let you get too big for your little britches,” I shot back, even as I tried to keep my legs from wobbling as a jolt of sensation shot through me.

      The drag of his nose along my skin was driving me crazy. I could feel him inhaling me, breathing deeply as if he was trying to absorb my entire essence—to steal me from myself.

      It made me think of the possessive way he had looked at me sometimes, back before I’d ghosted him.

      As if he could never get enough of me.

      “I’m already too big for my britches, Ari,” he murmured roughly, grabbing my hand and bringing it down to his crotch, showing me exactly what this was doing to him.

      He was rock hard, his thick length straining against his pants, and I made a strangled, hungry noise in the back of my throat as I rubbed my palm over the heat of it, jerking him off through the fabric.

      Gods. I would never, ever tell him this, but I’d missed his cock. It was fucking perfect, long and thick, with a fat vein running along the length that I had worshipped with my tongue over and over.

      Anger spiked in my veins at the fond memories Merrick was eliciting in me, and I ground my hand harder against his dick in retribution.

      He growled, grabbing a fistful of my hair and pulling my head back, nipping and biting at the skin of my throat. “If you’re trying to punish me, Ari, you might want to try abusing a different part of me. You can do that all fucking day.”

      As if to prove his point, he thrust toward my palm, forcing me to rub him harder. My pussy clenched as he worked his dick against my hand, and I could feel my breath coming faster.

      “You like that, don’t you? You like touching my cock.” He lifted his head, bringing us nose-to-nose, our faces so close we were breathing each other’s air—and I swore the fucker was stealing all my oxygen.

      “Hey, I’m just trying to find it,” I muttered. “I’m about to send a search party down there to look for your pencil dick.”

      He laughed, his breath wafting over my cheek as he put one hand over mine, guiding my movements, using me to pleasure himself just how he liked.

      “Oh, you’ve found it. And don’t pretend you don’t love this, Ari. That was always one of my favorite things about you. You enjoyed sex, and you were never ashamed of that. I used to love watching you suck my dick. You didn’t just do it out of obligation. You did it because it turned you the fuck on.”

      As he spoke, his free hand moved down to cup my pussy, rubbing against me the same way I was working my hand against him. Against my will, my hips moved, pressing into his touch, silently begging for more.

      Godsdammit. I do not beg.

      Maybe I wouldn’t, but apparently my vagina had no problem abandoning all shame and pleading for exactly what she wanted.

      Merrick smiled against my lips, nipping and biting and stealing more of my breath as he worked several fingers in a tight circle around my clit. “Feeling my hard cock in your hand is turning you on, isn’t it? If I slipped my hand inside your panties right now, I’d find you dripping for me already, wouldn’t I?”

      “Why don’t you try it and find out, asshole?” I taunted, my heart slamming against my ribs as I sneered into his kiss.

      “Hm. I think I will.”

      He pulled his hand away so quickly I almost stumbled forward, my greedy pussy chasing his touch like I’d never had an orgasm before in my life. I caught just a glimpse of Merrick’s smirking, too-handsome face before he spun me around to face the back of the closet.

      Instinctually, my hands reached out to grab onto one of the shelves at the back, and it was a good godsdamned thing I did, because a second later, Merrick roughly yanked open the zipper and button on my jeans, then shoved them halfway down my legs in a smooth motion.

      He pulled my hips backward, and then one large hand slowly traced over the line of my lower back, sliding inside my panties and massaging my ass cheeks.

      Then it slid even lower, curving around the apple of my ass and slipping between my legs, and when Merrick discovered how wet I truly was, I felt the groan that rumbled in his chest.

      “I knew it.” His voice was husky. Raw. “I knew you missed this as much as I did, Ari. Godsdamn you.”

      His words landed like a punch to the chest, both the need and the lingering pain in his tone making pain bleed inside my sealed up heart.

      Fuck. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      He wasn’t supposed to know I had missed him.

      Gripping the shelves so hard my knuckles turned white, I craned my neck to look over my shoulder, shooting a glance at him. He was standing right behind me, one hand lewdly shoved down my panties as he slid two fingers inside me.

      “Yeah,” I panted, making sure to keep my eyes hard, devoid of emotion. “You were a pretty good lay. I guess.”

      His nostrils flared, and I got what I’d been aiming for. Pain flashed in his eyes. He’d been more than just a damn lay, and we both knew it.

      “Yeah? You missed using me for my cock?” His face was stony as he thrust his fingers into my pussy one more time, then withdrew them completely. He took three large steps backward, lips curling into a sardonic smile. “Well, maybe I’ll just go give it to someone else. There are plenty of girls at this school who would be more than willing. Trust me.”

      I scoffed, disbelief warring with disappointment in my head.

      He wasn’t bluffing.

      If I wanted him to stay in this closet, if I wanted him to fuck me, I was going to have to ask for it. Nicely.

      This fucking asshole.

      I could feel wetness smearing my thighs, and my pussy ached. My clit throbbed, demanding more attention. Not even bothering to pull my damn pants back up, I turned around to face him, forcing my mouth to form words.

      “Don’t go.”

      He arched an eyebrow, one hand moving down to stroke his cock, drawing my gaze down with it. His thick length was straining against his pants so hard it had to be painful, but he wouldn’t even give me the satisfaction of unzipping his fly. He let out a small groan and laughed when he saw me shudder.

      “That’s all you have to say to me, Ari? Don’t go? I can see your cream sliding down your thighs from here. You might want to try a little harder.”

      Uh, nah brah.

      If I’d learned one thing from my years of fighting in the underground ring, it was to never roll over and give up just because your opponent got the upper hand.

      When that happened, you fought back harder.

      Instead of giving him what he wanted, I met his challenge and raised it. I shoved my pants farther down my legs, kicking them off along with my shoes as I grabbed the hem of my shirt and tugged it over my head.

      Merrick’s face went still as I tossed my shirt into a pile with my pants and shoes, and when I reached back to unclasp my bra, I saw a muscle in his jaw twitch.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he asked roughly as I dangled the bra from one finger before dropping it to the floor too.

      All I was left in were my soft black panties, which were soaked through by now.

      “Oh.” I pursed my lips innocently, then let them spread into a slow smile. “Well, you said you were gonna go fuck some other girl. But I’m all worked up now, so I figured I’d just take care of myself, since you’re leaving.”

      With that, I pushed my panties down over the curve of my hips, kicking them away when they hit the floor. Then I slid one hand toward my pussy while my other hand massaged my breast, pinching and rolling my nipple.

      It did feel amazing. I hadn’t been lying about being worked up, thanks to the cocky asshole in front of me.

      When my fingertips found my clit, my knees actually trembled a little, and I leaned back against the shelf as I massaged myself, bringing myself so close to the edge that my eyelids drooped.

      I didn’t let them fall closed though, keeping my gaze on Merrick as my breath picked up, small whimpers of pleasure pouring from my throat. He worked his hand harder against his clothed dick, the movement angry and jerky, as his whole body went tight.

      He hadn’t been bluffing—but neither was I.

      As a wave of pleasure began to crash through me, I picked up the tempo of my fingers, biting my lower lip as I pushed myself closer and closer to the edge. I knew my body well enough to know exactly how to get myself over the finish line, and if this jerk wouldn’t help me, I’d do it myself.

      Just as my body began to shake, the sensation peaking inside me, Merrick let out a low, raspy curse.

      He strode forward, reaching me in two steps and grabbing my wrist, yanking my hand away from my pussy.

      “Mine,” he growled, and the possessive anger in his voice almost pushed me the rest of the way over the edge. My clit throbbed in time to my racing pulse, and I was so close to coming I could barely string two words together.

      “No,” I whispered, my chest heaving as I watched him finally, fucking finally, unzip his pants and free his cock. “I’m not. But we can pretend for a few minutes.”

      He shut me up with a bruising kiss as his arms wrapped around me, sliding under my thighs and lifting me easily as I wrapped my legs around him. His cock nudged against my entrance, and as soon as the broad head slipped inside, he surged into me, dropping me on his dick as he slammed me back against the shelves.

      Whatever the fuck was on them rattled and shook, but I barely noticed.

      The feel of him inside me, stretching me and filling me so perfectly, pushed my body past the breaking point. The orgasm that been teasing me for so long burst through my body like an explosion of fireworks, making me cry out and clutch him tighter as he fucked me hard and fast.

      He’d been waiting for this—needing it—just as badly as I had, and I could feel it in every line of his muscled body. His back tensed, and the round, tight muscles of his ass clenched rhythmically under my heels as he drove into me over and over.

      He thrust so hard that objects began to topple off the shelves, crashing to the floor around us, the clattering noises creating a sharp counterpoint to our breathless groans and curses.

      “Say you missed this, Ari,” he grunted, dropping his head to lick and suck at my neck, never letting up his punishing pace.

      “I missed it.”

      The words came out before I could stop them, and they were utterly true. I couldn’t have lied or bluffed in that moment if my life depended on it.

      And it was my words, those three little words, that broke him.

      He slammed into me one more time on a harsh groan, grinding his hips into me, swirling them against mine as if he was trying to make sure he filled me with every last drop of his cum.

      My pussy helped, clenching around him, milking his jerking cock.

      When he finally stopped pulsing, we stayed like that for a few long breaths, utterly spent. His face was still buried in the crook of my neck, and my arms and legs were wrapped tightly around him.

      “Well,” I muttered breathlessly, trying to come up with some sarcastic insult. “That was…”

      Nope. I got nothing.

      Nothing insulting anyway.

      Merrick snorted, his warm breath puffing against my skin. “Yeah. It was.”

      He finally pulled out of me, setting me down and keeping his hands on my hips for a second to make sure I could still stand. I batted them away, but quickly grabbed onto a shelf to steady myself.

      I was breathing heavily, holding onto the nearly empty shelf and trying to catch my breath.

      Godsdammit. That was hot as fuck.

      My memories, as vivid as they were, hadn’t done justice to the combustible sexual attraction that existed between me and this man.

      When I finally felt sure my legs wouldn’t give out, I looked up and found Merrick zipping up his pants. He pulled the hem of his shirt down and grinned at me, taunting anger sparking in his eyes again. Leaning down, he grabbed my clothes, then backed toward the door with the wad of fabric and shoes tucked under his arm.

      “You’re such a big fan of running, Aria. You like fucking someone and then ditching them?” His lips curved in a mocking smile. “Well, I thought I’d give it a try for myself. And you’re right. It’s satisfying as hell.”

      My jaw dropped as he opened the door and slammed it shut behind him, leaving me standing in the middle of the supply closet completely naked. There’d been no kiss or ass grab, no plans to see me later. He’d just ditched me.

      And he’d taken my fucking clothes.

      I was lunging toward the door, ready to burst into the hallway, chase Merrick down, and beat the shit out of him regardless of who saw my tits—but before I could reach it, someone opened it from the outside.

      A young, broad-shouldered guy with brown hair sticking out at odd angles stood there with his eyes wide and his jaw hanging open. I stopped in my tracks and glared at him. “Shut the damn door!”

      He jumped and slammed it shut.

      Fucking hell. I’m sure Merrick is counting on me to run out into the hall after him. He knows I’m not the type to back down.

      And when I ran after him naked and obviously freshly fucked, it would only give him an opportunity to mock me in front of the whole school, to make me out to be some infatuated groupie who was obsessed with him and desperate for more.

      No fucking way.

      Crossing the last few steps to the door, I yanked it open again. Sure enough, the brown-haired guy was still standing there, mouth still agape. Nice to know I could still have that effect on some men.

      I held out my hand. “Give me your shirt.”

      He blinked stupidly, but when I repeated the gesture and the command, he moved almost as fast as those TAs had when Merrick had ordered them to leave. One hand reached up to pull the shirt off over his head, and he held it out to me, still staring at my breasts.

      “Thanks.” Grabbing the large shirt, I slammed the door again.

      I shook my head as I pulled the large t-shirt over my head. It fit like an extremely short dress, barely covering the curve of my ass and an inch or two of my thighs, but it would have to do.

      If this was the way things were going to go at this school, I already hated it.

      Merrick was a fucking dick, and he apparently had a lot of sway at Magic Blessed Academy—much more than I had. I wasn’t dumb enough to believe that a befuddled guy doing what I said while he ogled my naked body was the same as students blindly following Merrick’s commands.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d expected out of Merrick, but I’d fallen right into his trap. He had probably been planning to ditch me like that for months. He’d probably sat around thinking about how good it would feel to slam the door in my face. To show me what I was missing. All I could hope was that it backfired in his face. If he’d been thinking about it that long, obsessing about his revenge, he wasn’t going to stop thinking about me now.

      As I slipped out of the supply closet and started the walk of shame back to my room, I kept my gaze fixed stoically ten feet ahead of me even as other students pointed and laughed or tittered behind their hands.

      I couldn’t let my ex-whatever-he-was get under my skin. I couldn’t let him know he’d gotten to me.

      And truthfully, I had far more to worry about than Merrick Van Warren.

      Like the fact that I have uncontrolled magic powers.
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      “Very good,” Professor Howes called out. “Now, pull your energy in and imagine yourself holding onto it. I want you to focus on that carafe. You want to let your magic do the work, but you must be able to control it. Pick it up—carefully—and set it back on the table. Carefully.”

      I rolled my shoulders and pushed up my sleeves, chewing on my bottom lip so hard I figured I must be leaving little bite marks on the skin. “I got this.”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I focused in on the carafe, feeling the tingles run down my arms into my fingertips. I tried to ignore the whispers from the peanut gallery watching as my magic came swirling out, wrapping itself around my wrists and covering my hands.

      Let it out slowly. Slooowly.

      I instructed my magic to hang back, and for some dumb reason, I thought that might actually work. Apparently, it had other ideas. When I brought my hand up, it shot out of me, surging through the air and smashing into the carafe.

      And when I say smashing, I don’t mean just knocking it off the stand. I mean smashing into it and blowing it outward into hundreds of pieces. I watched it happen in what felt like slow motion, anger and frustration fizzing through me.

      “Godsdammit!” I curled my lips in a snarl, clenching my hands into fists.

      “It’s alright, Aria.” Professor Howes had the patience of a damn saint, and she just shook her head with a smile, using her magic to replace the shattered carafe. “Just try again. And don’t let your magic get away from you this time.”

      “Yeah, thanks, prof,” I muttered.

      Classes had started a week ago, and I’d figured out quickly that I was very powerful, but I had almost no idea how to control my magic. There were moments when I was in charge, but the majority of the time, magic just flew out of me, attacking anybody close by and generally causing chaos. I worried if it continued like this, I’d get kicked out of school, and although part of me relished the idea of an easy out, I knew if I flunked out of magic academy, Oberon and his magical law enforcement team wouldn’t just let me go back to my old life.

      When I’d been told I was going to attend a magical academy, I had half expected to spend my days trimming singing plants or riding unicorns across the sky. Of course, the reality wasn’t quite like that. First of all, the students were all a bunch of adults. Well, most of us—there were several people who acted like children, and some who were just barely of legal age. But this definitely wasn’t a school for kids, and it was almost like there was an assumption that we’d all had basic schooling already.

      There were no math or English classes. No history either, not even a history of magic, which seemed like it would’ve been useful. In fact, pretty much all of our classes were practical application. Everything was very hands-on.

      One of my personal favorites was magical combat. I kicked ass at magical combat. My magic always seemed to work just a little better when I got into the groove—when I was doing something physical or was even slightly irritated or angry. I tended to be a pretty irritable person to begin with, so it didn’t really surprise me that I had more control when I was in that state.

      My other favorite subject, not surprisingly, was Magic Manipulation. That class was pretty cool because I realized my power didn’t just manifest in thin streams that flew everywhere and punched holes in walls. When I concentrated hard and imagined what I wanted, the magic could turn into just about anything. I could feel it like an extension of my arms, and when it really surged, it pushed out of my whole body.

      Merrick, the too-handsome-for-my-own-good fuckwad, hadn’t been satisfied with just forcing me to walk through the school practically naked. From the very first day of classes, he’d gone out of his way to embarrass me or taunt me in front of other students, clearly intent on living up to his promise of making me miserable here.

      Dammit, focus up, Aria! This is not helping.

      I hadn’t been wrong in thinking that my magic responded to my emotions. It was highly attuned to my emotional state, and when I got agitated… well, that’s when holes started appearing in walls.

      Drawing my attention back to the exercise Professor Howes had assigned us, I focused on clearing my mind and reaching out with my magic. When I had shown up to Combat class and seen a bunch of water carafes arranged around the room, I hadn’t understood what the hell we were supposed to do with them until Howes had explained that we’d be working on fine tuning our control.

      Technically, this part of our lesson was supposed to be about defense, but I was ready to get some of my irritation out. I wanted to fight.

      Professor Howes moved away from me, making her way through the room to instruct other students. A small, bubbly girl sidled up as soon as the teacher’s back was turned.

      “Hey!” Her voice was as bright as the golden highlights in her brown hair. “I’m Eden.”

      My eyes shifted toward her and then back as I continued to try to send my magic out in a controlled way. I figured my non-answer would give her a clear enough message, but she stayed where she was and watched me.

      Maybe it was the added pressure of having another set of eyes watching my work, but a few seconds later, my second carafe exploded in an even more spectacular fashion than the first one had.

      “Holy cow! You’re so powerful!” She whistled and shook her head ruefully. “Not like me. I’m still struggling to let loose all of my power. According to my mom, I’ve always been a really happy person, even when I was a baby, so my magic tends to come out almost fluffy. If that makes any sense.”

      I let my arms drop and turned to her, hiding a grimace. The truth was, even though I didn’t really like people all that much, it probably wouldn’t hurt to have somebody here I could talk to. Merrick had been doing his level best to turn the entire school against me in the short time we’d been here so far, and although not everyone had gotten on board yet, I got enough dirty looks in the hallways to make me feel like a fucking outcast.

      This Eden girl seemed a bit too excited, but what was I gonna do? Beggars couldn’t be choosers. She was pretty, and she looked to be about my age, with long, light brown hair that curled at the ends, gray eyes, and a button nose. She was so petite I felt like I could pick her up and put her in my pocket.

      I thrust out my hand, not really sure how the ins and outs of these kinds of social niceties worked. In my old life, I would’ve honestly been as likely to aim a punch at someone as to shake their hand.

      Eden jumped slightly at the sudden movement, then giggled, grabbing my hand and shaking it. “What’s your name?”

      Oh, right. Man, I really do suck at this.

      “Aria. My name is Aria.”

      The girl’s smile grew wider. “It’s pretty impressive what you did with those water carafes. I don’t think I could even make something explode like that even if I threw it against a wall.”

      She was relentlessly cheerful, and to be honest, I wasn’t quite sure how to handle it. Despite having just learned each other’s names, we’d been going to class together for nearly a week, and from what I’d observed of her personality, my usual snarky humor and dry retorts would go right over her head.

      Fortunately, I was saved from having to come up with some lame response when Professor Howes quieted down the class and cleared away all the shards from broken carafes in preparation for our next assignment. Relief and anticipation made me grin, and I cracked my knuckles, ready for some sparring.

      “I’ll be pairing you all up,” Howes said, striding across the length of the room with her hands clasped behind her back. She was a tall woman with a serious face and eyes that seemed too big for her head. “When I call your names, you and your partner will find each other and spar. Remember, this is just to test your skills and get a baseline reading. It’s a friendly match, so don’t go incapacitating your partner.”

      I really hoped I didn’t get paired with Eden. She looked like the kind of girl who would stub a toe and go down like a sack of bricks. Of course, I probably shouldn’t underestimate anybody, having spent most of my life having people do that exact thing to me.

      “Aria, Lachlan, pair up,” Howes called, and my stomach sank.

      Merrick hadn’t been the only person I had recognized when I’d gotten to the school. On the first day of classes, I had found my gaze drawn like a magnet to a shaggy red-brown head of hair, and my eyes had almost popped out of my head when I recognized the guy I’d seen in the audience during my last fight at the underground ring. I hadn’t even realized he was a magic user at the time. I’d been too busy ogling him while trying not to get the shit kicked out of me by Rotham to notice his faint aura.

      As it turned out, his name was Lachlan O’Shae. He had a ruddy complexion, gorgeous green eyes, and really broad shoulders. He looked strong as fuck, and I quickly realized he wasn’t just physically strong, but strong-willed and forceful as well.

      He was a second-year student at Magic Blessed Academy and one of Merrick’s best friends.

      And he was a total dick.

      While I was rolling my eyes, he was chuckling and snickering to his friends. We met on the mats, and he smiled at me, leaning forward to speak in his heavy Irish accent.

      “I’ll go easy on ye, don’t worry.”

      Ugh. No one this annoying should sound this sexy.

      I just nodded at him and got ready. He was pretty quick for a big guy, but then again size really didn’t matter when it came to magic.

      We took turns sparring back and forth and blocking, the intensity getting stronger by the minute. I sent out a stream of magic, and he dodged it—but before I could block, he whipped his hand around and his burst of bright green energy knocked me right off my feet. I hit the floor hard, knocking the air out of my lungs.

      Anger flooded me as I watched him laugh and chuckle with his buddies.

      He and Merrick were good friends with that Trace guy too, and despite Trace’s obvious interest in me that first day, all three of them seemed to have decided they hated me, probably because of some bullshit half-truths Merrick had told them about our time together.

      What a fucking cock. All three of them actually.

      Three walking, talking dicks.

      Still lying on the floor, I flung out my hand, and a stream of twisting magic gathered around my forearm before shooting from my fingertips straight toward Lachlan.

      To my chagrin, he glanced up just in time. Swiping his hand across his chest, he repelled my magic, and it came spiraling right back at me. I tucked and rolled, letting the blaze of magic slam into the floor where I had just been.

      Holy fuck. My eyes flew wide with shock.

      If that’d hit me, it would’ve done worse than knock me off my feet.

      Professor Howes called time, and as soon as all the sparring partners broke apart, Eden darted over and offered me her hand. I took it, and she helped me stand.

      “So much for taking it easy on our sparring partners,” she whispered breathlessly, glancing over at Lachlan.

      “Yeah,” I muttered, my lips pressing into a line as I took in his smug expression.

      I’d been drawn to the guy the first time I’d seen him, but now that I knew what he was like, I couldn’t stand him. All I wanted to do was knock him down a peg. He was powerful, but he underestimated me, and one day, I was going to get the upper hand. If we were fighting without magic, I would’ve already put him on his back.

      When the class ended, Lachlan shoved past me, hitting me in the shoulder.

      He turned around, walking backward out of the large stone-walled classroom so he could look me in the eyes as he taunted me, raising his voice to draw the attention of everyone around us.

      “I’ve told them time and time again, women shouldn’t be allowed to spar. Don’t ye have better things to do? Maybe go use your magic to whip me up somethin’ in the kitchen?”

      He laughed and walked out of the room with Merrick, leaving me standing there fuming. Trace walked up beside me and shook his head, draping his arm around my shoulder and giving me a look of mock sympathy.

      “Ouch. That must’ve hurt. Sorry, sweetheart, but he has a point. If you can’t take the heat… well, you know the saying.”

      Yeah, that really helps. I had to give it to him, he was hot, but that didn’t keep me from being extremely annoyed with him.

      I’d never understood why these guys needed to be such cocky dicks. Did it make them feel better? Because it sure as hell made me want to punch them right in the throat. I had more power with my non-magical abilities than I did with my magical. I was starting to feel like it was a waste of time being there.

      “Just ignore them,” Eden said, walking up next to me as Trace sauntered out after his two friends. “Once we finish our training, you’ll never have to see them again. All that matters is doing well, pleasing the gods, and mastering your magic. If you do that, you’ll have an opportunity for some really great jobs when you graduate.”

      Maybe she was right. Maybe I had my emotions way too mixed up. If I had to be here, and I wasn’t ever going to be able to fight again in human circles, then I had to look for a better future.

      I was determined not to turn into one of the creepy dark magic users I’d worked for before—the ones lurking in the shadows and doing shady shit for money. I wanted more than that life, and if doing well at the academy was what it took, then I needed to focus all my energy on that.

      I bumped Eden’s shoulder with mine as we walked out of the room. “You’re right. Screw those guys. I’m not going to let them get under my skin anymore. I’ve faced much bigger assholes in my time, assholes who would take them down in two swings of their fists. No magic needed. I don’t need to prove myself to anyone.”

      Eden pumped her fist, enthusiastic as always. “Heck yeah!”

      Her beaming smile drew an answering grin out of me, and I shook my head as we walked down the hall surrounded by the slightly glowing bodies of other students.

      What the fuck is my life coming to?
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      “All right,” Professor Howes said. “Last week, you managed to master the carafe challenge. Now I want you to work on something a little bit bigger. In front of you is a large boulder. Don’t worry, it’s not actually real, it’s magic, but it has the same weight density of an actual stone, it just can’t hurt anybody. I want you to concentrate hard, lift the stone up off the floor, and then carefully set it back down.”

      I shook my hands and rolled my shoulders, drawing in a deep breath. I cracked open the floodgate of magic inside me just a bit and let it surge down through my hands and out my fingertips. I held it in place, waving my fingers back and forth as the color swirled vibrantly around me.

      Focusing on the stone, I sent the power spiraling out to wrap around the base of the boulder. Using the motion of my arms to direct the magic, I lifted them up in the air and watched as the boulder moved with me.

      It hovered about ten feet off the floor for a moment and then—very carefully—I lowered my hands down, setting the boulder so gently on the floor that I couldn’t even hear it touch down. I unraveled my magic from around the base and let it slowly sink back into my fingertips and up into my core. I mentally shut the floodgates, stopping the magic from spilling out.

      Eden clapped, my three rivals scowled, and Professor Howes smiled, nodding. “Very good, Aria. That’s a lot better.”

      I had to admit, about a month into the classes, I was actually starting to feel like I could do this. Professor Howes had been infinitely patient with me as I had struggled through sparring match after sparring match and broken at least a hundred carafes.

      But what I’d finally realized was that I needed to visualize my magic. Some people were capable of just turning it on and off, but for me, I had to “see” it somehow. With the help of my professors, I’d come up with little things like floodgates and imagining the heaviness of an object in order to better control my powers.

      Combat was the last class of the day, and I was buzzing from my feeling of accomplishment as Howes released us. Not only had I done the best job levitating the boulder, but in sparring, I had taken a third-year down and then caught them with my magic so they hadn’t hit the floor hard. Professor Howes had actually applauded at that.

      As we left the large classroom on the second floor, the sound of Dean Frost’s voice began to float through the halls of the school.

      “Attention, students. Before heading back to your dormitories after class, please make your way to the Great Hall. There will be a short assembly, so gather quietly and quickly and sit with your assigned year.”

      Excited murmurs broke out in the corridor as the dean’s voice faded away, and I glanced over at Eden, whose face flushed as her eyes shone. I didn’t really understand what was going on, and when my new friend grabbed my elbow to move me along faster, I lifted an eyebrow at her.

      “Why the hell are you so excited?”

      She shook her head, speaking breathlessly. “I don’t want to ruin it for you. But if this is what I think it is, it’s a big freaking deal.”

      I sighed, wondering whether I’d agree with her assessment once I found out what this announcement was all about.

      We headed to the Great Hall, and I kept my gaze forward as we passed Merrick, Lachlan, and Trace. They were surrounded by a gaggle of first-year girls, something I was positive Merrick encouraged as a way to make me jealous. And I’d rather stick red-hot needles under my fingernails than admit it was working in any way.

      I could hear the three men muttering and snickering, but I was determined not to let it bother me.

      Inside the Great Hall, we found all the normal tables and chairs gone. In their place were risers that surrounded the perimeter of the massive room, almost like bleachers in a stadium.

      We gathered roughly by year, and when everyone was seated, Dean Frost walked out to the center of the room, wearing her usual dark robes. She put her arms out and smiled, and everyone cheered.

      Well, almost everyone.

      I caught sight of a few confused faces in the crowd from first-years like me. Others seemed to be whooping and hollering just because everyone else was, with no clear idea of what they were cheering for. And a few second and third-year students looked almost scared.

      What the hell is going on?

      Finally, when everybody had calmed, the dean lowered her arms. She waved a hand in the air, and what looked like an enormous movie screen popped up behind her. There was no sound to it, just video-like images of students competing in some sort of tournament.

      “It’s that time of year again,” she said, her magically amplified voice resonating with excitement. “We will be having our schoolwide competition to determine who will participate in the Gods’ Challenge this semester. Remember, these events are separate from your regular classes, but anyone who participates will receive credit for it. The winner of the challenge will be afforded the opportunity to meet the gods face-to-face after they complete their training at Magic Blessed Academy. For those of you who are new, this is one of the highest honors you can be awarded.”

      My eyebrows lifted, and I sat up straighter in my seat.

      I didn’t know what the Gods’ Challenge was, but I was all about competition. I’d been competitive my whole life, often to a fault—but my determination to come out on top had gotten me this far, so I wasn’t going to change tactics now.

      The dean continued as the screen disappeared from behind her. “All students, from first-years to third-years, are encouraged to compete. While I know some of our returning students spent all summer preparing for these challenges, everyone should feel welcome to participate. As usual, if you have any questions, please see Miss Avery in the administration office. Good luck to everyone, and may the gods be with you.”

      All of the higher-level students repeated the statement back to her in unison, with the first-years tripping along behind them.

      “May the gods be with you.”

      Dean Frost spoke for a little while longer before releasing us. As we all filed out of the Great Hall to head back to the dorms, the very air seemed to buzz with excitement. I’d never really been big on sports or cheerleading back in high school, and I wasn’t much for “school spirit”. But I was always up for a challenge, a competition, a chance to prove myself against daunting odds.

      But what the hell was the Gods’ Challenge? Dean Frost hadn’t really given us any specifics, except that the preliminary competition would take place the following week.

      Eden was practically bouncing with excitement as we made our way through the halls, but I shook my head to tell her to wait as I cocked my head and listened to the hum of conversation around us.

      Thanks to Merrick being a giant asshole, none of the second or third-years would give me the time of day, but I didn’t have to be friends with them to eavesdrop on them.

      Eden and I stood right outside of the Great Hall for a little while, listening to everyone talk about the challenge and speculate about who would win. Apparently, the event happened every semester and incorporated intellectual, magical, and physical trials that students had to pass.

      Had I heard about this when I first got there, I would’ve laughed at the idea of trying, but now that I’d actually gotten some control over my magic, I was intrigued.

      “I know I won’t win.” Eden shook her head, scrunching up her nose. “But I’ve heard about these for years. My parents used to work for a magical couple, and they talked about the challenges. It’s something only students from Magic Blessed Academy do, but the competition is broadcast so that anyone in the magical community can watch. They’re apparently insanely difficult, and only a small number of students get picked to participate each semester. But no matter what I score, I still want to try.”

      I smiled at her, liking her enthusiasm and determination. “Don’t say that. You have just as good a chance as anyone else. Your magic may not be as strong as some, but your control is great. Don’t sell yourself short.”

      The gray-eyed girl grinned, her cheeks rosy. “Thanks, Aria. I know I’m not as badass as a lot of people here. Heck, I’m a grown woman, and I’m scared of spiders. But I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

      I grinned and punched her lightly on the shoulder. I sucked at touchy feely stuff, but I was starting to genuinely like the bubbly girl with golden hair. She was a couple years younger than me, and I was positive we never would’ve been friends back in Boston, but here, our friendship made perfect sense.

      “You’ll compete, right?” she asked, her eyes going wide.

      Pursing my lips, I shrugged. “Yeah, probably.”

      I didn’t know how excited I was about actually meeting the gods, but I liked the idea of the competition. It shook things up a little bit, made them interesting. The newness of the school had already begun to wear off, but the excitement of the competition was bringing it back.

      “Probably?” Eden scoffed. “You definitely should. You could win the whole thing, I’m sure of it.”

      We started making our way through the hallway toward the dorms, making our way through clusters of students talking in excited voices. As we rounded a corner, I ran right into a hard chest.

      “Fuck, sorry—”

      The words died on my tongue as I got a whiff of a familiar scent. Bergamot and honey, an addictive aroma that made a conflicting rush of emotions fill me every time I smelled it.

      Very slowly, I raised my gaze to meet Merrick’s. As I did, I realized it wasn’t just him standing in the hallway, but Trace and Lachlan too. Of course. The three of them were like the three fucking stooges.

      Good Lord, could I be any luckier in my life?

      “Be careful, Merrick, she might shoot a stream of magic at ye and explode your body like that carafe.” Lachlan laughed.

      I faked a laugh, then dropped my smile quickly. “Good one. I’m sure you’re the riot in Ireland. Though I don’t really find you very funny at all.”

      Trace chuckled. “She seems a little sensitive today, gentlemen. What’s wrong, haven’t gotten laid in a while?”

      My gaze whipped back to Merrick, my eyes narrowing. What a fucking prick. I was sure he’d told them all about our encounter in the supply closet my first day here. Not that he’d had to—the whole damn school knew about my jaunt through the hallway in nothing but a man’s shirt.

      He just stared back at me and smirked as the other two men continued to talk shit.

      There were a million things I could’ve said to all three of them, but I knew it would only egg them on further. And oddly enough, I was actually enjoying listening to them. While I hated cockiness, something about it kind of turned me on. Not to mention the fact that the entire time I was standing there, I was imagining kicking their ass in the Gods’ Challenge.

      Beating the hell out of them in an organized competition would be so fucking satisfying that I got a little turned on just thinking about it. Hell, if I had a dick, it would’ve been rock hard.

      They deserved to get their ass kicked. All three of them needed to be taken down a peg. Taking them on in the hallway would just get me in trouble, and I wasn’t about to ruin all the advancement I had made over the last month. But from the sound of it, this competition would be the perfect chance to take on these assholes without risking getting busted for it.

      By the time I was done with them, they would be crying for their mommies.
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      The week following Dean Frost’s announcement flew by as everyone trained extra hard, wanting to be as prepared as possible for the preliminary competition.

      On the day of the competition, Eden and I practically sprinted downstairs for breakfast. The dining hall was on the first floor, and even though we were early, we obviously hadn’t been the only ones excited to start the day. The place was packed.

      Everyone ate in a hurry, the buzz of conversation louder than usual, and adrenaline hung so heavy in the air I swore I could almost taste it.

      The preliminary competition would be held right on the grounds outside of the school. There was a large, open-air stadium that was magically opened up to lead out to a massive maze. Apparently, inside of that maze would be all types of different tests. Excitement and battle hunger blazed through my veins at the thought of it, though I still had lingering fears that I would struggle to control my magic. Hopefully it wouldn’t give me trouble today.

      Eden lingered in the dining hall to talk to a couple of other first-years, but I wanted to get my head on straight before the competition started. When I’d fought in the underground ring, I’d always taken a few minutes to clear my mind and center myself before a big match. It helped.

      I walked through the corridor and into the large entry hall where everyone was talking and laughing. They hadn’t let anyone out of the building yet, so I propped my shoulder against the wall behind two professors standing close together. Initially, I hadn’t even thought about listening to what they had to say, but their irritated voices caught my attention.

      “I hate this time of year,” one of the teachers hissed. “These Gods’ Challenges are ridiculous. They shouldn’t be allowed here.”

      The other professor nodded. “I agree. But what are we going to do? You know we don’t make the rules. Instead, we’re left to pick up the pieces. One day, I’ll have my say-so in this, but until then, I’ll just stand by like everyone else.”

      I furrowed my brow, not really understanding why the two teachers seemed to dislike the Gods’ Challenge so much. They didn’t say what their reasons were, but it was obvious they didn’t support it.

      The information Dean Frost had given us about what to expect had been vague at best. Pretty much everything I knew about the competition was stuff I’d picked up from eavesdropping. But from what I’d heard, it took students out of classes for almost a month. The challenges were very long and hard, and I was pretty sure the teachers were annoyed that they had to help everyone catch back up with their schoolwork when they got back.

      Curious what other people thought of the challenge, I pressed away from the wall and walked slowly around the perimeter of the large foyer, lingering whenever I picked up a snippet of an interesting conversation.

      “I’m not even trying to get in this year,” one of the third-year students—whose name I was pretty sure was Serena—muttered to her friend. “It’s not worth it. My parents were absolutely livid that I tried to get into the challenge last year. Now that I’m older, I’m starting to understand why. It’s so fucking dangerous!”

      Her friend, a round-faced girl named Alyssa, shrugged. “I mean, of course it’s dangerous. But when we leave the academy, we’ll have to go out into the real world, and nobody pulls their punches out there. The admins are just trying to prepare us.”

      Serena scoffed. “By putting us in life-threatening situations? The preliminary competition is one thing, but the people who actually make it into the challenge and are sent to the godly realm don’t always make it back alive. I remember my first semester at Magic Blessed, I watched them bring three different kids out on stretchers from the portal room. From what I heard, the third-year who was brought out last didn’t actually survive.”

      My racing heartbeat seemed to slow as I slipped away from the girls, moving toward the next interesting conversation. It seemed that no matter where I went in the foyer, someone was talking in a hushed voice about the negative aspects of the Gods’ Challenge.

      I had to admit, it was putting a bit of a damper on my desire to even go out there and compete. My assumption had been that whatever threats we faced would be like the boulder Professor Howes had summoned up in class—lifelike illusions that felt totally real but would never actually hurt us.

      Apparently, this shit is for real.

      I shook the thought from my head as the doors opened and everyone spilled out onto the lawn, heading toward the huge stadium.

      The Magic Blessed grounds were large, and the entire school was surrounded on all sides by dense forest. I had no idea where we were, although I felt certain we were far away from Boston, maybe even outside the United States. I had asked one of the professors on my first day and been told not to worry about it—which I interpreted as code for “stop asking me”.

      When we reached the stadium, those of us who would be competing went down into the center and everyone else filled the stands. I had assumed that the number competing would be much higher than those just watching, but it was about half-and-half.

      There were no real instructions, and the dean didn’t make any long, flowery speeches. She just stepped out into the open space in front of us and raised her magically amplified voice.

      “Congratulations to those of you who have chosen to compete. The challenge you will undergo today is just a small taste of the kinds of trials the winners will face in the Gods’ Challenge. It is not only a defensive competition; there are goals for each area of the maze you may end up in. You may use whatever magic is at your disposal against your competitors and any threats you face in the maze. Good luck.”

      The outdoor stadium had been magically curved in the shape of a C, opening out into the maze beyond. The mass of hopefuls anxious to compete for the right to participate in the Gods’ Challenge gathered in a tight knot facing the open end of the building. I elbowed my way through the crowd toward the front, gazing into the mist that hovered around the maze’s opening.

      It was so thick and white that it obscured everything beyond. I couldn’t see shit.

      When the sound of the horns blared, we all surged forward, and for a terrifying few seconds, I ran through blinding white nothingness. Then the heavy cloud dissolved, melting away and allowing me to see again.

      My eyes went wide as I found myself in what looked like a jungle. Two people had been running alongside me when we’d entered the white fog, but they were nowhere to be seen now—the mist had probably transported each of the competing students to different spots within the maze.

      Heart thundering with adrenaline and nerves, I took in my surroundings at a glance, then moved through the forest at a low crouch. Movement in my periphery caught my attention, and I saw two other students emerge from the underbrush several yards away. They caught sight of me and each other and scattered like leaves in the wind.

      Safe behind the cover of a large tree, I glanced around quickly, remembering Dean Frost’s words.

      It is not only a defensive competition; there are goals for each area of the maze you may end up in.

      I had to figure out what exactly I was supposed to do in this section of the maze. I knew that heading toward the outskirts of the forest was probably a bad idea. Why would they put the goal in the easiest place? So once I was in the clear, I turned back and started searching deeper inside the woods. As I shoved my way through the thick foliage, I caught the sound of strange bells chiming in the distance and altered my direction to follow the sound.

      When I stepped into an open area of the forest several minutes later, I stopped in the cover of a large bush. The bells had grown so loud that they were making my ears ring, and they were loudest in the center of the clearing, where a large pillar stood with a golden scroll floating above it.

      My muscles twitched, my entire body straining to jump out, scramble up the pillar, and snatch the scroll as fast as I could. But I knew it couldn’t be that simple. Even in the “preliminary competition”, there was no way they’d let any of us win that easily. So I hunkered down in the bush and waited, watching for anyone else who may have been transported to this section of the maze.

      About twenty minutes later, I spotted another student creeping toward the scroll from across the clearing. It was a tall girl with shoulder-length blond hair. I couldn’t remember her name, but she looked wild-eyed and excited, giving away the fact that she was a first-year. She stepped right out into the clearing and ran toward the scroll.

      Three steps in, four apparitions appeared in front of her, making her jump and shriek. My heart thundered in my chest as the smoky black figures hurtled toward her. She shook off her surprise quickly, dropping into the defensive position we’d been taught by Professor Howes, and the battle began.

      It was a lot like sparring, only when magic thrown by the shade sliced past the girl’s arm, I could see blood trickle down her pale skin.

      It was no joke. Every threat in this competition was real.

      The smartest tactic would’ve been to stay right where I was in the bushes and let the girl draw the shades away from me. But for some damn reason, my conscience pinged as I watched her fight off the four howling creatures. I couldn’t just stand by and let this girl get demolished. In my head, I kept hearing the voices of the students I’d about heard talking about people dying in the competition.

      It’s not your job to save her, Aria. It’s not your job to save her.

      Rolling my eyes at myself as I ignored my own advice, I pushed up my sleeves and allowed the floodgates to open. Flinging my hands down, I let the magic surge around me as I stepped out into the open. Two of the apparitions turned toward me, sending bursts of dark magic at me. I used my own magic to block them, building a wall of protection in front of me. The girl, however, had lost all of her bravery. By that point she was bleeding, on her knees, and begging for someone to help her.

      Holding the wall with one hand, I sent a stream of magic in her direction. I concentrated as hard as I could, wrapping it gently around her waist and using my arm to lift her up in the air. The shades watched me with hollow black eyes as I lifted her out of harm’s way and stretched my magic out, setting her down in a safer part of the forest. I was shocked to realize I was capable of doing it.

      When the girl was settled safely about a dozen yards away, I heard a loud crack. A second later, my wall of protection shimmered and fell to the ground like dust.

      So much for playing it smart. Now I was facing four angry shades with no magical shield to protect me and no backup.

      It’s on, motherfuckers.

      I stepped forward smoothly, throwing balls of magic at each of them. When they launched counterattacks, I threw myself into a forward roll, ending up in a crouch as I flung my hands out in different directions. Energy burst from me, sending what looked like arrowheads racing toward two of the apparitions. Their eyes went wide as the magic hit them in the chest. I could hear their screams echoing in my mind as their bodies burst into sparks.

      Gods, I really hope that means I beat them.

      I had no time to think about it though. There were still two shades left, and they were throwing everything they had at me.

      Ducking and diving, I caught a sharp lash of magical energy across my cheek. It burned and sizzled, and I could feel my own warm blood as it dripped down my chin. I squatted low behind the pillar holding the scroll and took in a deep breath.

      Trust your magic. Trust it.

      Professor Wist, our Power and Precision teacher, had practically beaten that mantra into our heads over the five weeks we’d been in classes. I repeated it to myself now, willing the words to give me courage.

      I had to learn to trust my magic, knowing that my magic came from me and there was no one more protective of my own body than myself.

      If given the chance, my magic would protect me.

      Letting my eyes drift closed, I let my magic surge out of my arms and down across the ground. I concentrated hard, managing to almost visualize the path it was taking toward the two remaining shades. I even changed the color of the magic, camouflaging it against the tall grasses.

      When I could sense the creatures near my magic, I jumped into action. I focused on the streams of energy, hardening them like bands of steel. Then I stepped out from behind the tree I’d taken cover behind and swung both of my arms hard to the left. The apparitions shrieked and narrowed their sightless eyes at me, raising their hands to create large orbs of dark, swirling magic.

      Just before they released them in my direction—a blow I was pretty sure would’ve killed me—I swung my arms back to the right, hitting the creatures like a freight train with my giant rock solid magical beams.

      Almost instantly, both of the creatures exploded, bursting into a shower of dark sparkles.

      I let the energy slowly flow back up toward my body and into my core. Glancing back and forth, I found no other threats in the area. I didn’t even see any other students. There was a bright light growing in the clearing, and when I looked over at the pillar, the golden scroll pulsed, calling to me.

      Now I did sprint for it, racing across the clearing from where I’d taken cover at the perimeter. The pillar was about ten feet tall, and I scaled it like a monkey, not even bothering to figure out a way to use magic to help me reach the top.

      When I finally hauled myself up onto the smooth circle of polished stone, I reached for the glowing scroll with trembling hands. My fingertips touched the warm golden paper—

      And everything went dark.

      It was only for a moment, but it was enough to scare the fuck out of me.

      When I opened my eyes, I was standing back in the arena and everyone was cheering wildly around us. Dean Frost walked up to me and nodded, an appraising look on her face.

      “Very good, Aria Banks. You’re a winner of the competition.”

      My mouth dropped open, and I laughed at myself, feeling pride surging inside me.

      “Holy shit. I qualified for the Gods’ Challenge?”

      “Yes.” The dean gestured with her chin to the space over my shoulder. “You and the others as well.”

      Others? Am I the last one out?

      Slowly, I turned, the smile dropping from my lips. Down at the end of the row of ten students, Trace, Lachlan, and Merrick were living it up, waving at the crowd and slapping each other on the back.

      All my pride and excitement seeped right out of me like air from a punctured balloon.

      Ah, fuck.
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      All the winners had to make it through one more week of classes before moving on to the Gods’ Challenge.

      The preliminary competition had been difficult, but despite a few serious injuries, no students had died in the maze. Trace, Merrick, Lachlan, and the other students who had qualified for the challenge became minor celebrities around school, although I was still persona non grata.

      However, as the week progressed, I noticed that my professors started paying closer attention to me. I could tell that they were trying to prepare me for what was coming. They were pushing me extra hard and would pull me aside in class to teach me more advanced defensive and offensive forms of magic.

      “The Gods’ Challenge is not to be taken lightly,” Professor Wist told me after class on Wednesday. “You’ll be competing in the godly realm, and you’ll need to be completely focused when you go in there. It will be difficult, because you’re going to see things that you thought only existed in movies or your imagination. It’s important to remind yourself to pull in that curiosity and know that the things around you are serious dangers. That includes the people you go into the challenge with.”

      Her warning made sense to me. It was exactly the same as when I fought in the ring.

      The excitement and hoopla that surrounded the fights were always distracting, but when it came down to it, the only thing that mattered was me and my opponent. Once we stepped into the ring, it didn’t matter how many people were watching us and cheering us on. It didn’t matter how much money was on the line or how much backing we had from rich mafia in the area.

      It was just me and the other person.

      Spectators and bets be damned, my fists were the only thing that would do the talking.

      If the week before the preliminary competition seemed to drag by, the week before the Gods’ Challenge itself seemed to zip past in the blink of an eye.

      On the day we were set to leave for the godly realm, I did everything in my power to push thoughts of nervousness and doubt out of my mind as I stood at the top of the steps leading to the first floor of the academy. There were dozens of people milling around in the large space—I still didn’t know most of their names, but they would all be coming to watch us depart for the challenge.

      “How are you feeling?” Eden’s voice behind me made me start, but I quickly wrestled my heartbeat back under control. She came to stand beside me, worry radiating from her like streams of magic.

      “I can’t even imagine what you’re going through,” she continued. “The preliminary competition was so hard, and I didn’t even make it anywhere near the goal. I would be freaking out right now.”

      I chuckled and turned toward her. “You’ve never really done this whole supportive friend thing, have you?”

      She smiled, her gray eyes turning a little sad. “No, I guess not. After my mom died, I spent years taking care of my dad, and I didn’t really get to meet new people. So my friend pool is kind of small.”

      I shrugged, nudging her shoulder. “Well, it’s bigger by one now.”

      She surprised the shit out of me by turning and wrapping her arms around me. At first, I froze, not used to people hugging me… but it was kind of nice. Slowly, I released the tension in my shoulders and hugged her back. She looked down the stairs behind me. “They’re all here. They’ve come to watch you go through the portals. It’s probably time to go down there.”

      I dragged in a deep breath and nodded. “I know. Will you walk out with me?”

      “Of course.” Then she leaned closer and whispered. “Don’t look now, but your three favorite people are right behind us.”

      Godsdammit. I didn’t even have to ask who she was talking about. As soon as she said the words, my nostrils caught a hint of bergamot and the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I’d become weirdly attuned to all three of the men who’d made it their mission to make my life miserable here.

      I liked to pretend it was just a survival instinct, like an animal’s ability to sense danger, but that didn’t quite explain why my pulse picked up and my panties grew slick at the sound of Merrick’s smooth voice, Lachlan’s thick Irish brogue, or Trace’s gruff, almost raspy sound.

      I had figured out a few weeks ago why he’d looked so familiar when I had first met him. It was for the same reason he looked like a rock star—because he was one. Before coming to Magic Blessed, he’d been the lead vocalist for a band called Twisted Roses, whose music I was embarrassed to admit I’d actually liked.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, slipping my arm into Eden’s and starting down the steps. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      The three men had been extra insufferable over the past week, basking in the awe of impressionable first and second-years, and even some third-years I was convinced should’ve known better.

      “Those guys act like they’re gods.” I glanced up over my shoulder as we reached the first floor. “And they’re in serious need of someone who’ll remind them they’re not.”

      “Be smart, Aria. Don’t get sucked into some petty game with them. Focus on staying alive and trying to win the challenge. That’ll be hard enough.”

      The students who hadn’t already left for The Hill, the place where we would find our portals, parted to let us walk through the entry hall. The sound of whispers and murmurs filled my ears, but I tried to ignore it.

      When we stepped outside, we turned left, heading in the opposite direction of the stadium where the preliminaries had been held. I cleared my throat nervously as a large hill loomed ahead of us. Dozens of people were already gathered at the top to watch our departure.

      “What should I expect to happen?” I murmured under my breath. “Have you heard anything about how this goes?”

      Even Eden had nerves in her voice. “Once all the challengers have arrived, there will be a portal for each one of you. Kind of like the ones that brought us to the school, except these portals are specially made by the gods. Only you can go through your portal. Just step through, and on the other side, the challenge will begin.”

      “Will you be able to watch?” I asked.

      Eden nodded. “Parts of it. They’ll put up a big magical screen for anybody who wants to watch, and they’ll broadcast it for other magic users to watch too. We’ll still have to continue our classes and stuff—but it’ll always be playing out here. They don’t broadcast everything. Just the highlights. But they try to catch the most exciting bits, you know?”

      “Oh, goody.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve always wanted to have my life broadcast to thousands of people. No pressure or anything though, right?”

      Eden’s gaze flashed back and forth between the three men behind me and the other challengers waiting at the top of the hill before it rested on me. Her voice was quiet and serious when she spoke again.

      “Remember, keep your mind focused. The gods will be watching, and so will everyone else. But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that you stay alive and safe.”

      I gave her a stout nod and hugged her one last time before turning and taking my place on the pavilion. Merrick, Lachlan, and Trace were only a few paces behind me as I stepped up next to the other contestants, and the sound of trumpets roared from the sky as we all settled into place.

      Everyone went silent and watched as portals began to open in front of each one of us. Each and every challenger waved to the crowd of our fellow students, garnering enormous roars of applause and cheers before stepping through to the other side.

      I was the last one to go, and I tried to ignore the way the cheers died out as all the people Merrick had turned against me stopped clapping.

      Whatever. Don’t let it throw you off your game, Aria. And if you get a chance, kick Merrick’s ass.

      Facing the swirling portal, I closed my eyes and stepped through.

      There was no forward thrust or tumbling motion like when I’d arrived at the school, and I found my footing much faster than I had the first time I’d traveled by portal.

      Opening my eyes, I glanced around at my new surroundings.

      So this is the godly realm, huh?

      The only thing I’d been able to find out about this place was that there was a lot more magic here than on earth.

      And as it turned out, everyone I had overheard talk about the magical surge was right. I could feel the intensity and buzz of my power coursing through my veins. It felt like someone had given me a booster shot and jumpstarted my magic, and a little thrill of excitement went through me as I waggled my fingers.

      But I was also certain that with increased magic came increased threats, a power that I hadn’t seen on earth before.

      The other challengers were gathered around in a rough circle—we’d all arrived in the same configuration we had been standing in back on earth. Each of us glanced around at the thick, lush jungle in front of us. The colors were so vibrant that it almost hurt my eyes, and everything seemed to be alive and moving. There were sounds of animals I had never heard before, and up above, the sky swirled with wild shades of purples, blues, and oranges.

      I closed my eyes again and centered myself, reminding myself that I had to keep my focus.

      A thunderous roar broke out, moving across the still waves of air. A loud, booming voice followed. It was Dean Frost, her words magically projected across dimensions.

      “Welcome to the Gods’ Challenge. You are the ones who have surpassed all expectations and won the right to compete for the honor of meeting the gods themselves. You did well in the initial challenge, combining your skill and intellect to win the game.”

      Across from me, Trace’s lips tilted into a self-satisfied smile, and it took extreme effort to yank my attention away from him and focus on the dean’s words.

      “But beware,” she continued, “from here on out, it will take much more to succeed than what you’ve been taught in class. Your goal is to collect an object, a bright and sparkling gem. There is only one gem in the course. This semester’s course is the wild jungle of the gods. Whoever reaches the gem first will be the winner. Remember, you are not only competing against the trials, tests, and dangers of the gods’ jungle, but against each other as well.”

      Each of us looked down the line at the other contestants. Friend or foe, everyone was competition.

      “However, you are not being led blindly into this jungle.” Dean Frost’s voice boomed overhead, seeming to fill the entire sky. “The gods are just and fair. They have placed clues throughout the jungle course to help lead you toward the gem. Also hidden throughout are supplies, weapons, and other important items and spells that you may need to fight off the dangers of the world in front of you. We wish you good luck and hope to see you on the other side. As the magical community’s saying goes, mageía mésa, ísos se óli, ‘Magic Within, Might Throughout.’”

      The dean’s voice dropped away, and the sky’s colors began to swirl wildly before flashing so brightly we all covered our eyes.

      When the blinding light dissipated, we stood surrounded by the jungle, our portals gone, nothing but the sounds around us and the magic bubbling inside of us.

      This was it. The students and professors back at school—hell, the entire magical community—would still be able to track our progress, but as far as we were concerned, we’d been completely cut off, left alone in the godly realm to face the dangers that awaited us.

      My pulse surged, blood rushing through my veins as anticipation filled me. My entire body felt spring-loaded, tense and alert.

      Like in the fight ring, it was just me against my opponents.

      The only difference here was that my “opponents” could be anything.

      It could be the grass beneath my feet, the tree limbs that swayed back and forth in the warm breeze—and it most definitely included the nine other challengers arrayed around the small clearing with me.

      The game was on.

      And I had no idea what I had gotten myself into.
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      An electric, anticipatory energy hovered on the air. I could feel it all around me, seeming to suck up all the oxygen in this strange place. It wasn’t just my nervousness; it was the anxiety of every single one of the contestants down the row.

      For a moment, everything was calm.

      Quiet.

      But it didn’t stay that way for long.

      From the canopy of the swaying trees that loomed higher than any I had seen before came a strange sound.

      I heard small noises of surprise from the other challengers as their heads snapped toward the trees, tracking every single movement or rustle of leaves, trying to find the epicenter of the noise. I narrowed my eyes and took a step forward, watching as the trees began to wave wildly in the distance.

      Oh, gods. That doesn’t sound good.

      A loud, ear-piercing screech rose above the rustling, flapping sound.

      Then it emerged. I almost choked on my next breath as a mountainous beast flew out of the trees, heading straight toward us.

      “What the fuck…?”

      The challenger to my left, Knox, whispered the words that were on the tip of my tongue.

      It was some sort of bird. It had to be. But it wasn’t like any bird I’d ever seen on the earthly plane—not even one created by magic. It was the size of a small commuter plane, and its wings looked as if they were on fire, swiping down through the limbs of the gigantic trees, breaking the branches as if they were nothing more than toothpicks.

      As I tried to process what the hell I was seeing, other creatures just like the first one came into view. They tore through the forest, throwing splinters of wood in every direction, knocking the trees to the ground.

      My feet were moving before I even realized it, and I looked back and screamed out at the other contestants, “Run! Run, you idiots!”

      Half the trick to surviving as many fights against much larger opponents as I had was knowing when to go all in and when to cut and run.

      And this was definitely a running type situation.

      Everyone scattered—except for Brielle, a first-year girl from my Magical Defense class, who was frozen in place.

      The birds broke through the edge of the woods, and I picked up my pace. Throwing another look over my shoulder, I watched in horror as one of the flaming birds dove toward the girl and snapped its beak shut around her waist. She screamed out in agony, throwing her arms up, but her magic was too late. The bird wheeled in the air, disappearing from sight before I could even see what had happened to her body.

      My stomach churned. All the air seemed to have left my lungs, but I kept pumping my arms, trying to get as far away from the monsters as possible.

      Behind me, the sound of the flapping grew louder.

      I looked back just as one of the birds hurtled toward me like a torpedo.

      When it was just feet away, I threw myself to the ground and rolled forward, feeling the spray of dirt where the bird had missed me and ripped up the soil beneath its talons. I rolled back into a standing position and flipped around, snapping my hands toward the ground. Energy blazed through me, and magic was at my fingertips before I even consciously thought about it.

      The fire bird swooped around and came back for me, bringing one of its friends along.

      With a swipe of my arm, I threw a long stretch of magic at the one on the right. The white light wrapped around the bird’s wings and strapped them to its sides. I yanked hard, trying to knock the flaming creature off course even as I shot a stream of magic toward the second bird.

      But the damn things were smarter than I thought.

      As the bound bird hurtled toward the ground, squawking and screeching, the second bird dove in a sharp movement, ducking underneath my magic.

      I released the first bird just feet from the ground and watched it is it slammed hard into the dirt and grass, throwing up a billowing cloud of dust.

      My eyes shot back to the second bird, and I dropped face down on the ground as it swooped just inches over my head. The thing was too large to make quick maneuvers, which gave me an opening. I darted to my right, pumping my arms and breathing heavily, trying to get away from it as fast as I could. I hoped like hell that if I got into the woods, I’d be able to hide in the underbrush until it flew right past me.

      Unfortunately, I was so focused on reaching cover that I didn’t see the third flaming bird heading toward me until it was too late.

      Ah, shit!

      I hunched my shoulders and turned sideways, ramming against the incoming bird like a linebacker as I collided with its black-scaled talons.

      The thing had to weigh more than twice what I did, so my full-body blow barely shook it, but it wasn’t able to grab onto me. It did, however, throw me about ten feet through the air, between two large trees, and into a pile of dirt and debris. The air left my lungs in a rush, making me feel like I’d been flattened into a human pancake.

      Ow. That fucking hurt. At least I made it into the woods.

      I just had to get away from these godsdamned birds.

      My palms and knees stung and my chest ached as I picked myself up, swiftly scanning the surrounding area. There were no other contestants standing where we’d originally been deposited by the portals, and I caught sight of a couple of them as they disappeared into other parts of the woods.

      The piercing shriek of the birds sounded once again, and my breath trembled as I glanced up, searching for the source of the noise. Even at the edge of the forest, the trees were so tall and wide that I couldn’t see the threat coming.

      It didn’t matter. I had to go.

      I took off again, heading deeper into the woods, thankful that I’d decided to wear heavy boots. I ran like hell, not even thinking to listen for the screeching, the flapping of the wings, or anything else. The only things I could hear were the sounds of my heart beating wildly in my chest and my gasping breaths echoing through my ears. I didn’t know how long I sprinted, but by the time I slowed down and braced my hand against one of the trees, bending at the waist as I tried to breathe through the stabbing pain in my lungs, the birds were gone.

      My mind couldn’t wrap itself around anything at that moment, and it wouldn’t until I could shove aside my panic.

      Calm down. Breathe, Aria. Breathe. Your survival depends on it.

      Shutting my eyes—and hoping nothing snatched me right up off the ground—I breathed in deeply through my nose and out through my mouth. Three or four breaths later, the sharp pain in my chest began to dull. I turned my back to the tree and pressed against it, taking in my surroundings.

      All I could see were scattered piles of leaves and enormous tree trunks stretching as far as the eye could see in every direction. The trees were all different sizes. Some were the size of large cottonwoods back on earth, and some were so huge that all of the contestants could stand hand-in-hand around just one trunk.

      Fucking hell. If the trees are this large, I can only imagine what the other creatures who live here look like.

      A somewhat manic laugh bubbled past my lips as I imagined the largest squirrel I had ever seen. If that were the case, maybe I could saddle it and ride it to get where I was going faster.

      Shaking my head at my vaguely insane thoughts, I winced looking down at the palms of my hands. They were red and bloody, and the knees of my pants were ripped. I was already beat up, bruised, and scraped, but having been a fighter for so many years, the pain was almost grounding.

      With slow, deliberate steps, trying not to make too much noise in the crunching leaves, I walked forward until I’d made it halfway around one tree trunk to peer between it and the tree adjacent to it.

      Everything at the portal landing spot had been so chaotic that I wasn’t exactly sure what direction I had run when the birds had attacked. I had no idea what was around me or if I was even close to heading in the right direction. Attempting to get my bearings from where I stood was useless. There were too many large trees rising to all heights around me. I’d never be able to see far enough in the distance to know if I was going the right direction.

      I put my hand on the tree trunk, feeling the strange soft yet brittle consistency of the bark beneath my fingertips. A pulse of energy surged through me, and I quickly pulled my hand away. As I did, I noticed that my palm stuck to the bark, almost like chewing gum to a table.

      Woah. Cool.

      I was no dummy, and I’d watched all the Spiderman movies during a short-lived Marvel movie kick. Maybe that was why my magic had unconsciously mimicked that power, creating an adhesive effect that allowed my hand to stick to the tree’s bark.

      Still, watching Spiderman do it in a movie and doing it myself in real life were two very different things. I craned my neck to look upward, finding the canopy of the trees hundreds of feet above me.

      I knew what I needed to do. I needed to get up there, at least high enough that I could see above the tops of the nearby trees. I had never been a climber, tending to like my feet on the ground, but I didn’t have a choice.

      Very slowly at first, I used one hand and then the next, pushing magic out of my palms and using it as an adhesive to the surface. It wasn’t perfect, but it kept me moving upward. My boots seemed to slip on the soft parts of the bark, but my hands kept me stable.

      By the time I neared the top of the tree, I was breathing heavily and covered in a sheen of sweat. My arms shook as I scooted out onto one of the branches and hung my legs over. This tree was one of the largest in the area, so even at this height, I could see over most of the nearby trees.

      With extreme caution, I put my feet up on the branch—it was wider than my body, but rounded and unstable. I reached up and grabbed the branch above it, holding my breath as I lifted myself up to a standing position. I could see across the forest, through the holes in the plant life. In the distance, I caught sight of a structure with a dome-like top reflecting a bit of the midday sun off its tiles.

      I didn’t know if that was where I needed to go, but it was the only structure I could see.

      Might as well head in that direction. Maybe it’s a clue, or some of those supplies Dean Frost mentioned.

      Mind made up, I began to make my way back down the tree. It was slow going—unlike a squirrel, I wasn’t brave enough to try climbing down head-first. Instead, I worked my way down backwards, praying my magic held up and kept obeying my commands.

      But as I neared the base of the massive tree, something stopped me. Close by, on the forest floor, I heard the cracking and crackling of leaves and branches breaking. I held very still and craned my neck, looking down at the ground.

      From my left, a man with light blond hair emerged from a thick patch of vines that seemed to cling to him as if they were sentient creatures.

      Merrick.

      He muttered under his breath, hacking at the vines with slicing arcs of magic before finally extricating himself from their hold and moving quickly through the forest. He wore a heavy-looking pack on his back, making me think he must’ve managed to snag a bag of supplies somewhere along the way.

      My mouth curled into a wicked grin.

      Well, this is fucking perfect.

      I needed a pack of supplies, and this way, I wouldn’t have to go looking around for them.

      Merrick’s path took him almost directly beneath where I clung to the tree trunk about fifteen feet above the ground. I tried to move as quietly as possible, sending my magic down to the soles of my boots and back up to my fingers again, renewing my hold on the strange bark.

      When Merrick passed below me, I pushed away from the tree trunk, using my arms and legs to propel myself through the air as I released my magic sticky-hands. I landed directly on the blond mage’s back, tackling him in a forceful hit.

      “What the—”

      He didn’t get the full sentence out before we hit the ground hard.

      We rolled across the dense underbrush, finally splitting apart and each slamming into one of the nearby tree trunks. We both jumped to our feet, staring at each other angrily. Of course, my stare was a bit more triumphant, and I could feel a grin stretching my face.

      Merrick growled and threw a ball of magic straight at me. I dove to the right a half-second before it hit me.

      As his magic slammed into the trunk of the tree, I threw a long magic rope from my hands toward a branch above him. Making sure the rope was securely wound around the branch, I yanked as hard as I could. His gorgeous amber eyes went wide, and he jumped to the side before the branch cracked in half and came barreling toward him.

      But he wasn’t fast enough.

      He missed the brunt of the impact, but the massive limb still hit him hard, stunning him temporarily. Springing into action, I jumped on him, sending out another magical rope to wrap around his arms. As he struggled and unleashed a stream of curses, I slid my hands down the straps and clicked both of them, letting the pack fall to the ground.

      “You’re always underestimating me. Maybe this’ll be the last time you make that mistake,” I murmured, dropping my head to speak low in his ear.

      I was straddling his body, sitting on his lower back, and I felt his body shudder in response to my words. An answering heat flushed through my body, and I gritted my teeth in irritation.

      Dammit.

      Why did we affect each other so strongly? I hated that even in a moment like this, the chemistry between us made me respond to his nearness with a surge of arousal.

      I had a sudden vivid image of the other much more enjoyable reasons for us to roll around on the ground, and it took all my self-control not to grind my hips against him, seeking some friction against my suddenly throbbing clit.

      “Did I underestimate you, Aria?”

      His voice was soft and seductive, as if he knew exactly what was going through my mind and was tempting me to act on my wild, insane fantasies.

      Nope. Not falling for your fucking tricks this time, you asshole.

      I’d learned that lesson the hard way on my first day at Magic Blessed Academy. And if he thought I was going to give him a chance to make a fool of me like that again, he really was an idiot.

      It would be even stupider here, where I’d be risking a lot more than a walk of shame through the school hallways.

      “Well, you’ll have plenty of time to think about that while you’re stuck here in the jungle, won’t you?”

      I chuckled as I jumped off and grabbed the pack from the ground, then slung it over my shoulders.

      He glared at me angrily but didn’t say a word, just watched me walk into the woods. I jogged as far as I could with my magic still attached and then let it fade away, knowing it would turn him loose. But I had a several-minute head start, and he was likely still dazed from the tree branch that’d smacked into him.

      A triumphant feeling flooded my heart, and a savage grin stretched my lips.

      Ha! I had won.

      By stealing Merrick’s pack, I had ensured my own survival for at least a little while longer.

      The roar of something wild echoed through the forest, slowing my steps for a moment. I came to a stop and looked back the way I had come from. A small twinge of guilt fluttered in my chest, and I rubbed at my sternum absently, trying to banish the sensation.

      I felt almost bad for leaving Merrick behind. But I couldn’t. I had to keep going.

      The Gods’ Challenge wasn’t about being the better person or doing the right thing. It wasn’t about mending damaged relationships or going out on a limb for other people.

      I had to think about myself.

      No matter how strong my guilt felt.
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      My arms were sore, my head was pounding, and there were blisters forming on nearly every surface of my hand.

      This place was wild and hot, and I had sweated so much I wasn’t sure where the water was even coming from anymore.

      Several hours after I left Merrick behind, I found a stream flowing along the edge of a small ravine. Relief flooded me, and I dropped to my knees beside it. But before I thrust my hands into the stream to scoop up some water, I paused.

      Is it safe?

      I had to remind myself that I was in the massive arena of the Gods’ Challenge. In this wild place, I wasn’t sure what was dangerous and what wasn’t.

      So I did the best I could, attempting to use my magic to filter the water before drinking it. Considering I had no idea what I was doing, I had no idea whether the streams of magic I shot into the water did anything more than scare the little fish darting about under the surface, but I felt better for having tried.

      Finally, I took a sip, hoping it wouldn’t kill me.

      It tasted fine and looked clear and crisp, so I scooped up handfuls and brought them to my mouth, gulping it down like a dying woman. Stealing Merrick’s pack had been a good tactical move, but I hadn’t found any kind of water bottle in there.

      Maybe there was one, and Merrick took it out before I jumped him and stole the pack.

      I found myself hoping that was the case. It would relieve some of the guilt that still nagged at me for just leaving him tied up in the jungle like that.

      Fuck. Am I going soft out here?

      I’d spent my whole life fighting to get by—often literally—and I’d never had any qualms about doing what needed to be done to survive. And now, when I was in more danger than I’d maybe ever been in before, I suddenly found myself worrying about other people’s safety.

      Hell of a time to develop a conscience.

      Rolling my eyes at myself, I stuck my hands back into the cool, clear water.

      For the past several hours, I’d trudged toward the dome I’d seen from my high vantage point, but it was slow going. The thing had been miles away from the tree I’d climbed, and I’d encountered several threats that had put me off course.

      None of them had been quite as bad as the flaming birds, but my most recent attacker, a creature shaped like a dog with dark green and blue scales and wickedly sharp teeth, had chased me almost a mile in the wrong direction and nearly taken an eye out with its claws before I’d managed to bring it down.

      I was in pretty good shape, having trained almost every day for the past several years as a fighter, but I was quickly learning there was a difference between training at a gym, or even fighting in a ring, and forging my way through a magical jungle in the godly realm.

      Squatting next to the water, I took a moment to look around me and listen to the sounds.

      This place was eerily similar to earth in some ways, and vastly different in others. I wasn’t exactly sure how it all worked. Up until I had acquired magic, I’d known nothing about the gods. I’d also known absolutely nothing about the godly realm, but I was learning by force.

      All around me, I could hear the hum of what sounded like locusts. The sound came on fast, and I had a sudden vision of a plague of them chasing me down and covering me like I was in some horror movie.

      But that didn’t happen. Instead, the sky above me began to darken, and the temperatures were quickly falling.

      Night is coming.

      A shiver worked its way up my spine. I couldn’t risk staying out here, exposed and vulnerable, all night. I had no idea what kind of creatures lurked in the darkness of the gods’ realm, but I was sure as shit I didn’t want to encounter any of them.

      And I needed to get some rest. I was fucking exhausted, and that made me an easy target—either for the creatures around me or my fellow competitors.

      About a mile back, I think I passed a cave of some kind.

      I threw my pack back on and retraced my steps to the cave’s location. A small magical flashlight hung the side of my pack, so I clicked it on and started to scramble down the three feet decline to the entrance into the cave.

      Hopefully no other creature has already decided to use this cave as a shelter.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what I would find, and I hoped there wouldn’t be some kind of monster lurking in the darkness, ready to eat me. But I figured my odds were still better in here. There might be one or two monsters inside the cave, while outside in the jungle, I had no idea how many things could be watching and waiting for a midnight snack.

      The sound of water trickling down the sides of the stone walls was almost soothing.

      There were small puddles of muddy water collecting on the rocky ground, and I carefully maneuvered my way around them as I navigated the narrow passage.

      Ahead of me, I could see a natural archway created by the water and stone. I stopped, finding that my flashlight wasn’t quite bright enough to see inside of the dark hull in front of me. I hooked the little light back to my bag and rubbed my hands together, pulling my energy to my fingertips.

      I had no idea if this would work, but I might as well try.

      Twisting my arms and my hands in a circle, I created a ball of energy that pulsated and rotated wildly. I stared into it, willing it to turn into a source of light instead of just a translucent energy field.

      Very slowly, the orb began to glow and condense, until it was a very bright ball of light about the size of a softball.

      I grinned at my accomplishment.

      As insane as the Gods’ Challenge was, I could sort of see why the school admins thought it was a good thing. The old saying “necessity is the mother of invention” was certainly true, and under the intense, life-or-death circumstances of the challenge, I was already pushing and expanding my powers beyond anything I’d learned so far in classes.

      With the flick of my eyebrows, and a willingness to try just about anything at this point, I pulled my arm back and then made a gesture like I was throwing a ball. The orb flew high up into the air, soaring up to the top of the cave’s ceiling and hovering there, shining a light down upon the hollow area.

      Yes!

      Carefully, I stepped through the archway and looked around, my body alert but loose, ready for a fight.

      What I found inside was absolutely perfect.

      There were no monsters at all that I could see, and the flow of water over the years had cleaned and smoothed the walls and several areas of the floor, creating a flat surface that I could sleep on.

      My hands wrapped around my arms and rubbed up and down, feeling the coldness of the shadowed area.

      A little damn chilly.

      Still, it was much better than the heat I had felt all day, and I wasn’t going to complain.

      Leaving the orb hovering high above, I grabbed the flashlight from my pack again and headed back outside through the tunnel to grab some sticks, leaves, and brush. When I returned, I set it down in the center of the cave and stared at it for a minute.

      With no matches, I wasn’t exactly sure how to start a fire. I hadn’t been a Girl Scout, and I wasn’t really the type to bang two stones together until fire sparked or whatever.

      Shit, there’s a spell for fire. How does it go?

      We hadn’t covered this yet in any of my classes, but I’d seen a second-year messing around with her magic in the hallway a few weeks ago. She’d created a sort of mini-fireball. If I could just remember what she’d done…

      I tried a few variations, almost lighting my eyebrows on fire once. But on the seventh try, a tiny ball of flame appeared above my hand. I brought it down to light the tinder quickly, before it went out, hoping that since the flame was magically induced, it would continue to burn all night without me having to venture back out to the jungle.

      Night had fallen really fast. I wasn’t scared of the dark, but the darkness in the godly realm? Yeah, that scared me.

      While I let the warmth of the fire seep into my bones, I went through the pack, taking inventory of what I had.

      There were several packets of what looked like food rations, a knife, some rope, and a couple of other tools I couldn’t identify. There were a couple of small vials containing potions too, and I pulled one out and tilted it toward the fire, trying to see if it was labeled.

      If it’s not, there’s no fucking way I’m drinking thi—

      Before I could finish that thought, a heavy body slammed into me from behind.

      I sprawled across the hard stone ground, arms wrapping protectively around the pack even as I cursed myself for letting my guard down.

      My attacker was on top of me before I could recover. I grunted as I was rolled onto my back, about to launch an elbow at the bastard’s face—only to find Lachlan staring back down at me.

      Surprise made me hesitate. I missed my chance to bash his nose in as he went for the bag in my hand, an irritating smirk on his face despite the effort it was obviously taking to hold me down.

      What a fucking cock.

      I gritted my teeth and narrowed my eyes, yanking the pack from his grip as I bucked my hips, throwing us off balance. We rolled again and struggled harder, each scrabbling for anything we could get ahold of to push the other off.

      He managed to climb on top of me and straddled my waist, reversing tactics suddenly. Instead of trying to yank the pack out of my hands, he put all his weight on it, pressing the heavy bag against my chest and making it hard to breathe.

      “Just give in,” he grunted breathlessly. “Ye’re too weak to beat me, and ye know it.”

      Sure, whatever you say, asshole.

      He had the upper hand, but I wasn’t going to give in. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I wheezed. “You’re still underestimating me? Where do you think I got this pack from in the first place?”

      It took all my strength, but I threw him off me, putting a little extra effort into it so he hit the ground hard. I answered my own question as I jumped to my feet.

      “I stole it from your fucking bestie, Merrick.”

      Then I grabbed the pack again and made a move to sprint toward the cave exit.

      But before I could make it two steps, Lachlan’s hand shot out like a whip, grabbing me by the ankle.

      “Fuck! Let go, you cocksucker!”

      I shook my leg, trying to knock him off, but he half-climbed up my body and pulled me back down on the ground. We rolled, tumbling over and over—

      “Shite! Aria, look out!”

      We stopped, just inches from the fire.

      Heat flared on one side of my face, and I swore I could smell burning hair as a few flyaways were absorbed by the flames. My heart thundered, and my eyes went wide as I stared at it.

      Holy shit. Lachlan had stopped us just in time.

      Arguably, he’d done it just to save his own skin. But like it or not, he’d saved mine too.

      We stayed frozen like that for several long heartbeats, his body resting on mine, heavy and firm and smelling faintly of leather and musk. The pack was sandwiched between us, but that didn’t stop me from feeling everywhere else we were connected, our bodies pressed together practically from head to toe.

      Slowly, I turned my head away from the flame and looked up at him. He was staring down at me, something almost like shock in his green eyes. Shock and… heat.

      An answering warmth spread through me that had nothing to do with the fire, and I cursed myself inwardly.

      Dammit, Aria. Now is not the time!

      The tense silence hovered between us for another moment, and I struggled to keep my breathing even, to not let him know he was affecting me like this. That he was affecting me at all.

      Annoyed with myself for about a dozen different reasons, I finally sprang into action, grabbing him in a headlock and rolling him off me.

      I didn’t roll him toward the fire, at least.

      See? We’re even.

      We ended up with me on top of him, and I tightened my grip on the pack as I leapt up, sprinting toward the exit for a second time. I hated to abandon a fight early, but the smarter course of action was to get the fuck out of here right now.

      Unfortunately, for the second time tonight, Lachlan took me down before I could get more than a few yards away. This time it was in a full-body tackle that hit me with the force of a speeding car.

      The pack flew from my hand and skidded across the floor.

      A second later, we both hit the ground with a thud, Lachlan landing hard on top of me.

      Heavy motherfucker.

      The force of the blow stunned me, and the Irish bastard pressed his advantage. He rolled me over and pinned my arms to the ground above my head with a smile, pressing his body against mine again, using his weight to help him hold me.

      With no pack between us, I could truly feel all of him, and the reaction in my body was even stronger this time.

      Ugh. Stupid body.

      As much as I hated him, I couldn’t help but feel an odd, intense sexual chemistry burning between us. Sure, I could try to pretend the heat pouring through me was from the fire burning just a few feet away from us, but I wasn’t big on lying to myself.

      No, it was definitely him.

      Huh. Apparently, I have a thing for assholes. I should see if Magic Blessed has a therapist on staff I can talk to about this—if I make it out of here alive.

      At least Lachlan was breathing as hard as I was. This fight hadn’t been easy for him, no matter what he might tell his little buddies later.

      I expected him to press his advantage, but instead, he caught my gaze again, his green eyes narrowing.

      “Let’s call a truce,” he murmured.

      “What?”

      He chuckled at the shocked sound of my voice, then shrugged. I could feel his body shift against mine with the movement. “It doesn’t have to be forever, just for tonight. For tonight, we’ll share this cave and whatever’s in the pack. When the sun comes up, we can go back to competin’. We’ve gotta get some sleep, and I’m sure neither one of us wants to go back out into the jungle right now.”

      Huh. A truce? I was irritated and tempted by the offer at the same time.

      Craning my neck, I glanced over at the archway leading into the darkness beyond. He had a point. I didn’t want to go back out there, and to be honest, I really didn’t want to send anyone back out there. The phrase “wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy” came to my mind. It would be truly heartless of me to force Lachlan back out into the dangerous jungle in the dead of night.

      Assuming I won our fight, of course, which wasn’t guaranteed. As much as I hated to admit it, he was a good fighter.

      As I looked back up at the strong lines of his face, heat flushed my chest. Our vicious fight had left me seriously turned on, and it was confusing the fuck out of me.

      I wanted to hate him with everything in me… but I couldn’t.

      Finally, I rolled my eyes and nodded. “Fine, but get the fuck off me.”

      He grinned and stood up putting his hand down to help me to my feet. I let him, but yanked my hand away quickly, brushing the rocks and pebbles off my clothes. We’d both gotten a little scratched and bruised during our fight, but neither of us had sustained worse injuries.

      A sudden thought occurred to me.

      Did he hold back? Did he deliberately not go hard enough to seriously hurt me?

      And even more terrifying, was it possible I’d subconsciously done the same with him? He had taken me by surprise, but back in the ring in Boston, I’d taken down guys bigger than him in less time.

      Oh, gods. I need my fucking head examined. Maybe my vagina too, since it seems to be making all my damned decisions these days.

      Shaking off the thought, I stalked over and grabbed the pack from where it had skidded, then sat down near the fire. Lachlan sat down next to me, much closer than was necessary—big fucking cave, plenty of room—and I shot him a glare before continuing to rifle through the pack.

      At the bottom of the bag, there were several more packets of dry rations.

      Not exactly the most lavish meal, but it would do.

      We sat in silence, eating the food and watching the magical fire. I was never big on small talk, but after a few moments, the quiet began to wear on me. It gave me too much time to notice the heat of his body next to mine.

      So I cleared my throat and asked the first thing that came to my mind.

      “Have you ever been in a place like this?”

      Lachlan looked over at me and snorted.

      “Nah. I was born in Ireland originally, raised there, and then did some travelin’. Back in my normal life, I was part of a motorcycle club. Great life. Good people. I was with ’em when the magic came on. It happened out of nowhere—I was at a pub, drunker than hell, about to get into a brawl to back up one of my boys. Then all of a sudden…”

      He glanced down at his hands, a look of something like wonder on his face. I could relate.

      “Your magic origin story sounds a lot like mine,” I commented. “I wasn’t in a pub, but the brawl sounds familiar.”

      He chuckled, one corner of his mouth lifting. “You? Brawlin’? Why am I not surprised?”

      I arched a brow. “I dunno. Should I have been baking instead?”

      For a second, Lachlan’s green eyes narrowed, a spark of remembered anger lighting in them. That was what he’d told me after the first time I’d beaten him in sparring in class. He’d been a fucking sore loser about it then, and I almost expected him to get all pissy again now.

      But instead, he surprised the fuck out of me by throwing his head back and laughing.

      “Touché.” Then he waggled his eyebrows at me. “Think of the crazy shite ye might’ve baked though. You could’ve blown up the fuckin’ oven.”

      “I wasn’t baking,” I reminded him with a roll of my eyes. “I was kicking ass, just like you.”

      “Aye. I know.” He nudged me with his shoulder, his eyes still glittering with amusement. “I may have been a little hasty with my judgment. Ye’re good. I’m not surprised ye made it into the challenge.”

      I had no idea what to do with the unexpected compliment, or the way heat curled in my belly at the look of respect and hunger in his expression.

      “Yeah.” I glanced away, looking into the fire. “You too.”

      He shrugged his massive shoulders. “Eh. The competition is fun and all, but I’d give anything to get back to my life. I miss my home, I miss my bike, and I miss my club brothers. I didn’t really sign up for fuckin’ wilderness survival.”

      I chuckled, taking another bite of my dry ration. It tasted like an extra stale, extra hearty granola bar. “Then why did you sign up to compete?”

      He shrugged. “Dunno. Something to do. Fuck. Bein’ at that academy is like bein’ back in high school all over again. I’m a twenty-year-old man, I got no need for high school bullshite. I needed to shake it up a bit.”

      He finished speaking, and I could feel him staring at me, waiting for me to take my turn.

      I kept my lips zipped though. I didn’t want to offer any information about myself—not that my history was top secret or anything, but it was an instinctual survival instinct to play things close to the chest.

      We were silent for several long moments, and when I thought he’d finally given up waiting for me to answer, I glanced at him again.

      As soon as I did, he grinned. “So? What about you?”

      Godsdammit. Fine.

      I swallowed another bite of stale granola bar and stared at the fire.

      “I’ve been on my own for quite a while. I’ve been fighting since I was a kid and went pro with it—or amateur, I guess you would call it, since it’s mostly underground—when I got older. I could beat just about anybody in the ring, and my career was pretty awesome. I fought, went home, did whatever I wanted to do, and came back. I trained all day, and I never really dealt with anyone other than the thieves and crooks in the back alleys of Boston.”

      He shook his head, dusting his hands off on his pants and standing up. “Well, it doesn’t surprise me. I was pretty impressed when I saw ye fight the first time. Not that I’d admit to ever sayin’ that,” he added with a lopsided grin.

      I snorted with a chuckle. Maybe it was just an effect of being trapped in a small, dark space with the guy when we had nowhere else to go and a threatening landscape full of strange creatures lurked outside, but in the flickering firelight of the cool cave, he didn’t seem all that bad.

      He put his hand down toward me, and I glanced up at him.

      “We need to get some sleep,” he said. “If tomorrow’s anythin’ like today was, we’re gonna need all the rest we can get to be ready for it.”

      Good point.

      I was exhausted and sore. And this was just the end of day one.

      I shoved the last bite of my rations into my mouth and brushed the remnants of my dinner from my palms before letting him pull me to my feet. When I looked up at his face, I swore I could still see heat lingering in his gaze.

      Ignoring it, I looked around for a place to sleep as Lachlan stepped away from me.

      “I guess I should put out the fire before we go to sleep. I don’t know if the glow can be seen from outside, but it doesn’t seem worth it to risk it.”

      He had already laid down on a flat surface of stone. “Good idea.”

      I put up my hands and concentrated, pulling the energy from the fire back into my palms. It was a bit warm as it surged through my arms, but the heat felt nice. It was cold in the cave—colder than I had thought. I shivered, looking around for a good spot to crash.

      Lachlan tapped the floor next to him. “Here. Sleep close, at least for a little while. There are no fuckin’ blankets in that pack, and I can tell you’re freezin’. It’s only goin’ to get colder in here too.”

      With a sneer, I continue to pretend to look around the cave, not wanting him to know that the idea actually held some appeal. But he’d taken the best spot, and he was right. Now that the fire was out, goose bumps were rising along my arms.

      Eventually, I gave in and lay down next to him, turning away and curling into a ball.

      I didn’t know if it was his body heat or the heat that flared between us, but my skin was suddenly burning hot.
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      Faced with the prospect of sleeping on a rock-solid surface in some strange world, with no idea what I’d be up against in the morning, next to a guy I half hated and half desperately wanted, I assumed sleep wouldn’t come.

      But strangely enough, after curling up next to Lachlan and feeling the warmth he was radiating seep into my body, I passed out pretty fast.

      Waking up the next morning felt like one of those wake-ups after a night of too many shots and far too many bad decisions.

      I couldn’t seem to will my eyes open or straighten out my brain at first. I could feel a heavy arm draped over me, but in my groggy state, I really didn’t connect the dots about what it was… or who it was connected to.

      Still half asleep, I stretched, letting out a little groan at the soreness in by body. The larger body behind mine was pressed close to me, and as I moved, something hard and hot pressed against the soft flesh of my ass.

      I’m not really sure what I was thinking at the time—probably still halfway in a dream that I was sleeping in my bed with whatever random guy I’d picked up from the fight the night before.

      Momentarily transported out of the cave and back into my life in Boston, I did what any self-respecting woman would do when she woke up with a half-hard cock nudging her ass. I started to grind back against it, shifting my body closer to the warm wall of solid muscle behind me.

      The large arm draped around me tightened quickly across my chest, and hot, heavy breath gusted against my neck.

      Lachlan’s deep Irish accent purred in my ear. “If ye don’t stop doin’ that, you might get more than ye bargained for, sweetheart.”

      It took my sleepy brain a half-second to process what he’d said.

      Then I snorted in a deep breath, and my eyes shot wide open. I looked down at his hand draped across me and threw it off, scrambling to my feet. He laughed at me as I yanked down the fabric of my shirt, which had ridden up on my stomach as I slept.

      My skin still tingled from the feel of his large palm on my stomach and his breath on my neck, but I steadfastly ignored it—and him.

      Stumbling over to the pack, I began to pull out some of the food. We needed to eat before we left, and as irritated as I was, we’d agreed not to end our truce until we stepped out of the cave. I wasn’t going to go back on my word.

      Not necessarily because I had honor, but because I didn’t want to waste energy fighting him for the pack again. It was guaranteed to be a long, deadly day, and I needed to save my strength.

      Turning around, I tossed him a packet of rations, and he caught it against his chest. He sat up and began to eat, looking around the cave. There was a crack near the top that allowed sunlight to penetrate, filling the small space with gray light. I hadn’t even realized that the orb I’d sent up to float near the ceiling had dissipated at some point during the night.

      Lachlan stretched his arms out wide and groaned. “Nothing like sleeping on a hard fuckin’ surface to make your back straight.”

      My lips twitched into a not-quite-smile as I shoved another bite of food into my mouth, wishing I’d been able to find a way to transport water from the stream with me yesterday. I’d have to find another water source soon.

      “Nothing like getting ready to venture out into some strange world to keep your reflexes sharp. I half expect to walk out of this cave and be in a completely different place. It’s so wild, the gods live in a completely different space than us.”

      Lachlan cocked an eyebrow. “Ye didn’t pick up on that from the way everyone calls it the ‘godly realm’?”

      “You asshole.” I threw the last bite of my food at him, and it bounced off his face. He snatched it out of the air before it could hit the cave floor and popped it in his mouth.

      Worth it.

      “It is pretty fuckin’ wild,” he muttered after he swallowed, glancing toward the cave entrance with a serious expression on his face.

      Lachlan seemed like the kind of guy who liked to laugh and who tried to make the most out of whatever situation he found himself in.

      But right now, he looked about how I felt—pensive and on edge.

      Just the thought of having to go back out there and move on with the competition without any extra rest time and all by myself made me a bit frustrated.

      There was a small part of me that didn’t really want to split up, but I knew we had to.

      We were competitors, for fuck’s sake. Not to mention the fact that for the first few weeks of school, he, Merrick, and Trace had all been dicks to me, going out of their way to give me shit just because my presence threatened their fragile masculinity or whatever.

      But does any of that matter now? a small voice in my head asked. Isn’t surviving the challenge more important?

      Well, yeah. Surviving—maybe even winning—the challenge was the most important thing. But that was the exact reason why teaming up was such a bad idea. At least on my own, I wouldn’t have to worry about being betrayed when it mattered most.

      I’d just have to worry about being eaten by some monster that was too big for me to fight off on my own.

      Great.

      When we were done eating, Lachlan didn’t even try to scam the pack from me. He just helped me put everything back inside, and we headed out into the humid heat of the jungle again.

      After scrambling up the three-foot incline into the jungle brush, we stood there staring at each other for a moment. Then Lachlan shrugged. “Well, good luck to ye, Aria Banks. I’m sure we’ll run across each other again.”

      He gave me a head nod, his red-brown hair glinting in the early morning light, then walked off in the opposite direction of where I was headed.

      I had no idea if he knew where I’d been planning to go or not—our conversation in the cave had been civil, but we’d carefully avoided talking about our strategies or plans.

      Not the kind of stuff you want to share with your competition.

      I waited until he was out of sight, wanting to make sure that he wasn’t going to come back around to try to steal the pack. He didn’t, which was good considering I was still slightly thrown off from the night before.

      One more round of sparring with him, and I might’ve made a seriously stupid mistake.

      I spent the next few hours trekking through the jungle, just like the day before. The morning became a monotonous blur of brushing sweat off my brow, shoving vines out of my way, and listening to odd animals make strange sounds from the trees above me.

      At one point, the babble of rushing water drew me off course, and I found another stream and sucked down water gratefully.

      My head felt clearer as I continued on, but with no one to talk to, my thoughts spiraled around and around in my head.

      Frustratingly, they seemed to land on a certain Irish mountain of a man way more often than they should’ve.

      Did Lachlan know about the structure off in the distance? If he did, he’d obviously decided it wasn’t worth checking out, since he had gone off in the complete opposite direction of me.

      Was my hunch completely wrong?

      It was nothing but a hunch, an instinctual feeling that if there was a structure of any kind in this wild jungle, it meant something.

      Hopefully there’ll be a clue there.

      Otherwise, I’d be back to square one with no leads.

      After hours, and at least three fights with vines that seemed to wrap themselves around me with their own snappy personalities, I finally reached the structure.

      It was much larger than I’d originally guessed when I’d seen it from the top of the tree. It was a huge dome, so big it took me almost twenty minutes to walk around the entire thing. And as I came back to the spot where I’d started, I realized that there was no entrance.

      Or at least, none that I’d seen around the perimeter.

      I scratched my chin, thinking about what I had seen from the treetops. It’d been hard to tell from so far away, but I was pretty sure there was a hole on top of the dome.

      Of course. Why would anything in this godsforsaken place be simple?

      “A door with a handle? Nah. Too easy! Let’s put the door at the top.”

      Fucking assholes.

      I glanced around, suddenly a little nervous that maybe the gods could hear me talking shit about them in my head somehow. It seemed unlikely, but what the hell did I know? This was their realm. Who knew what was possible?

      Well, no help for it. I had to at least check.

      I pulled my pack off, grabbed the rope out, and tied it around my waist. I had never been climbing, but I had watched climbers before, so I knew that it would probably be smart for me to tie myself along the way, just in case I fell. Of course, I had no real idea how to tie a rope strong enough to hold my body weight if I fell, but it was better than nothing.

      Until I could figure out how to use my magic to fly, which was very unlikely, I needed to remember I was human—and breakable.

      After putting my pack back on and tightening it down, I began to climb.

      The surface was slightly slick from humidity that hung in the air, so I used my magic to create a layer over my fingers and palms that adhered to the surface like a suction cup. Once I did that, I began to move faster.

      As I reached the crest of the dome, I looked back, and my eyes flew wide.

      Movement caught my attention down on the ground, and as I squinted, I realized there were several other contestants making their way through the jungle toward the dome.

      Shit. And I thought I was the only one who decided to come here.

      They saw me at the same moment I saw them, and my heart lurched in my chest. I’d been unsure if coming here was the right call, but the fact that others had headed this way too made me a lot more certain I was on the right track.

      Which meant I couldn’t let them get ahead of me.

      Immediately, I began to climb faster, glancing back down to see the others using their magic in different ways to move up the side of the structure.

      I stopped tying myself every few feet and just let the rope dangle from me. There was no time for that—I had to get to whatever was inside before anybody else did.

      The others were catching up to me pretty fast, and they were all much more in control of their magic than I was. I’d made it through the qualifiers on scrappiness and fighting ability, but my magic skills weren’t exactly top of my class.

      Still, I wasn’t gonna let that stop me from trying.

      I sent the energy down to my legs and put a layer of magic across my boots. This helped to keep my feet from sliding as we raced up the side. About three feet below me and fifteen feet on either side of me, I could see that Trace and Merrick had arrived.

      They both sneered at me as they put on an extra burst of speed.

      Fuck. Now I have to win.

      I managed to get to the top first, finding a large hole in the dome just as I’d expected I would.

      Peeking over the side, I found that the floor was a huge drop below.

      Shit. There’s no way I can jump. I’ll break my legs.

      Not for the first time today, I wished my new magic had given me the power of flight.

      But, no such luck. I’d have to do this the old-fashioned way.

      I cracked my knuckles and took a deeper look at the dark interior of the structure, running my gaze along the inside of the dome. All across the curved ceiling and walls were heavy, twisted ropes, crisscrossed to make a sort of rope ladder.

      There were several hanging down from different points too, like snakes dangling in the darkness.

      My hands grazed across the ledge of the hole and I found the rough texture of rope just at the edge. I was going to have to pretty much hang upside down to get to a level surface, but whatever I had to do, I had to do. I untied the rope from around my waist and shoved it in my bag, casting one last look behind me.

      Fuck. The other competitors were gaining fast. If I hadn’t had such a solid head start, they would’ve caught up to me already.

      I braced myself as I climbed over the edge, dangling my feet down and turning, gripping onto the rope ladder.

      At first, my feet slipped, and I hung there, swaying back and forth over the enormous drop.

      My eyes went wide, and I quickly pulled my legs back up hooking them into the rope ladder. Gathering my breath, I began to work slowly down it, hoping that I could move fast enough to stay ahead of the people who were approaching the crest of the roof.

      I got into a pretty good rhythm. My upper body strength was great from hours spent working the heavy bag, and I kept the magic film on the palms of my hands, which helped me climb without getting cut by the ropes.

      But when I reached the point of no longer struggling against gravity but climbing parallel to the sides of the building, I heard something scrape across the metal beams around me.

      My heart lurched in my chest, and I peered around me into the dim light. The only illumination came from the sunlight streaming through the hole at the top, and although my eyes had adjusted, it was still a little hard to see clearly.

      The noise came again, closer this time.

      Please, gods, let it be something harmless.

      I still couldn’t see shit, but staying still wasn’t a good plan. So I gave up searching and began to climb faster, moving my arms and legs as quickly as I could.

      Then I heard it again, and again.

      The next time the noise came, it was so close to me that I jumped, almost losing my grip on the rope. Very slowly, I turned my head, palms growing slick with sweat.

      An enormous spider perched on the side of the dome a few feet away from me. It was staring right at me, and for a moment, I was pretty sure it was licking its spiky, hair-covered mouth.

      Its legs were longer and thicker than mine, and its body was the size of a fucking horse.

      Of course. First giant birds and now this. I hope there’s a god that really likes bunnies.
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      The scratching sound was squealing in my ears, but the spider wasn’t moving.

      My hands gripped tighter to the rope as I realized it was coming from the other direction. Slowly, I looked over to the other side, finding three more—and the newcomers were even bigger.

      Fuck. How many of these giant fuckers could there possibly be in this dome?

      Of course, that was a very stupid question to ask. I might as well have told fate right then and there that I’d love for her to fuck with me.

      I’d never been very squeamish about spiders. They were just insects, and they were smaller than me anyway. I didn’t need a man to kill them for me, and I didn’t get all squeamish if I saw one.

      But these?

      These were like something out of a horror movie.

      I had never seen an insect so big, or so seemingly hungry as these hairy fuckers were.

      Above me, the other contestants were crawling into the dome, hanging from the ropes. Every single one of them paused, their eyes going wide as they noticed the spiders around us.

      The one to my right began to move, quickly scurrying toward me. I hooked my legs in the rope and laid back, hanging upside down. I barely had time to charge my energy before releasing my magic and slamming a stream of it into the spider.

      The beast flew back and rammed against the dome wall before sliding down.

      Eventually, it caught itself, its legs latching onto the ropes to stop its fall. It regained its footing and scuttled off into the darkness.

      Great. One down, an unknown number still to go.

      I wasn’t out of the woods yet. Not with the other three spiders creeping toward me faster and faster. Steeling myself against the utter ick factor—I’m not squeamish, I’m not squeamish, I’m not squeamish—I swung my body up and grabbed a hairy leg with one hand. I used the same sticky film I’d created to help me climb the wall and latched onto the spider’s leg as strongly as I could, then yanked.

      As it came free from the ropes, I pulled my magic back into myself, unsticking my hand from the prickly hair of its leg.

      It fell, and I didn’t even bother to see if it caught itself like the first one had. No time for that.

      Quickly, I twisted my wrist around and around, creating a spiral of energy. Then I gripped onto the end of it and began to lash right and left, sending a whip of spiked magic at the spiders.

      They hissed and gurgled, foam trickling down from their fangs.

      The remaining two moved a bit closer, just enough for the magic to whip around them and slap them hard across the bodies. There was a loud shriek, and they moved back, hurrying to the other side of the dome.

      Holy shit.

      My breath was coming in short gasps as my heart thundered in my chest.

      I steadied my breathing, trying to collect myself, knowing I needed to get to the bottom.

      As I moved to unhook my legs from the ropes, I heard a loud hiss right next to my head. With a gasp, I turned, finding myself face-to-face—or, much more horrifyingly, face-to-fang.

      The spider’s back leg reached up, the pointed spike on the end dripping with some sort of venom, and fear flooded my body

      Everything happened so quickly that time seemed to blur.

      As the leg came flying down toward me, I clenched my teeth, my body bracing to try to defend against the attack. Then a loud hissing noise sounded next to my ear, and I jerked back as a spear of dark, colored magic slammed into the spider, impaling it.

      It moaned and groaned as it slid down the side of the wall, falling the entire distance to the floor with a heavy splat.

      Fucking disgusting.

      Snapping my head up, I found Lachlan climbing through the hole and down toward me.

      I let out a surprised sound at the sight of him, and he laughed, swinging quickly across the ropes as the others who’d entered after me climbed and battled spiders all around us.

      “You actually thought I wouldn’t follow ye?” he called, a mocking tone in his voice. “Why wouldn’t I? I knew ye were onto something. I knew it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “What about our truce?”

      He chuckled as he began to climb down the rope ladder. His upper body strength was nothing to scoff at either.

      “I told you, when the sun came up it was over.”

      A swarming irritation filled me. Of course. I should’ve known better than to trust him for a second after dawn.

      But still, it was hard not to be a little grateful that he had followed me. If it weren’t for him, I’d probably be in the middle of being wrapped up like a mummy for the spiders and their children.

      Looking back at him, I could see that he was twisting to the left trying to find his footing on the rope. About fifteen feet away from him to the right, a spider sat crouched, ready to leap. As its long, thick legs pushed away from the side of the dome, I yelled out to him, thrusting my hand up.

      “Watch out!”

      Energy flew from my palm and wrapped itself around the spider, sending it falling to the ground.

      His head whipped around. He blinked down at the spider’s body below him, and even from a distance, I could see him shudder.

      “Fuck. I hate spiders.”

      They seemed to be backing up, becoming more wary, mostly because of the damage all of us were inflicting on them.

      I was still the closest to the floor, so I headed down, breathing a sigh of relief the second my feet met solid ground.

      Unfortunately, I happened to land in the guts of one of the spiders. I bit back a retch as I picked up my foot. Long streams of goo stuck to the bottom, and I grimaced as I wiped my boot clean on a clear patch of earth.

      Next to me, Lachlan landed, snapping the magic from the palms of his hands. He had used it like a booster, slowly sinking down the wall so that he was able to move faster than everyone else and not worry about the ropes.

      It was pretty badass, actually. I definitely didn’t have that skill, and I was guessing none of the other contestants did either, considering no one had copied his move.

      He looked at my boots and made a face. “That’s disgustin’.”

      I rolled my eyes, pointing ahead of us. “I think that’s a little bit more concerning.”

      He turned to follow my gaze and let out a low whistle as we both stared at the entrance to a large maze. The walls were made of stone, vines, and pretty much every other material you could find out in the jungle.

      I growled at myself. “I should’ve spent more time looking down while I was up in those fucking ropes. I could’ve mapped out a route.”

      Lachlan raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never been great at shite like mazes. I’ve always been more of a lad for smashin’ things and using my fists.”

      My gaze shifted toward him for a moment. Huh. Despite the fact that our truce was no longer in effect, he seemed to be assuming that we were working together at this point.

      I wasn’t going to complain though. The challenge ahead was more than daunting. I turned around and looked up at the competitors still making their way slowly down the wall—they were all picking up speed now that the spiders were retreating. Once they reached the floor, it’d be a fight to reach the finish line of that maze.

      Merrick was descending the wall to my right, his arm muscles flexing as he lowered himself through the tangle of ropes.

      I bit my bottom lip, debating for a second, knowing that this maze was going to give all of us hell.

      Cupping my hands, I called out to Merrick. “Hey! I’ll share whatever it is I find—what we find—if you guide me through this maze. How about a little teamwork? What do you say?”

      The light-haired mage narrowed his eyes at me suspiciously.

      He didn’t answer me right away, but he did pick up his pace, releasing his grip on each rope so fast his descent became more like a controlled fall than a climb.

      I could tell he still didn’t trust me, and I didn’t blame him. I didn’t trust him either. In fact, part of me wondered if I’d be better off offering to team up with any of the other competitors in the place than him and Lachlan. But at least with Merrick, we had some history—as tense as it was. I knew what I was getting into with him.

      He landed hard on the floor, going down to a crouch to absorb the impact before rising and striding quickly over to us, staring at the maze. “I memorized it from up there. But there are some serious vines down one of the passageways and I don’t have anything to cut them with. It’s like an entire wall.”

      I smiled and reached back to the side of my pack, pulling out a large hunting knife. “You mean like this one?”

      “That one would do.” He arched a brow, his gaze hardening. “Lucky one of us has a pack.”

      Still a little testy about that, I see.

      But Merrick had clearly decided to take me up on my offer, because instead of giving me more shit about the pack, he jerked his chin at the maze. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      I put up one finger. “We’re going to need some backup.”

      Turning, I looked over at Trace, who was almost all the way down the wall by now.

      Sure, why not make it an even three?

      “Trace! If you stay right there and defend us from above, we’ll share what we find with you. Let us know if anything is coming, and if you can prevent it, use your magic!”

      Trace shrugged, obviously not really caring that much. I would’ve much preferred to hang on the wall defending other people then be down in the maze too.

      “Yeah, sure. Go!”

      He gave me a nod, and the other two men and I darted into the maze. Merrick guided us with unerring accuracy, and Lachlan acted as security. There weren’t really any creatures—not breathing ones at least. Whipping vines, sticks, and stones shot out in all different directions as we ran through the massive maze.

      Some of them weren’t even close, but others got near enough that I felt the brush of air displaced by their path. And several nailed me, leaving stinging welts and scrapes on my skin.

      We hurried through, keeping our guard up.

      When we finally reached the center, I pointed.

      “There!”

      A scroll hovered just above a large pedestal in the middle. The three of us stared at each other for a half second, distrust filling the space between us. But before any of us could speak, two other contestants reached the middle of the maze, coming from different directions. Alaric and Chetna.

      Without thought, the men and I all took off running, heading as fast as we could toward the scroll.

      I knew I couldn’t trust these guys, and they felt the same way about me. The only thing I could trust was to get that scroll in my hands. I used my magic, throwing my hands behind me and sending a blast of power out, giving myself a surge of speed. As I neared the pedestal, I leapt up onto a large rock, kicking off as hard as I could as I flew through the air.

      Alaric was wiry but fast, and he jumped at almost the exact moment I did. He stretched his arm out, but I managed to wrap my hands around the scroll just an instant before he did.

      I landed hard and rolled, coming back to my feet in a smooth motion.

      Alaric cursed, and I heard two low voices growl as I took off toward what I was hoping was the exit.

      I wasn’t necessarily splitting away from Lachlan and Merrick, but I was definitely trying to get away from the other two, who were looking at me with murderous eyes.

      Well, maybe I was planning on ditching my two “allies”, but it didn’t matter. I never got the chance.

      Lachlan tackled me to the ground just as I neared the exit to the maze. I had a sudden flashback to the night before as once again, the two of us went down hard. He grabbed me around the waist and flipped me onto my stomach, pushing my face into the floor.

      “I’m all about teamwork, but no one screws me over,” he growled.

      “I’m not trying to screw you over,” I mumbled against the packed dirt, heart thudding hard in my chest.

      Had I been? I honestly wasn’t sure.

      He scoffed at me. “Oh yeah? What exactly were ye doing making a run for it? If ye’re going to be a team player, then be a team player.”

      He had a point. And I didn’t know at what point during this whole thing I would need him again.

      I relented, bending my arm and handing the scroll back to him. He snatched it, then climbed off me, waiting and helping me up off the floor. I half expected him to make a run for it, but to my shock, he didn’t.

      Merrick rounded the corner a second later, just as Trace joined us in the entrance to the maze. They each sent out bursts of magic, defending us from the other contestants who were trying desperately to get to the scroll.

      I looked around wildly, knowing we didn’t have time to climb all the way back up. “We need to find a way out of here. Fast.”

      “Come on!” Merrick shouted, and all four of us sprinted out of the maze, still sending blasts of defensive magic behind us.

      Merrick led us back to the wall, and I was about to point out that we’d be easy targets if we tried to climb back up to the opening at the top. But before I could say anything, he rolled up his sleeves and rubbed his hands together, his large muscles tense.

      “I’ve got this.”

      I wrinkled my brow, unsure if he realized he was standing in front of a wall.

      Energy vibrated around him, moving through his veins and surging into his fists. Then, with a feral yell, he pulled his arms back and smashed his hands into the stone wall. The entire dome seemed to shake, and cracks spread from the place his blast had hit.

      Two more pulses of energy, and the wall broke.

      It exploded outward, opening a hole in the dome to the jungle.

      My eyes went wide, but I hurried through, looking at him strangely as I passed.

      Why didn’t he do that in the first place?
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      Taking off from the dome, we all ran as fast as we possibly could.

      We stayed close, and I wasn’t sure whether it was because we were afraid to lose each other in a dangerous situation, or if it was because we didn’t trust each other enough to take our eyes off each other.

      Either way, I was stuck with the three of them for a little bit longer.

      I had to admit though, after the dome, I wasn’t really upset about that. If we hadn’t joined forces, none of us would’ve gotten out of there—and we definitely wouldn’t have gotten the scroll.

      We ran at a flat-out sprint for what felt like forever, until all of us were completely out of breath and out of energy.

      Reaching a hidden place behind some rocks next to a stream, we slid down the side of the stone face and collapsed onto the sandy ground.

      My lungs felt like they were made of fire, and every breath sent shooting pains through my chest.

      Motherfucker. Wouldn’t that be the ultimate irony? I’m competing in a deadly competition in a realm ruled by the gods, and the thing that’s gonna kill me is running.

      I was beat up, exhausted, and completely over this whole Gods’ Challenge bullshit by this point.

      Too bad the only way out was to keep forging ahead.

      After catching our breath, Merrick, Trace, and I pulled ourselves up against the stone, leaning back. Lachlan stood up and looked around, making sure we were relatively safe before pulling the scroll out of his pocket.

      The three of us sat forward, tension surging like a physical force between us.

      We each wanted to snatch it for ourselves. I could sense the other men shifting slightly, and my own fingers itched to grab it from Lachlan’s hand.

      The guys might be best friends back in the hallways of Magic Blessed Academy, but out here? They were competitors just like everyone else. And each of us wanted whatever clue the scroll held.

      Lachlan stared at us and we stared back at him, everyone absolutely silent.

      After about a minute, I couldn’t stand it any longer.

      I burst out laughing.

      The men all broke their heavy eye contact and turned to stare at me.

      “Come on, guys, it’s not like we’re not all thinking the same thing.” I rolled my eyes, still chuckling. “Everyone here wants to snatch that scroll right out of his hand and make a break for it. But before anybody does, let me just point out that the only reason we got the scroll before anyone else was because we worked together as a team.”

      Merrick swatted away a small bug. “So?”

      God. Men.

      “Sooo…” I drawled. “Teaming up gave us a clear advantage. The creatures and magic in this world don’t mess around, and the gods obviously have no problem dumping us into life-threatening situations. I, for one, want to survive this shit.”

      “So, what?” Trace cocked a brow, brushing his shaggy black hair out of his face. “We win the competition as a team?”

      I rolled my eyes at his mocking too. “Who knows? All I know is that in a competition where people have died before, maybe we need to play the long game. If you really think you can do this on your own, hey, feel free to leave. But the way that I see it, if we want to have a fighting chance of getting out of here alive, we need to do this the smart way.”

      All three of them stared at me for a moment, and then looked back and forth at each other.

      They were both suspicious and interested at the same time. And they weren’t just suspicious of me, but of each other as well. Each one of them was an alpha, so working as a team without a specific leader wasn’t really in their wheelhouse.

      Nonetheless, alpha or not, they were all smart and practical.

      Just like I was.

      That practicality was the only reason I had offered this bargain in the first place. It was the intelligent thing to do. We needed each other, and it would be much easier to get to the end of this challenge if we had each other as backup.

      This had nothing to do with the night I’d spent with Lachlan in the cave. It had nothing to do with my complicated, chemistry-filled past with Merrick. It had nothing to do with the way Trace’s bad boy rock star persona seemed to cover up a hidden depth that left me curious to discover more.

      Nope, it had nothing to do with any of that.

      When it came down to it, I wanted to win.

      That’s all this is about.

      Trace drew in a deep breath, staring at me with a penetrating look before finally nodding.

      “Fine. I think you’re right, and I think it would be smart for us to stay together. At least for now.”

      Something gleamed in his eyes as he spoke. I could see the heat he was trying to hide from his glare, but he was doing a really bad job at it. It made warmth pool in my belly, and I glanced away, refusing to indulge the thoughts trying to surface in my mind.

      Focus, Aria. Focus. Not on his tattoos and how much you want to lick them, damn you.

      Lachlan shrugged, still holding the scroll. “Sure. Why not? If it gets me out of here quicker, I’ll stick around with you assholes for a while.”

      I gave him a half smile, and we all turned to Merrick. The controlled, enigmatic man rolled his eyes and shrugged. He broke a twig into several small pieces and tossed them onto the ground, his jaw working like he was struggling with himself to get the words out.

      Finally, he gave a single sharp nod.

      “Fine. The four of us can work together as a team—but only until we beat the others.”

      Standing up, I dusted off my hands I gave him a grin. “Of course. When everyone else is down, the four of us can fight amongst ourselves for the final prize.” I could feel my grin turn a little bloodthirsty. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Merrick’s amber eyes narrowed as he gazed at me, and I could almost swear I saw grudging respect and amusement flickering in their depths. But then he carefully rearranged his features into a blank, bored look.

      Trace stood up and nodded at Lachlan. “Well, what does the clue say then? We might as well get on our way.”

      The broad-shouldered redhead grinned and pulled the seal from the scroll. Carefully, with an almost odd delicacy for someone of his size, he unrolled the paper and held it up in front of them.

      He stared at it for a moment with confusion as it began to glow in his hands. It grew brighter and brighter until he finally let go of it, shaking his hand out as if it had burned him.

      I frowned, watching the paper flutter up in front of us all. The scroll went from an old piece of parchment to a moving magical beam spelling out the words in the air in front of us.

      In the lands of gods, danger you will often meet.

      But in the end, the search and hope will be more than sweet.

      You found the clue in a situation dire,

      Now find your way toward water and fire.

      We all stood there for a second, staring at the writing that glowed brightly in the air. It faded just as fast as it had appeared, then the scroll popped back into existence and fell to the ground.

      I leaned over and picked it up, tapping it against my hand. We had never been in the gods’ jungle before, so how were we supposed to figure out where water and fire were? I mean, I’d passed by several streams on the way to the dome, but were any of them what we were looking for? None of them had seemed all that special.

      I glanced down at the broken seal on the scroll, pressing the two pieces back together. Then I froze.

      Wait…

      Slowly, a smirk emerged on my lips.

      Merrick narrowed his eyes. “What? Remember, we’re a team here.”

      I ignored his bitter tone. I was starting to realize that Merrick needed to hate me. He wore his disdain for me like an armor, shielding himself with it—because feelings he didn’t want to admit to lurked behind that outer mask.

      Honestly, I didn’t want him to admit to them either, because they scared the fuck out of me.

      So, hatred would have to do instead.

      “Well,” I said evenly, “if you look at the seal, it tells us exactly where to go.”

      I held the seal out for everyone to look at. It was in the shape of a compass with the needle pointing southwest.

      Merrick’s expression tightened. He was obviously annoyed that I’d been the one to make the discovery.

      For fuck’s sake.

      “Ugh. I’ve seen your dick, Merrick. Hell, I’ve ridden your dick. And as much as I hate to admit it, it’s a damn nice one. So stop with the fucking penis measuring already. Like you said, we’re supposed to be a team, right?”

      Merrick blinked, a flush crossing his cheeks as a spark of heat flashed in his eyes. Then he rolled his shoulders and nodded at the others. “Right. Let’s go.”

      Lachlan chuckled, a low, deep sound of amusement that sent a shiver of satisfaction up my spine.

      Still not quite willing to stop vying for control of the group, Merrick stepped into the lead. I decided to let him have this one—for the sake of the team.

      Trace and I fell into step behind him, and Lachlan brought up the rear as we headed out. We were all wary of each other, gazes constantly darting around, but it was what it was.

      I still might ditch them later, but there was no point in splitting off at the moment—we all knew the clue and were headed in the same direction.

      Toward water and fire.

      Whatever the hell that means.
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      Watching Trace fight an eight-foot-tall, three-armed beast like something out of a movie, I had to admit I was a little impressed.

      And maybe a little turned on too.

      Not by the creature. Fuck no.

      It had large black scales and jagged fangs. Its arms were long, so long that its fingers almost touched the ground.

      But Trace? He had it on lock down.

      He didn’t have the same kind of practical fight skills that Lachlan and I did, but he was way better at using his magic to fight than I was.

      As the beast lifted its head to the sky to let out a mighty roar, the dark-haired mage did a move I had never seen before. He held his arms out, allowing his magic to surge out of him in tiny little balls that circled around his body like armor. And as he pulled one hand back, creating a magical blade of sorts, the balls lifted him from the ground, thrusting him up and forward like a surfer riding a wave.

      His magical blade sliced across the monster’s exposed neck, severing it completely.

      As the beast’s head rolled across the ground, the forest quieted again. Several other monstrous bodies lay scattered around the clearing.

      The four of us were covered in sweat and gods only knew what else. Panting, I staggered over to a fallen tree and sat down, still staring at Trace.

      “How the hell did you learn how to do that?”

      He pushed his sweaty black hair back out of his face, his blue eyes gleaming with pride. “I had a lot of practice, even before I arrived at Magic Blessed Academy. I think it took Oberon and his team a while to track me down after my magic started to come out.”

      “What do you mean?” I wrinkled my brow. He and his little squad had found me the day after my magic had exploded during the fight in the alley.

      Trace shrugged, wiping a large smear of blood off his arm and revealing the tattoo ink underneath. “From what I’ve heard, most people at the academy manifested their magic within the blink of an eye—no magic one minute, and a shitload of it the next. But it wasn’t like that for me. Mine just kind of slowly trickled in. At first, I was freaked out, but then I started to play around with it and I learned how to do the whole bead thing.”

      “Huh.” I nodded with grudging respect.

      That was a pretty cool move, and it also said a lot about Trace’s character that when he’d slowly started manifesting magic, instead of freaking out and going insane, he’d taken it in stride and started learning how to control it. As terrifying as it was to have had my magic spring up all at once, I felt like that was actually easier to handle, psychologically. Like ripping a band-aid off.

      “What else can you do?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “All kinds of different things. There are spells I practice over and over, and then there are ones I just sort of improvise in the moment. It just depends on the situation. I’ve realized, at least for me, the magic and I are connected. We’re one. Just like everything else on earth.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Wow. For a rock star, that’s pretty deep.”

      He glanced up at me before flicking his gaze to the other two men. They were both laughing at him as they cleaned themselves off from the fight. We’d found a small stream right before we’d been attacked by a bunch of oversized monsters. Maybe they’d been guarding their little watering hole.

      “You knew I was a rock star?”

      I smiled as I heaved myself up from the tree and crossed toward the stream where Lachlan and Merrick crouched. “Yeah, it was hard to miss you in all those fucking magazines. Your face was right on the cover.”

      Surprisingly, Trace looked down at the ground, seeming to lose a little of his cocky enthusiasm. “Yeah. It was. I don’t miss that shit.”

      “What? Not a fan of the spotlight?” I joked. “Is that why you chose a career where you got up onstage in front of literally thousands of people on a weekly basis?”

      Trace scowled at me. “Hey, you don’t know my life, Snow White. Yeah, I loved performing. But that doesn’t mean I loved all the rest of the bullshit. The interviews and award shows and keeping the record label happy? That’s not why I started playing.”

      “Yeah,” I drawled. “Must’ve been a really tough life. I bet you cried about it in your million dollar mansion every night.”

      His expression hardened, and he didn’t respond. A sudden twinge of regret shot through me. I’d just been bantering mindlessly, but I seemed to have hit an actual nerve.

      The truth was, I didn’t know his life. And it bugged the shit out of me when people judged me based on what they thought they knew about me, without bothering to find out the actual truth.

      Fuck.

      I kind of wanted to apologize, but I wasn’t sure how. The words were unfamiliar, and they didn’t come easily to me.

      Before I could open my mouth, movement in my periphery caught my eye, and I turned just in time to catch the water bottles Merrick tossed at me. I shoved them both in the pack, studiously ignoring Trace, hoping the weirdness would just dissolve if I let the subject drop.

      We’d found a satchel in the wilderness a few days ago with several reusable metal water bottles in it. And that was pretty much the only good thing that’d happened all week.

      “Godsdammit. We need a new plan.” Merrick stood up, shaking the water off his hands. “We need to figure out if we’re going about this the right way. It’s been almost a week and a half since we read that fucking clue. We’ve fought off monsters, almost frozen to death, and we don’t even know if we’re headed in the right direction.”

      Lachlan rolled one shoulder as if testing the joint. A ragged scratch decorated the front of his shoulder, visible through a bloodstained tear in his shirt. It was a testament to his fighting skills that he hadn’t lost the whole damn arm in the fight.

      “We’re headed in the right direction,” he said determinedly. “Remember the compass on the scroll?” Then he hesitated. “But Merrick’s right about one thing—we don’t have much to go on. Water and fire? What the fuck does that mean? It sounds nice and poetic and all, but how do those things mix? They’re total opposites.”

      I finished stuffing the bottles back into the pack and stood up, slapping my hands against my legs to knock the dirt off. “Well, I know it’s gonna be dark soon. We should probably set up camp. Let’s go upstream a little and camp there. There’s enough tree cover that we can use the tarp from my bag like we did a few nights ago.”

      All the guys agreed, and we trekked about a quarter-mile upstream, leaving the dead bodies behind. Once we reached a good spot, we didn’t even have to talk about who would do what. We all just separated and started doing what we normally did.

      We were actually starting to function pretty well together as a team.

      I acted like it bothered me, making sure to keep my walls up around each of them, but the truth was, I sort of liked the company. These guys had been walking cocks inside the halls of Magic Blessed, but out here in the magical wilderness, they weren’t actually all that bad.

      Tough. Strong. Capable.

      Exactly the types of guys who are dangerous for my self-control.

      Brushing that thought away, I grabbed a bunch of twigs, sticks, and branches and headed to the center of the clearing to make a fire. As a first-year, I was still behind the three men in magical ability, but my magic was really good at making fires, so I had been in charge of them since the third or fourth night.

      As I set the kindling ablaze, Merrick walked up beside me. When the fire was burning steadily, he reached down, handing me a bit of food. I crouched in front of the flame, eating slowly as Merrick surveyed the jungle around us.

      “It’s crazy, right?” he murmured.

      I stood up, shoving the last bite of food into my mouth. I always ate my rations too fast, too hungry and impatient to savor them. Besides, they tasted like year-old granola bars. Not a lot to savor.

      “Which part?”

      Merrick chuckled, and for the first time since we’d arrive in the godly realm, I saw no disdain or malice in his expression. I carefully hid my shock—I was sure if he realized he’d forgotten to speak without a sneer, he’d throw the walls back up real quick.

      “The whole thing.” He shrugged, the movement languid and elegant. “One minute, I’m sitting in my penthouse condo getting ready for a business meeting, and the next minute I’m out in the woods, taking a break from the magical academy I’m attending to try to win a competition. Not to mention the fact that I ended up here with you.”

      I smiled, glancing up at him for a second. “It hasn’t been so bad. I mean, if you take out those giant eight-foot monsters, the spiders, and that plant that almost ate you alive two days ago, I’d argue that being around me hasn’t been too terrible.”

      He just stared at me for a moment, his almost white hair shaggy and slightly overgrown from the amount of time we had been out there. I had never seen him with a beard, but he actually looked pretty good with a scruff. For the short time I’d known him back in Boston, he had always been super clean shaven and perfectly put together. “What did you do back at home anyway?”

      He blinked at me, the hardness returning to his eyes. “You don’t remember?”

      Shit.

      “Oh, wait, I know what it is,” I said, frantically searching my memory banks. I mean, I knew he was a sort of corporate prodigy, but the details had always sort of turned into mush in my brain. “You took over your father’s business in mergers and acquisitions, and you also work with some high profile political people. You graduated from college when you were eighteen and took over your dad’s business when he died.”

      See? I remember stuff.

      He gave a short nod and looked away from me. “Yeah. Though I have to admit, the events of the past week make my job sound pretty boring.”

      I smiled, not wanting to push too hard. It was a strange silence between us. It wasn’t awkward, but it wasn’t quite comfortable yet either.

      Luckily, Lachlan chose that moment to burst into the space between us, crouching down and putting his hands out toward the fire.

      “I think it’s goin’ to be a cold night.” He glanced up at me and winked. “Good thing we’re in the same tent. You know I’m always up for cuddlin’, Snow.”

      Ugh. The damn nickname Snow White had stuck like glue. Stupid Trace.

      I was still brainstorming a suitably idiotic nickname to call him in revenge.

      “Good thing you’re on first watch then.” I pursed my lips as I nudged Lachlan with my foot, shoving down the flare of heat that tried to rise in my body. Despite his constant offers, I’d refused to huddle together for warmth again since that first night in the cave.

      Not because I didn’t want to.

      But because I really, really did.

      Sleepy, horny Aria was an untrustworthy Aria—I couldn’t allow that bitch anywhere near these guys, or she’d do her damndest to do something wide-awake Aria would regret.

      He groaned and rolled his eyes. “I forgot about that. We’ve been travelin’ and fightin’ off these godsdamned monsters so much that I’ve lost track of what fuckin’ day it is. Things were much simpler back home, I can tell you that right now. Ridin’ with my boys, drinkin’ and fuckin’. Havin’ a good old time, no damn schedule to keep. Now I’m out here with you morons, tryin’ to survive and find some strange prize at the end of the water and fire rainbow.”

      I chuckled.

      Lachlan loved to piss and moan about shit, but he was actually one of the hardest working guys I’d ever met. Protective too. He was always the last to sleep and the first awake, and although he might pretend to have forgotten it, he was the one who’d volunteered for the longest shift at watch.

      He just liked to make sure we all knew he wasn’t a softie.

      My lips curved up in a fond smile as I gazed down at the burly redhead, letting my attention drift over the broad muscles of his back.

      Then I froze.

      Holy shit. Am I actually starting to… like these guys?

      The answer to that question was obvious, but I avoided letting myself even think it. I wasn’t ready to admit the truth.

      But as I pulled my gaze away from Lachlan, I found Merrick watching me carefully. I couldn’t read the expression on his face, but it made my stomach twist anxiously.

      Was he jealous?

      Would I mind if he was?

      Did I want him to be?

      A howl split the night air, and Lachlan’s head popped up, his entire body going tense. Then he stood quickly.

      “I’ll start the watch now. Make sure whatever it is doesn’t get any closer.”

      He tromped off into the surrounding brush just as Trace stepped up to stand beside me and Merrick in front of the fire. The heat from the two large bodies next to me seeped into me even more strongly than the warmth from the fire, and I shifted uncomfortably, trying to master the reactions my body was having.

      For the first time, I found myself almost hoping for a monster attack.

      As long as we were fighting, I’d be less tempted to do… other things.
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      “Ugh.” I scowled, slapping the back of my neck. “Can we just go back to when there weren’t any bugs in the godsdamned jungle?”

      Trace laughed, looking back at me as he stepped over a huge log. “Sorry, Snow. They haven’t bitten me once. They must be drawn to the evilest member of our group.”

      Lachlan snorted up at the front and glanced back at us, his green eyes twinkling. “Ye can say that again. Aria is definitely the most evil.”

      I wrinkled my nose and flipped him off, but there was no real bite in any of our remarks. We kept poking at each other because it was what we knew, because it felt comfortable, but in recent days, the four of us had become almost close with each other.

      Teaming up against life-or-death threats had the effect of forcing you to get to know your teammates very well, very fast.

      “Sure, sure,” I drawled, pretending to think about it. “You say I’m the evilest—which I take as a compliment, by the way. But I’m pretty sure Merrick can match me. At least on the evil scale.”

      Merrick was behind me, so I couldn’t see his reaction, but my neck suddenly prickled with awareness, and I was sure he was gazing at me.

      “I don’t know, Ari. Maybe it’s not the evil at all. Maybe they just think you’re fucking delicious.”

      Another bug buzzed by my head, but I barely even noticed it. Merrick’s voice had been low, not even intended for the whole group—almost like he hadn’t even meant to say it out loud.

      A flush of heat filled me, and I slapped at the bug in irritation, taking out my sexual frustration on the poor insect.

      It’d been two weeks since we’d left the dome behind.

      Two incredibly long weeks.

      While it wasn’t the company that had made it long, it was still two weeks in the jungle, sweating to death and fighting off some of the strangest monsters I had ever seen. Just the day before, we had faced a swarm of bee-like creatures with wings that looked like butterflies. They weren’t pretty or sweet though. They’d had fangs, and they’d wanted to eat us.

      Thankfully, our fight skills and my magic skills were improving, and we were starting to function even better as a team in dangerous situations, so none of us had gotten injured. Despite the buzzing insects that were swarming around me today, it was nice to take a trek that didn’t involve fighting for our lives—at least, not so far.

      Carefully ignoring the prickle of Merrick’s gaze, I scanned the area up again.

      We were coming upon a clearing, and I fully expected that we would stop there and rest, maybe eat some of the last bit of food contained in the pack.

      I wasn’t sure how everyone was doing on the tiny rations we’d been spreading out as long as we could, but I was hungry all the time, never satisfied—even two minutes after eating. We’d run out of rations in a few days, and I wasn’t looking forward to hunting or foraging in this place. None of the plant life looked edible, and I had no desire to eat anything we’d killed so far.

      As they stepped into the clearing, Trace and Lachlan came to an abrupt stop. My pulsed picked up.

      Ah, fuck. What now?

      “What? What is it?”

      I picked up the pace to join them, Merrick right behind me.

      Trace pointed forward as I stepped up beside him. “Well, at least we know what that fucking riddle meant now.”

      My gaze followed the line of his finger, and my mouth dropped wide open. Beside me, Merrick made a strangled noise in his throat.

      Holy shit.

      We had definitely reached what we’d been searching for, but it was nothing like what I’d expected to see. Not even close.

      It was water.

      And fire.
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      “Fire and water,” Trace repeated out loud. “At least they weren’t speaking in metaphors. I half expected it to have nothing to do with fire and water, just some poetic god speech to throw us off. I have to admit, I was completely wrong.”

      My mouth was still hanging open. A literal river of flame flowed past us. It moved like water, but it looked like fire—and it burned like fire, if the crispy foliage at the banks of the river was any indication.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure this is exactly what the clue meant,” I murmured, finally managing to get my jaw to close. Then I swallowed. “But I’m not real sure how to get around it.”

      Merrick shook his head and pulled the scroll out again, reading it over for what had to be the dozenth time. “This doesn’t make any sense. What the hell are we supposed to do with a river of fire? We have magic, but we’re not invincible. I thought the Gods’ Challenge was supposed to be hard, but I didn’t think it was meant to be a guarantee of certain death. This is too fucking much. I mean, have you met some of the other contestants? They have talent, sure, but they’re dumber than a box of rocks.”

      I chuckled, wiping the sweat from my forehead. “You are so judgmental, Mr. I-Graduated-College-At-Eighteen. Maybe they just like to hide their intelligence, play dumb so you underestimate them.”

      Lachlan had a confused look on his face. “What I don’t understand is why the fire hasn’t spread beyond the banks. Some of the boys from the club and I used to work as volunteer firefighters, and the first thing ye learn is that, as long as there’s shite to burn, fire will spread. So why hasn’t this?”

      Trace walked a few steps closer and carefully reached out toward a small divot on the charred bank that had filled with the fiery water. He hovered his hand over the liquid flame, almost touching the surface before quickly yanking it back with a pained hiss.

      My heart lurched in my chest.

      “Fuck, Trace! Be careful!”

      “I’m okay.” He shook out his hand, flexing his fingers as he grimaced. “There must be something about the magic that keeps it contained. It definitely feels the same as sticking your hand over an open fire.” He glanced back at the rest of us. “So, since that useless as fuck scroll doesn’t say what to do once we reach here, anybody have any ideas?”

      I stepped up beside him, taking his hand in mine and running my fingers over the skin to make sure he wasn’t badly burnt. The skin was a little pink, but he hadn’t held it near the fire long enough for it to blister or anything.

      “I’m okay, Snow. Really.”

      His voice was low and soft, and when I looked up into his eyes, it struck me in a rush how close we were standing… and how intimate it felt to hold his hand.

      I’d done it without thinking, the movement completely instinctual, but now that I was aware of it, everything suddenly felt horribly awkward. I gave him a stilted smile and released his hand, taking a step back as the other two men joined us at the fire water’s edge.

      Struggling to regain my composure, I put my hands on my hips and turned back toward the river, leaning forward a little and craning my neck from side to side, looking up and down the banks. There was nothing of note that I could see, and the river seemed to go on forever.

      “Oh, shite. I think we have our answer,” Lachlan murmured, staring out at the river.

      I glanced at him quickly, then turned my head to follow his gaze. “What? Where?”

      “There. Do ye see it?”

      He pointed, and I narrowed my eyes as I searched for whatever he was trying to point out on the opposite shore.

      Then I saw it.

      A boat.

      It was small and dark, the wood singed just like everything else along the banks of the river. It was so unremarkable that my gaze had skipped right over it the first time I’d looked that way—and the second time too. I’d thought it was a rock or something.

      “That?” Merrick snorted a disbelieving laugh. “You know I’ve got your back, Lach, but there’s no way I’m getting in that thing. It looks like it’s been fried to a crisp.”

      “Yeah, it does,” Lachlan admitted, his Irish brogue thickening in his excitement. “But it hasn’t. It’s still floatin’. Sure, the outside is charred, but it must have some kind of magic on it just like the river bank. It hasn’t burned up on the river.”

      “Holy fucking shit.” Trace’s eyes went wide, and he leaned forward a little, trying to get a better view of the small, dark boat. “I think you’re right.”

      “’Course I am.” Lachlan nudged me just to make sure I caught his cocky smirk, and I rolled my eyes. Gods, he really was impressed with himself.

      Not that he didn’t have some pretty solid reasons to be.

      He had the body of a rugged male model, green eyes that would make emeralds look dull, and he was smart and resourceful on top of it.

      And in this case, he was right.

      If the boat had truly been burnt by the river, it would be no more than ash. The fact that it still held any form at all meant that it must be repelling the fire of the river somehow.

      And we were talking seriously about getting inside that thing and paddling down a river made of flame.

      Dammit, this might actually be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.

      “Yeah, okay,” I said grudgingly. “But how do we get it? Anybody volunteer to swim over there and bring it back?”

      Merrick stepped up, shooting me an amused and only slightly worried look, like he wasn’t one hundred percent sure I was joking. “I don’t think it’ll come to that, Ari. Help me.”

      With that, he extended his hands, sending out lines of energy that crept in a slow arc over the surface of the river. I caught on to what he was doing quickly and mimicked his action. My lines of energy weren’t nearly as strong or steady as his, but they reached the boat only a few moments after his did.

      Focusing hard, I convinced the electric rope of magic to latch onto one end of the boat. I had no idea if it was the bow or the stern—or if those were even the right terms for the two ends of the craft. I’d never been on a boat of any kind before.

      “Good. Nice work.”

      Merrick’s voice was tight with concentration as he wrapped his ropes around the other end, and I felt a flush of pride rise up in me. This kind of shit would’ve taken me a lot longer to master a few weeks ago, if I could even do it at all.

      I appreciated the fact that Merrick had asked me to help him, giving me the chance to try my hand at the magic without mansplaining the whole thing to me or bypassing me entirely by recruiting one of the other guys to do it.

      He was surprisingly thoughtful like that.

      And even when he’d hated me, I was pretty sure he’d never thought I was weak.

      The two of us began to pull, and the boat slowly pulled away from where it was wedged into a nook by the shore. As soon as it reached the middle of the river, it got a lot harder to keep my magical grip on it. The current tugged at it, trying to rip it away from me.

      I could feel the two other men standing tense and alert nearby, magic at the ready in case they needed to help, and the second the little blackened boat bumped against the bank on our side of the river, Trace leaned down to grab onto the middle with one hand.

      “Trace!” I released my magic, stepping forward to help him before he fell in and shooting him a look. “You really are gunning for a fire bath, aren’t you?”

      He chuckled. “Nah. Not my thing.”

      Lachlan had been right. The inside of the boat was only blackened in a few spots, as if sparks or small licks of flame had singed it here and there. But there were no holes in it anywhere, and it bobbed gently on the surface of the water-like flames.

      Merrick and Lachlan grabbed onto the boat’s edge too, and I glanced over at them with a shrug.

      “Well, this is insane. But we don’t really have any other choices. I’m pretty sure this river of fire probably runs the entire length of this jungle, if there is even an end to the thing. If we’re hoping to get closer to the gem, this is the way we need to go.”

      They all nodded, but none of them looked happy about it.

      I wasn’t thrilled either. I hated fire, but I also hated the thought of what might happen if we tried to cheat by walking alongside the river or something. Either some worse threat would ambush us, or the contestants brave enough to dare the flames would beat us to the prize.

      Neither of those options were acceptable.

      We all climbed in the boat, which was both terrifying and awkward as fuck. I would’ve laughed at the sight of Merrick trying to keep his balance as he stepped inside the small craft—if it weren’t for the fact that going overboard would mean a painful, nearly instant death.

      A little less funny in that context.

      Lachlan hopped in last, catching his balance with Trace and my help as the boat drifted away from the shore.

      Trace moved over as far as he could on one of the seats, letting me squeeze in next to him. The thing was small, maybe the size of a small rowboat, and though there were only four of us, the three guys were pretty big. Lachlan looked like a giant in the thing and had to sit in the middle to make sure he didn’t tip it one way or the other.

      As soon as we were all seated, the boat began to pick up speed, rushing over the fire water almost faster than the current around us. My stomach dropped as I realized we had just walked into something we had no control over.

      Trace realized it too, and I felt his body stiffen beside me.

      “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” he murmured. “How do we stop this thing if we want to get out?”

      Merrick looked out at the flowing fire river below us, his face a hard mask. I had a feeling he hated this the most out of all of us. “Yeah. I don’t think we do get out. Not until the boat is ready to let us out.”

      “Well, keep your eyes open, because I don’t trust this even for a second,” I put in, staring around as we made our way down the river. “This whole challenge has brought nothing but danger, and I have a hard time believing the gods would let us have a boat that doesn’t burn just to take us to wherever we need to go. There’s gotta be a price built in somewhere—for everything they give, they take something else away. The gods can be real dicks.”

      Merrick’s gaze darted over to me. “This whole realm is their home. You know they can probably hear you, right?”

      I glanced up at the sky as if I expected to find a god floating up there, ready to smite me.

      But all I saw was bright, clear blue, a strange contrast to the fiery blaze all around us.

      Was he right? I knew students back at the academy could peek in and see what we were up to via that magical sort of livestream that covered the contestants’ movements. But were the gods actually watching?

      How was this fun for them?

      Unless they really were assholes, and they just got off on watching a bunch of barely trained mages flounder against the insane challenges they kept throwing at us.

      Yeah, that sounded pretty believable, actually.

      Not that I liked it. I wasn’t big on my life-or-death struggles being used for someone else’s entertainment. Even if the someone was a god.

      “Tough titties,” I told Merrick with a grin. “If they don’t like what I have to say, they can go spy on Alaric. Or Brielle.”

      Merrick huffed a laugh and opened his mouth to reply when a low bubbling sound from my right caught my attention. I thought maybe I was just hearing things, but then it came again.

      Putting up my hand, I cut him off. All three men stared at me, and I could feel them drawing their magic up, close to the surface. They knew I wasn’t the kind of girl to be paranoid.

      “Do you hear that?” I whispered.

      We sat perfectly still, listening hard.

      Another small burbling sound. Still from my right.

      Lachlan nodded, his gaze scanning the rippling fire on that side of the boat.

      “I hear it. But I don’t know what—”

      Before he could finish that thought, a loud roar split the air.
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      From my right, three medium-sized dragon-like creatures burst up from the flames, their wings blazing and fire pouring from their nostrils.

      The fire water churned and rippled, several waves almost splashing over the edge of the boat.

      “Oh, fuck!”

      I swiped my hand through the air quickly, creating a shield around us. We all ducked as the fire hit the shield and bounced back.

      “Ari! Make a hole in the top of the shield. Open up the top!” Merrick called.

      Ugh. With three fire dragons flying around us, I hated to lose the cover. But we couldn’t attack through my shield wall, and I couldn’t sustain it against an attack if all the dragons came at us at once. A fourth one had joined their ranks, rising up from the left side of the boat.

      We had to get rid of them.

      I dropped the top part of the shield, and Merrick stood, bracing his feet wide in the base of the wobbling boat as he began to throw long rotating spears of energy at the dragons.

      “Fuckin’ hell!” Lachlan shouted as he turned and sent out a vibrating surge of magic toward several more dragon-like creatures that were bearing down on us from the other direction. “Is there anythin’ in this bloody forest that isn’t deadly?”

      I snorted, struggling to hold my shield up. “I’ve been asking myself that this whole time. I’m still waiting for the sweet, furry baby bunnies.”

      Trace threw large balls of electric magic over the shield, taking down two of the dragons. “Yeah, right! Baby bunnies in this place? If they exist, they’ll probably just try to eat you. Or they have some sort of weird human skin fetish where they’re creating little rabbit houses with human lampshades.”

      For a half-second, all three of us paused in our fight to turn and stare at him.

      “You’re so weird,” I said.

      Trace chuckled.

      Then his eyes grew wide as he looked straight behind me. “Watch out!”

      Before I could do anything, he threw himself at me, wrapping his arms around me and dragging me down into the bottom of the boat, shielding me from a spray of fire that came from one of the dragons.

      Merrick moved as fast as he could, piercing the beast with his spear and watching as it sunk back into the fire. Still, it wasn’t fast enough.

      By the time I was able to move Trace’s limp body off me, half of his back and all down his right arm was burnt. He was groaning and looked as if he were about to pass out.

      Fuck. Fuck!

      The other two men continued to fight off the last beasts until finally the boat picked up speed again, moving at a faster pace this time.

      I pulled energy from the pit of my stomach and began to move it carefully around the burns on Trace’s body, hoping it would do something to help him until we could get him somewhere to treat him. He winced as the energy circulated around him, and I winced with him.

      My heart slammed against my ribs, and my hands shook, my stomach twisting as if I could feel his injuries in my own body.

      “I know it hurts,” I whispered desperately, “but you have to hold still and just let me do it. If nothing else, it will protect you from getting anything in those burns. Just hold on.”

      I felt like I should say something else—touch him or thank him for what he had done—but I wasn’t quite sure how to put it into words, or whether he’d even hear me right now. I would’ve been nothing but a burnt shriveled up body in the seat next to him if he hadn’t tackled me.

      But now he was the one who was hurt, burnt badly.

      Suddenly, another dragon shot up out of the flames, and the anger in me took over.

      “Lach! Steady me!” I yelled out.

      Not even waiting for him to respond, I stood up on the bench seat next to Trace and began waving my arms back and forth wildly.

      Sprays of magic, pulsating and red, shot out all around us. Merrick and Lachlan ducked down, avoiding my rage as they each wrapped their arms around one of my legs, keeping me from toppling out of the boat as I whipped my magic around.

      The energy wrapped around the dragon’s throat, and I held my arms straight out in front of me before spreading them wide, as if I were pushing open two sliding doors.

      I snarled and grunted as the dragon’s body split apart, its head flying to the right, into the fire, and its body to the left, landing on the shore. The other dragons that had begun to emerge when they heard the noise quickly dove back down and out of sight.

      I closed my eyes for a moment, trying to bring my temper back down, trying to get a hold of myself.

      The sound of Trace groaning slightly pulled me out of my rage.

      Just as I turned toward him, a shadow fell over us.

      “Motherfuck. What now?” Merrick muttered, annoyance and apprehension in his voice.

      I looked around apprehensively as we drifted under a rock outcropping, entering a large cave.

      Well, at least now we knew why we’d had to take the boat. If we’d approached this place on foot, there would’ve been no way for us to access the cave. The only point of entry was the hole the river flowed through.

      Slowly, I sank back down onto the seat, looking over at Merrick, who gave me a small nod, his tight expression softening slightly. It seemed to be a nod of approval, or maybe a thank you for helping Trace—I didn’t know, and I didn’t care at that point.

      Finally, the boat came to rest at a rocky shore within the cave. The ceiling soared high overhead, and the cave itself was nearly the size of a football stadium—the part I could see anyway. Rock formations rose up from the ground and grew down from the ceiling.

      I used my magic to shield Trace’s body as Lachlan created a slab of energy to put him on, laying him gently on his unburned side. For all the magic we had, we still had to lift him carefully up and out, and the sounds of his pain sent anger and sadness rampaging through my chest.

      “We need to help him,” I said, trying to hide the growing desperation in my voice. “We need to do something. Those kinds of burns could kill him.”

      I didn’t know a ton about first aid or burn wounds, but I knew that having that much scorched skin was a huge shock to the body, and an invitation for infection to set in.

      Merrick nodded over toward a flat section of rock near the cave wall. “Set him down there and let me see the bag.”

      We had all, in a show of solidarity, put our personal things into the pack we carried with us—the things we’d collected on our own before joining up as a team.

      As soon as we had Trace settled, I handed the bag to Merrick. He reached inside, pulling out a satin satchel.

      Carefully, he lifted a small vial of blue elixir from the bag. He held it up, looking at the silvery streaks that swirled through it. “I found this before I ran into you guys. None of these fucking potions are labeled, but I think it’s a healing potion. I remember seeing Professor Howes give one to a student who broke her arm in his class last year. It looked just like this.”

      I blinked at him, impressed in spite of myself.

      Not only that he had a healing potion, but that he was willing to give it to another contestant when he knew there was a good chance he might need it somewhere along the trip.

      Merrick pointed at Trace. “You two get on either side of him. Aria, tilt his head back. I’m going to have to pour it into his mouth and make him swallow.”

      Nodding, I hurried over and sat down behind Trace, pulling his head carefully to my lap and tilting his chin up. He groaned. His eyes were open, but his gaze was unfocused, darting over the ceiling of the cave.

      Merrick took the stopper out of the vial and whispered something, words I couldn’t make out, into the liquid. It must’ve been an incantation to activate the potion. Potion-making was a skill that only advanced magic users could master, and as far as I knew, they didn’t even offer classes in it at Magic Blessed Academy. But anyone who knew the right words could activate one.

      “Trace,” he murmured, his voice surprisingly soft as he spoke to his nearly unconscious friend. There was no swagger or cockiness left in it, just concern and determination. “I’ve got a potion that will help you. I need you to do your best to swallow it, alright? Come on. You can do this.”

      Trace’s eyes focused briefly as he gazed at Merrick, and although he barely even nodded, Merrick took it as a yes anyway.

      I held the ex-rock star’s head as Merrick poured the liquid between his lips and lifted his chin to close his mouth.

      The corded muscles of Trace’s neck worked as he swallowed. Then he let out a long, deep sigh, as if all the pain and agony had suddenly disappeared from his body. I laid his head down on my lap and watched as the other two men stood up and rolled their shoulders, trying to gather themselves.

      “Thank you, guys,” I said, my throat tight. “I expected something, but not that. Shit, I didn’t even see that dragon until it was too late.”

      “Well, good thing you have a bodyguard.” Trace’s voice rose up from my lap.

      I looked down quickly, finding his bright blue eyes staring back at me.

      Clear. Alert.

      He was getting better, the burn marks on his shoulder and back fading to a bright, shiny pink instead of the angry red, blackened blisters that had been there before. The tattoos on the worst affected parts had been totally burned away—apparently healing spells didn’t regenerate tattoo ink along with flesh—but the skin looked healthy and unbroken.

      As I watched, the pink color faded even more, and a surge of relief welled up in me, so strong it nearly bowled me over. “Holy fuck, Trace! How are you—are you okay?”

      Merrick walked over, chuckling as he reached his hand down to Trace. “He’ll be fine. Don’t go all fangirl on him. From what I remember, the potion works pretty quickly.”

      Trace accepted the hand up, and I had to fight down the urge to grab him and keep him right where he was. A minute ago, he’d been nearly delirious with pain. It seemed too soon for him to be walking around like nothing had happened.

      And maybe, just maybe, I didn’t want to stop touching him. Maybe I wanted his head in my lap and my fingers in his hair for just a second longer. Long enough to convince myself he really was okay.

      I worked hard to keep any of those thoughts from showing on my face as Trace stood though. They unnerved me, and it would only be worse if any of the men realized what I’d been thinking.

      How much I was starting to actually care about them.

      Trace clapped Merrick on the shoulder. “Thanks man. I owe you one.”

      “No you don’t.”

      The other man shook his head, and I could tell he absolutely meant it. I was suddenly very glad that the four of us had agreed to team up—not just for my sake, but for theirs. The guys were all competitive people, and the unspoken rule of the gods’ challenge was that each competitor worked on their own. There could only be one winner, after all.

      But if we’d split up after the dome, if all of us had forged ahead alone… how many of us would be alive right now?

      Half of Trace’s shirt had been burned away by the fire water, and he ripped off the remaining charred fabric, craning his neck to see the damage. His face fell, sadness reflecting in his angular features.

      “Ah, fuck. I liked those tattoos.”

      He looked truly pained, and I wondered if the inked images had held special  meaning for him. Probably. Most tattoos did, didn’t they?

      I stood, dusting off my hands as I approached him. Running my fingers over the skin, which had continued to heal to the point that it was barely even pink anymore, I traced the edges of the burn marks where they met up with the half-formed images of his remaining tattoos.

      “I’m sorry. That sucks.” My voice was lower than I’d meant it to be. Softer. “I’m sorry you lost them, but… this is beautiful too, in its own way.”

      Trace’s other hand reached up, grabbing onto mine and squeezing gently as his bright blue eyes searched my face. “Thanks, Snow.”

      “Uh, guys? Ye might want to take a look at this shite.”

      Lachlan’s voice dragged me from the deep pools of Trace’s eyes, and the three of us joined the Irishman in looking around, finally taking in our surroundings fully.

      The river of fire hadn’t simply dead-ended into nothing. It fed into an enormous lake, which flickered and crackled, providing enough illumination to light the entire cave.

      We all watched the waves of flames for several moments, the dark, slick cave walls contrasting with the vibrant flames of the water.

      Despite the light of the flames, the cave seemed to be getting darker and darker as the moments passed, and I glanced over at the large hole in the cave wall we’d entered through. It was obviously getting late.

      I scrubbed my hands over my face, suddenly feeling so exhausted I could’ve collapsed right there.

      “Well, I don’t know what we’re supposed to do from here, but I think we all need to get some sleep. We’re not gonna find whatever new clue we’re hunting for if we’re absolutely exhausted. We know it’s in here somewhere, so I say we rest, regroup, and start searching tomorrow.”

      Lachlan lifted his arms overhead, his muscles bunching as he stretched out his shoulders. “I agree. I’ll take the first watch.” He glanced at Trace. “I know it’s meant to be yours, mate, but ye should get some sleep first. It’ll only help the healin’ do its thing.”

      Trace nodded, accepting his friend’s help with more seriousness and grace than I would’ve expected of him when I’d first met him.

      Then again, I’d learned enough about these three men in the past couple weeks to realize that most of my first impressions of them were wrong—or at least, incomplete.

      Merrick shifted his gaze back to the large lake of fire. “I don’t think it’s worth trying to make a fire. Not when we don’t have much to burn, and there’s a ready-made fire right there. We can sleep close to the shore—just not too close.”

      “Agreed,” I muttered.

      As proud as I was of the magic I used to light our campfires every night, I really didn’t want to do it right now.

      At that point, when we got back to the human realm, I wasn’t sure I’d ever light so much as a candle ever again.
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      “That was really decent of you.”

      My quiet words seemed too loud in the large cave, as if the massive space picked up each sound and amplified it. Or maybe it just felt that way because I really didn’t want the others to overhear me.

      Merrick’s brows drew together. “What was decent of me?”

      The two of us were going through the contents of the pack, gathering rations for the four of us to eat. Despite the fact that our supply was getting dangerously low, we’d decided to have a little extra tonight. We all needed the energy boost of food and water. We’d deal with getting more food as soon as we could.

      I pulled out two wrapped packets of rations, setting them side by side as I glanced over at the blond-haired mage through my lashes. Trace was resting several yards away, leaning up against a small rock formation that jutted up from the ground, and Lachlan was doing a perimeter check, scanning the surrounding area for any threats before we settled in for the night.

      “Giving Trace that potion when you might need it later on in this competition,” I said, still keeping my voice low. “I guess I just didn’t know you had it in you.”

      Merrick pulled two more packages of rations out of the pack. He looked at me intensely, wearing an expression I’d seen on his face before. It was a mixture of desire and amusement, with a dash of frustration thrown in. “You don’t know everything about me. You made sure of that, remember? You’ve gone out of your way not to know things about me.”

      My nose wrinkled, and I glanced away, stuffing the items we wouldn’t need for now back into the pack. “I know. I’m not saying I’m right, but I had my reasons for it. If it means anything at all, I’m—I’m glad you’re here.”

      There was silence for a long moment, and I wanted to break it. I didn’t want things to be awkward; I hated the hurt I could feel radiating from him, no matter how much he tried to hide it.

      Fucking hell. This is the absolute worst time and place to be having this conversation.

      I was sure fire-filled caves in the godly realm weren’t on Cosmo’s top ten list of best places to hash out old relationship drama. But it was what I had to work with, and I couldn’t take the tension simmering between us anymore.

      If I’d had the guts to have this conversation back in Boston, maybe we wouldn’t have to do it here.

      It was my cowardice that’d gotten me into this situation—and I hated admitting that. I wasn’t one to back down from a fight or a challenge, but that’s exactly what I had done with Merrick.

      Because he had challenged me.

      He’d challenged my perception of myself as a person, my idea of what my life was meant to be, and not by trying to hold me back or tell me how to live it, but just by wanting to be a part of it.

      I was a loner.

      Had been for as long as I could remember.

      And when Merrick came into my world, first as a one-night stand, and then slowly as more than that, it had scared me more than the idea of going up against a two hundred and fifty pound bruiser in a bare-knuckle fight.

      It had made me feel… vulnerable.

      So I’d shut him out. I’d basically ghosted him, too scared of my feelings to even admit to him why I couldn’t continue our relationship. Maybe I’d been afraid that if I opened up and explained my feelings to him, I wouldn’t have the strength to actually push him away afterward.

      “Merrick,” I said slowly, putting the pack down carefully and lifting my chin, meeting his gaze head on. “I shouldn’t have ended things the way I did.”

      “Oh, you mean by not ending them? By flipping a switch and cutting me out of your life without a single word?”

      His words came out as if by rote, following the familiar pattern we’d established during the first several weeks of the semester of slinging barbs at each other as we rehashed the history between us. But the tone was different, the sharp edge gone. Then he surprised me by sighing and shaking his head.

      “I’m sorry. That’s not fair. You did tell me the night you brought me home after your fight that you didn’t do relationships. You told me exactly what it was.” He shook his head, amber eyes gleaming in the firelight. “But after that night—that incredible night—the fact that it didn’t end, that we kept seeing each other, made me think it could become more. I wanted it to be more.”

      “I know,” I said, my voice practically trembling from the effort of speaking. Gods, I really am a coward. Why is this so fucking terrifying? “I—I wanted more too. That’s why I broke my ‘one night only’ with you. Repeatedly. I wanted you around all the time. I craved being with you. But then I… chickened out. It felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff, and if I took one more step with you, one more step toward you, I’d fall. So I turned and ran instead.”

      His gaze was still locked on mine, and there was something new in his eyes now. Something I hadn’t seen in a long time. Not since our time together in Boston.

      Openness.

      It was like he’d opened the windows to his soul and was letting me see directly inside.

      To be honest, there was a part of me that wanted to do exactly what I’d done the first time—run for the fucking hills. But I was done running. I was tired of it. I hadn’t run from any of the challenges I had to overcome in this insane, deadly realm.

      So why would I run from a man who was looking at me like he wanted to worship me? To protect me? To devour me?

      “Ari,” he murmured roughly, reaching up to trace his knuckles along the line of my jaw. My whole body reacted to his touch, nerve endings flaring to life as goosebumps prickled over my skin and my breath hitched.

      Fuck. I hadn’t been touched like this in a long time. Too long.

      To an outside observer, it may seem like nothing. Just a small, barely there touch. But the feel of Merrick’s fingers brushing against my jaw was one of the most arousing things I’d ever experienced.

      Vaguely, I remembered that he’d said my name, and it had sounded like he planned to follow it up with something. We’d both gotten distracted as soon as our bodies had come into contact.

      Leaning into his touch a little, I licked my lips. “Yeah?”

      The light in his eyes gleamed brighter, as if the flame was no longer being reflected from the outside, but was burning on the inside. As if he was burning for me.

      “I had never met anyone like you,” he said softly, his hand sliding down to grip my chin gently. “I almost didn’t go to the fight that night. It didn’t seem like my kind of thing, and I was tempted to just blow it off and let my friends go without me. But I’m so glad I was there. As soon as I saw you, I knew.”

      My heart seemed to beat slower and faster at the same time as I leaned closer to him.

      “Knew what?”

      “That you would change my life.”

      The look in his eyes was so intense, the emotions radiating from him so raw and powerful, that a twinge of fear, of the old Aria, rose to the surface.

      “Yeah, for the worse.” I huffed a soft laugh, wrenching my gaze away from his as I moved to pull away.

      But this time, he didn’t let me. He moved with me, and before I could reassemble all my shields and walls, he leaned in and kissed me.

      My body stiffened for a half-second, and then my lips pressed against his, my body responding to his kiss like it’d been waiting for this moment ever since the last time all those months ago.

      Our mouths moved together, rediscovering each other, and Merrick didn’t even pull away to speak again, whispering his words against my lips instead.

      “For the better, Ari. Always for the better.”

      Godsdammit. How did he always know what to say?

      I pressed my lips to his again, stopping him from saying any more words that would crack my heart open even as I poured everything I was feeling into our kiss.

      It was both heated and tender at the same time, and it made me feel like I was spinning, whirling through space—or maybe it was the world that was spinning around us.

      I had missed this man. I had missed allowing myself to care about him.

      “Perimeter’s pretty secure. I only found one other entry point, along the far wall back th—”

      Lachlan’s loud voice broke off suddenly. I heard a low noise from over where Trace had been resting, then a scuffling sound as he stood up.

      “What the…?” His voice was rough with sleep, but the surprise in his tone was obvious.

      Ah, fuck.

      Busted.
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      Despite the interruption, Merrick didn’t seem all that inclined to stop kissing me. Hell, maybe he was worried that if he stopped now, he’d open his eyes just in time to see me running for the cave entrance, fire water be damned.

      But a sudden embarrassment flooded me, and I pushed against his chest, breaking the contact between us and pulling back.

      Heat burned in his honey-colored eyes, and he licked his lips as if he could still taste me on them.

      I felt myself being drawn into his gaze, my body still trying to lean toward his, but I cleared my throat and shoved to my feet, glancing over at Lachlan.

      The large Irishman was blinking slowly, his focus shifting from me to Merrick and back again. He looked surprised, disappointed… and almost hurt.

      Against my will, I looked over at Trace, unable to resist the need to see his reaction too.

      He wore his feelings even more openly than Lachlan did. He had risen to his feet, and he looked straight-up jealous, like he was considering walking over and kicking Merrick’s ass.

      Oh, fuck.

      A sudden barrage of memories flooded my mind—flashes of all the moments, large and small, I had shared with each of the men. Without meaning to, over the past several weeks, I had grown closer and closer to all of them. My walls had started to come down, and I’d gotten to see so much more of them than the cocky exteriors they showed the world.

      I’d started to develop feelings for each of them.

      And now I’d just kissed Merrick in front of them.

      Well, I guess it wasn’t enough that we’re up against fucking fire dragons, killer butterflies, and giant spiders. Why not throw in some super awkward sexual tension into the mix while we’re at it?

      The thought would’ve made me laugh if I hadn’t been struck by the sudden fear that this was about to splinter our makeshift team into pieces.

      Already, I could see Lachlan and Trace regarding Merrick with stony faces. And I couldn’t look any of them in the eye. I had no idea how to explain what I was feeling, and I hated that by kissing Merrick, I seemed to have closed a door on the developing feelings between me and the other two.

      That’s fucking bullshit. That’s not what I wanted.

      It was hard to regret the kiss I’d shared with Merrick when my body was still flushed with heat from it, my heart still beating harder in my chest from his words.

      But the fallout? Oh yeah, I was regretting that already.

      Silence hung between the four of us, and none of the guys seemed like they were in any hurry to break it. They were staring at each other like gunslingers in the Wild West having a standoff, and if the heavy tension lasted any longer, I was positive I was going to explode.

      So I reverted to my usual coping mechanism.

      Avoidance.

      Choosing to ignore the elephant in the room, I brushed my hands off on my pants and reached down to grab the rations Merrick and I had removed from the pack, holding them up and waggling them.

      “We got dinner ready.” I glanced at Lachlan, keeping my voice airy and bright. “You said the perimeter is secure?”

      “Uh. Yeah…” He shook his head as if to clear it, his gaze still shifting back and forth from Merrick to me. “There’s only one other way into this place besides the entrance we came through. So it’s not entirely secure, but better than what we’ve faced out there in the jungle.”

      “Great.” I stepped past him toward where Trace stood a few yards from the lake’s edge. “Let’s eat then.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I heard Lachlan’s disgruntled murmur behind me, and a moment later, he and Merrick came up to join me and Trace, watching each other like two predators approaching a watering hole.

      Good gods. Men.

      All four of us settled into a rough circle, using medium-sized rocks as seats. We sat near enough to the lake of fire to feel its warmth, but not so close that the air we breathed seemed burnt.

      The stifling silence fell again as I distributed the rations, and when I handed Trace his, his fingers tangled with mine briefly, the contact between us sending a surprising jolt of heat through me. My gaze flew to his in shock, and what I saw in his eyes unnerved me more than the sensation had.

      It was something soft, almost… pleading.

      Like he was asking me without words to choose him.

      Truthfully, I shouldn’t be choosing any of these guys. Getting attached to them was dangerous. We had agreed to partner up until we reached the end of the challenge, but that put a specific end date on our time together. Everything felt weird and heightened out here, where threats lurked around every corner and we had all saved each other’s lives more than once.

      Of course I felt close to each of them here. Of course I’d developed feelings for them.

      Of course they thought they had feelings for me.

      But was any of it real?

      Drawing my hand away from Trace’s as if I’d accidentally stuck it in the lake of fire, I shuffled backward to find my seat between Lachlan and Merrick.

      I swore my rations tasted extra dry and stale—or maybe it was just because my mouth seemed to have gone completely dry. My gaze kept shifting around the circle to each of the men, and every time I locked eyes with one of them, the heat hovering around us seemed to grow.

      “Ye know…” Lachlan drawled, dusting off his hands once he’d finished his meal. “This whole partnership thing is great and everything, but once we reach the gem, all bets are off. I’m going for it, even if I have to knock you fools into the fiery pits of hell. I won’t feel a bit bad about it.”

      The two other men turned to look at him, their eyes narrowing. Merrick took a swig from the water bottle to wash down his last bite, then passed it to Trace as he spoke.

      “Of course. That was the agreement. We’ll each go after the gem with everything we have.” He shrugged lightly. “Although some of us may have a bit more of an advantage than others.”

      “Yeah, well maybe that’s because some of us started going after the gem early, which was not what we agreed upon,” Trace grumbled, shooting Merrick a glare as he passed the water bottle along to me.

      I took it, but I was so distracted that I just held it poised near my mouth, my lips slightly parted, frozen in mid-motion as I watched the three men around me bristle at each other.

      “I won’t apologize for wanting the gem,” Merrick shot back evenly, determination in his voice. “And I won’t apologize for doing everything I can to get it. I would think you two might be happy for me.”

      “We might,” Lachlan growled. “If ye hadn’t spent weeks at the beginnin’ of the semester talkin’ about how much ye didn’t want the damn thing. Trying to turn us against it. But now that we know how perfect it is, can ye blame us for wantin’ it too?”

      Merrick’s face flushed, and his gaze slid to me before he rounded on Lachlan, his jaw clenching. “I was hurt. And I was angry. I was trying to convince myself I didn’t want this.” His voice softened. “But that was never possible. It may be the only thing I’ve ever truly wanted.”

      “Then you should’ve fucking told us that before you let us get attached!” Trace said with a scowl. “We’ve both spent the past month thinking the gem is fair game, when all along, you’ve already claimed it for yourself.”

      Ooookay.

      “Guys! Guys!” I stood up, still holding the water bottle in my hand as I threw my arms out in a wide gesture. “The ‘gem’ is right here, and she doesn’t exactly love being referred to as ‘it.’”

      The men had all been slowly leaning toward each other, as if each of them were preparing to launch an attack on the other two, but now they froze, tilting their heads to look up at me. Chagrin warred with anger in their expressions.

      I raised my eyebrows. “I mean, you are talking about me, aren’t you? Your secret code isn’t exactly hard to decipher.”

      There was a moment of silence, and I honestly started to wonder if they had thought their code was totally uncrackable.

      Then Trace shook his head. “We just didn’t know, Snow. That’s all. I mean, we knew about you and Merrick from before, but not that it was still a thing. At least, I didn’t.”

      He shot a suspicious glare at Lachlan, and the big man raised his hands. “I didn’t fuckin’ know either! If I had, I would’ve told you.”

      Lach turned to cast an accusatory scowl at Merrick, who was shooting daggers out of his eyes toward Trace.

      I scrubbed my free hand over my face, torn between amusement, lingering desire, and confusion. It wasn’t like I had a problem attracting guys, but I’d never been pursued by three men at once. Especially not three men I actually cared about.

      And when I added in the fact that I wasn’t sure I could even trust their feelings, or my own, it left me clueless about how to proceed.

      But letting these three friends rip each other’s heads off, particularly when we still had an unknown number of deadly challenges ahead of us before we reached the end, seemed like a horrible idea.

      “Listen. You’re not going to get anywhere fighting over… the gem.” I rolled my eyes as I went along with their lame metaphor. But honestly, I wasn’t great at talking about this kind of stuff, so using the thinly veiled reference actually kind of helped.

      Trace shook his head. “No offense, Snow, but I know what I want. And I fight for what I want. If you don’t want me, that’s one thing. But if you tell me there’s even a chance…” His blue eyes gleamed in the firelight as he shifted his gaze to me, the same intent look on his face as earlier. “Then, yeah, I’ll fight.”

      Fuck. I guess we’re not hiding behind the gem metaphor anymore.

      The other two men turned to look at me too, and I suddenly felt like a billion-watt spotlight was trained on my face. I was positive my cheeks were flushed, and I could feel my breath coming a little faster. I wasn’t exactly the type to get nervous, but this was an entirely new situation for me, and I had no idea how to handle it.

      Especially because I had no answer to give them.

      What do you tell three men who are looking at you like they want to devour you? Like they want to snatch you up and make you theirs?

      Like they want you to choose?

      Well, if they were waiting on me to do that, we’d be here for a long fucking time. My heart, mind, and body all seemed to be sending me conflicting suggestions, leaving my thoughts a tangled up mess. There was only one thing I was sure of without a doubt.

      I shook my head adamantly. “No. I’m serious. No fighting.”

      Lachlan shook his head, his expression dark. “Sweetheart, that’s not—”

      “No fighting.” I glared down at each of them. “We got this far because we stuck together. Because we had each other’s backs. I’m not letting this entire group splinter because each of you wants to bang me and you can’t figure out what to do about it.”

      Gesturing at the cave around us, I let out a low, harsh laugh.

      “For fuck’s sake. Look at this place. We only made it here because we each contributed to the effort. Merrick, you saved Trace’s life today, and I’m so damn glad you did. But I can’t let you save his life one minute and then turn around and challenge him to a duel or whatever the next. That’s not how this works.”

      Merrick’s gaze flicked to Trace, and I saw his expression soften as he remembered how close to dying his friend had come today. As he remembered that the man before him was one of his best friends.

      His head dipped in a small nod. “You’re right.”

      The other two men seemed to have gone through a similar thought process, because their shoulders relaxed slightly, and the angry tension hovering in the air lessened.

      I let out a soft breath. “Good. I mean, you guys are all big boys. You can learn how to share your toys, right?”

      The second the words left my mouth, tension crackled through the air again. Only this was an entirely different kind of tension than the angry jealousy that’d filled the space around us before.

      This was shock, arousal, and… interest.

      “Share?” Merrick murmured, rolling the word around on his tongue as if tasting it. His gaze tracked over my face, heat burning in his eyes. “Is that what you want, Ari? You don’t want us to fight over you?”

      “Ye’d rather we shared ye instead?”

      Lachlan asked, his voice a little strained. I couldn’t quite tell if it was because he loved the idea or hated it, but when I shifted my gaze to him, the expression on his face definitely wasn’t one of disgust.

      “Holy fuck.”

      That was Trace’s deep contribution to this conversation, but honestly, it pretty much summed the whole thing up. Everything I was feeling right now could best be expressed by those two little words.

      Holy. Fuck.

      I’d thrown out the suggestion of sharing as a joke, but as soon as the words had spilled out of my mouth, as soon as I’d seen the men’s reaction to it, it had struck me that I wasn’t actually joking.

      That was exactly what I wanted.

      I wanted the dynamic that’d been developing between all three of us to continue to grow. I wanted to fight alongside these men, I wanted to have them by my side as we navigated whatever challenges the gods threw at us next… and I wanted to fuck them all so badly it made my body ache just thinking about it.

      Was it possible to have all of that?

      Not just the friendship, not just the growing bond between us, but a physical relationship too?

      Fuck it. This whole thing might collapse as soon as we get back to school anyway. Why bother playing it safe in the land where there is no safety?

      “Yeah.” I met each of their gazes, affixing a cocky, confident look on my face even as my heart hammered in my chest. “I do. Think you can handle that?”

      I watched the three of them absorb my words.

      Then Merrick reached up and took the water bottle I’d forgotten I was holding from my hand. His fingers wrapped around my wrist, and he tugged me down onto his lap, spreading his legs so I perched sideways on one of his thighs. His arm banded around my waist, and he buried his nose in my hair as his lips found my ear.

      “Ari, I don’t share.”

      My breath caught, a spike of arousal at the possessive growl in his voice mingling with disappointment. I hadn’t known until I said it out loud exactly how much I wanted all three of them, but now that I’d spoken the words, it was all I could think about.

      Fuck.

      I was about to open my mouth, still not entirely sure what I would say, when he continued.

      “These two are the only people in the entire fucking world I would even think about sharing you with. If we do this, it stops here. Just the three of us and you.”

      His words were a low murmur, but Lachlan must’ve heard them anyway, because he grunted. “Aye, sweetheart. I agree.”

      “Same.” Trace’s voice held a touch of humor. “Although I can’t guarantee I won’t accidentally elbow one of these assholes in the face.”

      My snort of laughter broke the tension simmering inside me, and I reached out a foot to kick at him lightly. “Well, I can’t guarantee I won’t elbow you in the face, so I guess we’ll all just have to take the risk.”

      I felt Merrick’s chest shake as he chuckled too, and his arm tightened around me. It was probably a good sign that threats of violence seemed to turn all three of these guys on so much. They really did get me.

      A wave of nerves and arousal flooded me as Merrick’s hands drifted down to my hips. His fingers dug into my flesh as he gripped hard for a second, as if he were still struggling with the instinct to pick me up in his arms and carry me back to his cave.

      Then, slowly, he turned me on his lap, shifting my body so that my back was pressed against his front and my legs straddled his thigh—facing me outward as if presenting me as a gift to his friends.

      Both of the men sitting nearby moaned in appreciation, and I felt my chest flush as they each moved closer, dropping to their knees in front of us. Trace was shirtless, his skin still dusted with soot in some places and his tattoos almost seeming to move as the firelight flickered over them.

      Lachlan’s hands fell on my thighs, his warm palms making my skin heat up through the fabric of my pants as Trace pulled my head down just enough to press his lips to mine.

      It was the first time I’d kissed him—although definitely not the first time I’d thought about it—and I leaned into it like a starving woman, sliding my tongue between his lips to taste him.

      Merrick groaned behind me, and as Lach’s hands slipped up under my shirt, gliding over the bare skin of my stomach, Merrick’s fingers moved in the opposite direction, sliding down between my thighs to brush against my clit.

      My whole body jerked, and I yelped against Trace’s lips, my hands reaching out to clutch at anything I could grab ahold of. It felt amazing and insane, so many sensations hitting me at once that my body didn’t know where to focus first.

      “Gods, I can tell you like this, Ari,” Merrick murmured against my ear, his fingers pressing harder against my clit, the touch growing more demanding. “I can feel how much you like it.”

      I muttered something into Trace’s mouth that wasn’t even English, arching my back as Lachlan’s hands found my breasts under my shirt. My whole body was starting to undulate and writhe on Merrick’s lap, as if trying to flee the onslaught of pleasure and chase it all at once.

      “Help me get her shirt off,” Lachlan muttered, brushing his thumbs over my nipples before letting go to grab the hem of the garment.

      Trace broke our kiss, pulling away long enough for his friend to tug the shirt up and over my head, helping him pull it over my arms. Merrick, obviously presuming the two of them could handle it, kept up his delicious assault on my clit, massaging in slow, deep circles as I gasped for breath.

      Lips found mine again, but they weren’t Trace’s. Lachlan and he had switched places, and as Trace leaned down to lick a line over my rib cage and up between my breasts, biting softly at the fabric of my bra, Lachlan devoured my mouth in a kiss as passionate and overwhelming as the man himself.

      “Fuck,” he rasped against my lips. His hands were roaming my body, bumping into Trace’s as the two men seemed to compete to see who could touch me in more places at once. “This is insane. Why is this so fuckin’ hot?”

      I didn’t bother answering. I just wrapped my hand around the back of his neck and made him kiss me again, sucking on his tongue as Trace bit down on one of my nipples. Merrick’s hand delved under the waistband of my pants, and I could feel his cock pressing against my lower back.

      He was hard.

      Were the others hard?

      I wanted to feel. I wanted to drive them as crazy as they were making me.

      Reaching out, I brushed my fingertips over their chests and abs, trailing downward. Lachlan was bulkier, but Trace was cut and lean, with the chiseled definition of a rock star.

      I leaned forward a little until my hands reached their dicks, and the second I touched them, both men groaned and crowded closer.

      Merrick pushed my hair aside as his lips worshipped the back of my neck, and I could feel his breath growing harsher, feel his hips thrusting up against me even as his fingers found my clit again, no barrier of fabric between us this time.

      I was close to coming already. My body wasn’t used to being attacked from so many different angles all at once, and it felt like an electric current flowed through me, lighting me up like a damn lamp.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, my hands scrabbling for the buttons of Lachlan’s and Trace’s pants. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever fucking stop.”

      Almost as soon as the words were out of my mouth, a loud crack split the air.

      And they all stopped.

      Every single one of the guys froze in place—lips on mine, teeth latch onto my nipple, hands shoved down my pants—as if the four of us were some kind of extremely dirty statue.

      Then the noise came again, sharp and loud. It bounced around the large cave, making it hard to pinpoint the exact source of the sound.

      As one, we surged to our feet, my mind whipping from dazed lust to alert wariness so fast it almost made me dizzy. Merrick yanked his hand out of my pants, holding onto my hips to steady me as he gazed around, his breath sharp.

      “What the hell was tha—?”

      A loud, deep rumble echoed throughout the entire cave, cutting him off.

      The ground shook wildly beneath us, throwing me off balance as if I were on a pitching ship in a stormy sea.

      I reached out and grabbed for the three men, my heart dropping into my stomach as the rumbling grew even louder.

      Oh, shit. This can’t be good.
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      “Run! Run!”

      The scream tore out of my throat, but the sound was swallowed up by the noise around us, barely audible over the ear-splitting rumble of rock shifting and collapsing.

      The guys didn’t need to hear the words though. They could probably read my lips, and besides, they were no dummies. Their survival instincts were on par with mine.

      Abandoning our pack, the water bottle, everything but the clothes on our backs, we sprinted as fast as we could over the churning ground.

      Trace and Lachlan ran in front of me, Merrick behind me, the three men surrounding me as if they could somehow save me from masses of falling rock. They couldn’t though—our magic might be able to deflect some of it, but none of us were strong enough to prevent the collapse of an entire cave. Even combined, our powers couldn’t do that.

      Small chunks of rock formations began to break off from the ceiling, hurtling down like deadly hail.

      We needed to get out of here. But how?

      “The boat!” I called, following Lachlan blindly as he led us across the shaking cave floor.

      “Too slow!” He called back. “We’d have to use our magic to propel it. We’d never make it out in time. There’s a passageway in the far wall. A smaller tunnel!”

      Fuck. I didn’t like the sound of that. But before I could even try to argue through panting breaths, a loud crack made me duck. When I looked back over my shoulder, I saw the cave entrance begin to collapse, sending huge boulder-sized chunks of rock falling into the river of fire below.

      Okay, passageway it is then.

      Bigger chunks of rock began to fall all around us, and we picked up speed, scrambling and falling and pulling each other onward as we traversed the uneven ground. We were within three feet of the passageway when we skidded to a stop.

      Just like at the cave entrance, the ceiling began to collapse. Chunks of rock broke off and plummeted toward us as if trying to keep us from getting through the passageway.

      We all put our hands up, not even looking at each other but moving in sync.

      Bursts of magic shot from each of us in different forms. I used mine to grab the boulders and redirect them over into the lake of fire. Merrick sent sharp shards of energy, bursting the rocks into tiny pebbles that rained down like stinging bees. Lachlan wielded something like a giant magical hammer, bashing chunks of the ceiling into oblivion before they could hit us. And Trace used those balls of energy I’d seen him create before, hurling them out to wrap around the rock pieces and send them spiraling in the opposite direction.

      The ground stopped shaking for a moment, and we didn’t hesitate.

      “Go, go, go!”

      I grabbed Trace and Merrick’s hands, urging Lachlan on with a jerk of my head.

      We dashed into the narrow passageway, which was darker and more shadowy than the rest of the cave had been, not lit by the glowing light of the fire lake. It felt ominous and too tight, and my heart thrummed hard in my chest as we raced forward.

      Please, gods, don’t let me die in a fucking cave.

      Although maybe praying to them to let me live through this was stupid, considering they were the ones who’d brought us here. They were the reason any of us were here.

      “This seems like a really fucking stupid plan!” Trace yelled as we ran.

      “You got a better one?” Lachlan shot back, and Trace made a noise that might’ve been a laugh if he wasn’t sucking in gasping breaths.

      “Fuck, no.”

      The grumbling noise had resumed behind us, but for the moment at least, the passageway we were in didn’t seem to be collapsing the same way the main cave had been. Who knew how long that would last though?

      Drawing on my magic, I threw several orbs of light ahead of us, trying to help Lachlan see the way ahead. After another several yards, his steps slowed slightly.

      “What? What is it?”

      I almost bumped into him, grabbing his shoulders to steady myself. I’d had to let go of Trace and Merrick’s hands—it wasn’t conducive to sprinting, and besides, there wasn’t room in the narrow passageway to run side-by-side.

      “It’s gettin’ narrower,” Lachlan grunted.

      I glanced around his broad back, realizing he was right. Up ahead, the hallway began to close in, growing narrower and narrower. We continued forward, but it got to the point where the guys had to turn sideways to fit through.

      “We should turn back. There has to be another passageway!” Merrick yelled out from the back.

      Lachlan shook his head, even that movement seeming difficult in the tight space. “There’s not. I checked the whole perimeter. This is the only way.”

      He looked like he was about to have a panic attack, and I couldn’t blame him. His chest and back both practically scraped the rock on either side of him as he forced his large body through the tight space. If it got any narrower, he truly wouldn’t fit.

      I had a sudden horrifying vision of him getting stuck, wedged between two slabs of rock, pinned down like a bug as the ceiling collapsed and crushed him.

      “You okay?” I muttered, fear tightening my chest.

      “Yeah.” He grimaced, sucking in a breath as he forced his way through a tight spot. I could see tears on his shirt and scratches on his skin from where he’d scraped against unforgiving rock. “Good thing I’m such a wee man.”

      A short laugh belted out of me, wild and a little manic, and his eyes twinkled for a moment. Then the ground shook again, drawing us both back to the danger of the situation.

      The walls shivered, making me worry that they’d crush us, but at least nothing was coming down from the ceiling. The sound behind us was dying out too, and I wondered if the entire cave back there had collapsed.

      Finally, just when I was sure we’d have to either turn back and try our luck or stop where we were and try to dig our way out or something, we reached the end of the narrow corridor.

      Lachlan squeezed out first, and we all followed, stumbling forward into an enormous space. It was another cave, even bigger than the one that’d held the lake of fire. My magical orbs of light flew up toward the ceiling, casting a blue-white glow over the place, and I shivered as I glanced around.

      There were bones and cloth, and what looked to be old types of armor and weapons, strewn all across the ground.

      Wherever we were, it was not a place of peace.

      “A portal!” Trace called out. “There! Thank fuck.”

      My gaze flew up, following his pointing finger as we picked up our pace again, dashing across the wide floor and avoiding the piles of bones.

      On the other side of the huge cave, a large portal swirled and shimmered wildly in front of us. It looked like it was combusting or something. Sparks shot out from the sides of it, and I knew that we only had a limited amount of time to get through.

      “Hurry! Before it closes!” I yelled, putting on another burst of speed despite the protests from my aching lungs and legs.

      When we were about halfway to the portal, two other contestants came stumbling out of another entryway to the right of us, one several paces behind the other.

      Chetna and Knox.

      For a second, I thought they’d teamed up just like we had, but then Knox turned around and shot a blast of energy at Chetna, who just barely avoided it. They both looked rough—bleeding, bruised, and covered in ash and dirt. Whatever they had gone through to get here, they had taken it hard.

      The four of us ignored them for the moment, sprinting toward the portal. If we didn’t get there soon, we’d miss our chance.

      The movement drew Knox’s attention, and the large man with curly black hair let out a yell, racing us to get there first.

      “We should all just go through the portal together!” Merrick yelled out to him. “It’s the only way out of here.”

      In response, Knox wiped the blood from his forehead and used his magic to create a long spear. Barely slowing his pace, he threw it as hard as he could, straight at Merrick’s face.

      “Fuck!”

      Merrick swiped his hand to the right, knocking the magical spear away with his own burst of energy just before it impaled him. It dissipated into the stones, the light of the magic fading.

      Oh, so that’s how it is, huh?

      No fucking teamwork for this guy. Knox could see just as well as we could that the portal was about to collapse, but he wanted to be the only one to pass through.

      Well, screw that.

      Immediately, all four of us drew up our magic, rushing toward Knox and Chetna. I’d agreed to play nice with the three men by my side, but I hadn’t agreed to play nice with everyone, and I certainly hadn’t agreed to let assholes try to kill them while I stood by and watched.

      Several of Trace’s whirling balls darted under Chetna’s feet, upsetting her balance as she ran and sending her sprawling across the dirty cave floor.

      I glanced at the men. Between the four of us, we could probably take these two competitors out, bombard them with magic and get rid of them. But as my gaze met Trace’s and then Merrick’s, I could tell their hearts weren’t into it. They didn’t want to kill anyone.

      All six of us were converging on the portal, and as my guys exchanged blows back and forth with Chetna and Knox, I stepped to the side. Using my magic, I swirled my hands around in a circle, knowing I had to do something to get those two students out of the way.

      My magic created a long shimmering net, and I held it at each end taking in a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry about this,” I called to Knox’s back as he fought against Lachlan. “But we need to get through the portal. We don’t have time to fight you.”

      Before he or Chetna could look over at me, I pulled back and threw the net, watching as it blanketed both of them and then wrapped around their ankles, bringing them down hard.

      They struggled uselessly. My binds wouldn’t hold forever, but they’d give us enough time to get out of here. Lachlan looked over at me and nodded in thanks, dropping the magic spear he’d held. We had all been through too much to end up killing one of our own classmates.

      That wasn’t how I wanted to win this thing.

      We sprinted the last few yards to the portal. Lachlan reached it first, and for a horrifying second, I was sure he was going to leave without us.

      Instead, he turned around and put his hands out. The three of us skidded to a stop in front of him a second later, linking hands so we were all connected. Then we turned in unison to stare at the portal.

      I hadn’t had magic for very long, but even when I’d thought I was just a regular human living in Boston, I’d been smart enough to follow the common wisdom—never step into a portal if you don’t know where it leads.

      Ugh. I hate this.

      The portal’s light was flickering and dimming. Our chance at escape was about to disappear. But what lurked on the other end?

      “Where does this go?” Trace murmured, eyeing it warily.

      “Guess we’ll just have to find out.” I squeezed his hand.

      It was either that, or we’d end up fighting every contestant who came through there, waiting for whatever monster it was that’d left the bones behind in this.

      Considered in that light, I was willing to take the chance.

      Hands locked together tightly, we all stepped through the portal.

      Nothingness swallowed me up and spun me around, making me dizzy, and just when I thought I might barf, it spit me out on the other side. I stumbled slightly, holding onto the guys for balance.

      The sound of the portal snapping shut behind me made me jump, and Lachlan gripped my hand tighter.

      Then the four of us looked up to take in our new surroundings.

      I hope we didn’t just step from a nightmare into hell.
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      Cold wind gusted by me, sending my messy hair flying all over as goose bumps popped up on my skin. My boots crunched on stones and rocks beneath my feet, and I turned in a slow circle, surveying the landscape around us.

      We were halfway up what appeared to be a mountain, the ground sloping beneath our feet and the shadowy landscape of the godly realm spreading out below us in the distance.

      I didn’t see any immediate threats, although that didn’t make my muscles unclench even a little bit. I’d learned the hard way in this place that the worst threats were the ones you didn’t even see coming. The ones that snuck up on you while you were moving hot and heavy toward a four way with three gorgeous men.

      Which, admittedly, was one of the dumbest things I’d ever done.

      Not the act itself, necessarily, although I still wasn’t quite sure what it meant for the four of us. But the timing. That had been atrocious.

      “Gods.” Trace groaned, bending over and putting his hands on his knees. “What kind of fucking competition is this? I know none of us are kids, but we are in school. We’re supposed to be learning how to use our magic in a safe environment. This is fucking ridiculous. I know there’ve been casualties in the Gods’ Challenges before, but it’s a miracle anybody survives these damn things.”

      “That’s why I didn’t compete either semester last year,” Merrick replied. “It didn’t seem worth it. But the admins all push it so hard, and they make it sound like meeting the gods is the best way to level up after graduation. I couldn’t pass it up all three years. But you’re right. This is insane.”

      “How many people usually make it through?” I asked, a cold feeling trickling through my body.

      Lachlan grimaced. “It depends. Last semester, seven of the ten made it back.”

      My eyes flew wide. I’d known people had died during the challenges before, but from the way Merrick was talking, it sounded almost like it was an expectation that not everyone would make it back.

      “I can’t believe the admins are okay with this,” I muttered. “It’s bullshit.”

      “Well, I always hear Dean Frost say greatness is forged in fire,” Trace said, straightening up and rolling out his shoulders.

      “I don’t know if the challenges are the same for everyone, or if they base it off of your skill level. But we’re all pretty tough and skilled, so it doesn’t surprise me that everything we keep meeting head-on is extremely challenging.” Merrick blew out a breath, running a hand through his white-blond hair. A cloud of rock dust rose up from the strands, glittering in the dim moonlight. “We have to be close to being done.”

      “Fuck. I wish I’d known how deadly this all was. What will happen to Chetna and Knox?” I asked, wrapping my arms around myself to fend off the cold. “Are they supposed to kill each other? And since the portal collapsed, what then?”

      The guys all looked at each other but didn’t reply.

      My stomach twisted. I didn’t want to think the worst. I refused to think the worst.

      In almost every challenge we’d faced so far in this realm, there had been a way out, a solution. It might not’ve been easy, but there had always been some way forward.

      I had to assume the same was true in the cave where we’d left Chetna and Knox—that some alternate way out would present itself. I would never have left them behind if I thought we were sealing their doom by doing so.

      “No.” I shook my head, trying to convince myself as I spoke. “That’s ridiculous. There’s probably some other portal that will allow the others to escape the cavern. Why would the gods let everyone get trapped in there?”

      Lachlan’s face went a little soft, and he nodded. “You’re probably right. There’s probably a whole network of portals. The gods probably give them out as soon as they believe the competitors have earned them.”

      The other two men nodded, but I couldn’t tell if it was for my sake or because they actually believed what he’d said.

      Normally, that kind of reaction would piss me off. I wasn’t the kind of girl who needed to be placated and coddled, but after seeing everything I’d just seen, I wanted to believe there were other portals.

      It was stupid to push my fears into the background, but I had never known this kind of exhaustion and desperation in my life. It had been weeks since I stepped through the portal into the jungle, and I felt like in those weeks, I had completely changed as a person.

      I didn’t like the idea of Knox and Chetna dying for this stupid challenge, and I couldn’t stand the thought of any of the men around me getting hurt. Seeing Trace injured had just about wrecked me.

      I needed to believe that we were all getting out of this place. That it was just a matter of who got the prize first.

      Not who lived and who died.

      “So, where are we?” Trace asked, drawing me from my thoughts as he glanced around.

      I blinked, gazing down at the valley below us. It was still dark out, but the sky was a whorl of blue and purple light, and the moon and stars shone bright enough that I could make out a bit of the terrain. “I have no clue where we are. I don’t remember seeing these mountains when we were down below. But that doesn’t mean they weren’t there, I guess. This place is so weird, who knows.”

      Merrick furrowed his brow. “No, I think we transported somewhere else entirely in the godly realm. Somewhere we’ve never been before.”

      We all stood in a row, looking quietly over the lush landscape in front of us.

      Trace shook his head. “It’s funny, from up here it’s kind of beautiful. It’s not like anything I’ve seen on earth, and with the sky swirling in those colors like that. It’s wild.”

      I wanted to see the beauty in it, but I couldn’t.

      Not in that moment.

      I turned around as anger swelled in my chest. “It’s bullshit, that’s what it is. This entire competition is bullshit.” I gritted my teeth. “Why would they put people through this?”

      Lachlan walked over to me, his expression soft. With one hand, he lifted his shirt over his head, and I realized with a start that I was topless except for my bra. I’d left my damn shirt back in the cave.

      My cheeks flushed as I held my arms up, letting Lach pull the oversized shirt over my head until the fabric settled around my body.

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      His lips tilted up in a smile, and his hands stayed on my hips, his emerald eyes shining in the light. “It is bullshit, but you have to remember each of us came in here on our own accord. No one made us accept the challenge.”

      “They also didn’t prepare us for it,” I replied, my voice sharp even as my body softened under his touch. “Not enough, anyway.”

      With my gaze focused on Lachlan, I hadn’t even realized that the other two men had come up on either side of me. When I did, my face flashed hot, and visions of what had just happened in the cave went running through my mind like a movie.

      Merrick’s hand drifted down my arm as Trace’s did the same on the other side. I wasn’t sure if they were trying to comfort me or what, but the heat was definitely back on.

      Now that the wind was hitting me in the face, and I could take a full breath that didn’t feel tinged with burning air from the lake of fire, what had gone down in that cave seemed almost unreal. As if none of it had happened.

      Not Trace’s brush with death.

      Not my confession of my feelings for Merrick.

      Not the men’s possessive stares and hungry glances. Not their lips and hands converging on my body.

      I couldn’t believe what we’d done, and maybe it was the literal change in temperature out here, but I felt the hard shell building back up around my heart. It had been stupid. Merrick had lured me into a closet the first day of school, fucked me senseless and left me there naked.

      What had happened in the cave had seemed entirely different than that, but I had to be smart. I had to remind myself there was always the possibility they were just trying to get me to lower my defenses to make it easier to beat me when the time came to end our partnership.

      No matter what feelings had sprung up between all of us, we were in the middle of a competition that was a matter of life and death. I wanted to think these three men genuinely cared about me, but in reality, I didn’t know if they would take me down just to win the prize.

      Besides, we needed to focus. If Chetna and Knox were any indication, the other contestants weren’t far behind us. We needed to focus on finding the gem and getting out of here alive.

      I maneuvered my way from between the three warm bodies, turning back to look at the guys. “We… shouldn’t let that kind of thing happen again. We need to focus. We almost died down there. We have to keep our eyes on the prize and not get distracted.”

      I held my breath, waiting for their reactions. I wasn’t sure whether they’d be upset with me, agree with me, or make fun of me for it.

      My stomach soured at the thought, and I steeled my heart.

      It’s fine. We’re each here to win the competition. If they can’t focus, I’ll leave them behind and find the next clue by myself.

      The thought didn’t help as much as I’d thought it would. I was starting to dread the moment we all split up, when this weird little team we’d formed was disbanded. But I couldn’t quite bring myself to say that out loud.

      But none of the men mocked me, and none of them seemed angry either.

      Merrick smiled, his amber eyes warming slightly. “You know I don’t like agreeing with you, but you do have a point. That was…” He shook his head, seeming at a loss for words. “Well, I wish we hadn’t had to stop. But the last thing I want to do is risk your life, or any of our lives. You’re right. We need to keep our focus and get to the end of this thing.”

      Trace nodded too, sticking his hands in his pockets. He was still shirtless, and I could see the healed scars from his burns, the lighter skin contrasting the dark marks of his tattoos.

      “Yeah. I guess so.” Heat flared in his eyes, and he shot me a wicked glance. “When we get out of this place alive, we’ll have plenty of time to do whatever we want. Besides, when we get to the end, we’re no longer a team anymore remember? I can’t have any of you assholes going soft on me.”

      We all chuckled, and I ignored the pinch of regret in my chest, wondering if I saw a similar emotion flash across his face for a moment. It was too dark to be sure, and whatever the expression was, it was gone too fast for me to analyze it.

      Lachlan let out a deep sigh and shrugged. “Ah, fine. Takin’ all the fun out of everythin’. All right, hands to myself.” He held them up as if to demonstrate. Then he lifted an eyebrow. “But I’m not promisin’ my mind won’t be thinkin’ dirty thoughts.”

      I grinned. “I’m pretty sure that’s all your mind has ever done. So it’ll be just like usual. And at least I know you can function that way.”

      He chuckled, a low rumble in his chest.

      Ignoring the way the sound seemed to settle in my own chest, way too close to my heart, I turned out toward the godly realm below us again, scanning the forest and trying to figure out what route would be best to take.

      Where do we go from here?

      The gods set aside a huge swath of their land as the “playing field” for the challenge. I didn’t know whether we had successfully finished part of the course, or if we had been punished and sent to a different location to set us back.

      Or were the gods not intervening at all?

      Maybe they truly just plunked us down here, let a bunch of monsters loose in the wilderness, and waited to see who would make it out in one piece.

      I wasn’t sure which one of those possibilities I hated more.

      There has to be some sort of clue to at least give us an idea of where we are.

      As my gaze drifted over the swaying treetops, it came to a stop in the valley below. The trees were much thinner there, the trunks smaller and more twisted. I stepped closer to the edge of the small rock platform we stood on and felt Merrick’s hand on my wrist.

      He chuckled as I looked up at him. “We’ll get out of here, Ari. You don’t have to go jumping off a ledge.”

      I shook my head, grinning at him. I liked the teasing light in his eyes. The warmth.

      Turning back to the valley, I pointed at a flickering and pulsing light coming from the trees. “Don’t worry. Nobody’s jumping off a ledge today. But do you see that? I think it’s exactly what we’re looking for.”

      In the distance, barely visible through the trees, a faint glow rose up, shining like a beacon in the night.
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      “This feels like when I was a kid,” Trace said as we stepped down the mountain, trying not to slide on the slick rocks. “My dad used to take me hiking. He was a huge hiker. But I hated it. I had two left feet, and I ended up tripping and falling every time we went.”

      I smiled as I jumped down from another rock, grabbing on to a tree branch so I didn’t go tumbling headfirst the rest of the way.

      “You’re a good fighter.” I shot a look back at him. “I’ve seen you in action, and you’ve got some great moves. It’s hard to believe you when you say you’re clumsy.”

      He grinned down at me. “Hey, when it comes to some things, I’m smooth as butter, baby.” Then he grimaced. “It’s just walking down steep embankments that’s not my thing.”

      My blood heated at the innuendo in his voice. But I was sure he wasn’t lying. He was extremely talented in several areas, and I had a secret plan to try to make him sing for me one day. I wanted to hear the voice that’d captivated thousands of fans.

      But he must’ve been having flashbacks to his childhood at the moment, because he went slowly, hands held out on either side of his body like a tightrope walker.

      “I’ve always had pretty good balance,” I commented. “I’m sure the fight training has a lot to do with that. I spent a lot of hours making sure I was quick on my feet. I used to think you couldn’t fix clumsy if you were that kind of person, but Vin proved me wrong on that one.”

      As I finished speaking, Trace lost his footing on a rock, letting out a low grunt as he slid toward me. He recovered just as I grabbed his shoulders, bracing him with my body.

      His bare shoulders were warm and solid in my grasp, and our chests pressed together as he looked down at me with wide eyes. He let out a breath and shook his head. “Maybe I need to talk to your trainer when we get back.”

      We stepped away from each other, and Merrick slapped him on the shoulder as he passed, laughing. “I don’t know, I think it would’ve been pretty funny to watch you somersault all the way down the hill, taking out the big lug down there with you.”

      Lachlan looked back at Merrick with narrowed eyes. “Oy! I’m not a big lug. I’m a big man, and that doesn’t make me dumb. Besides, even if I am a bleedin’ idiot, it wouldn’t stop me from bein’ able to kick your arse.”

      I laughed as I followed them down the last bit of mountain. There were no trails from where the portal had dumped us, so we literally had to forge a path down the mountain on foot. The first several hundred feet had been such a steep drop that we’d had to climb down, clinging to the rock face with the help of our magic.

      As we got nearer to the base of the mountain, the terrain had leveled out a bit, and now it was a walkable decline.

      “Why do you think that portal in the cave sent us all the way to the top of a fucking mountain?” Merrick asked as he jogged down the last bit of steep, mountainous terrain.

      “We weren’t at the top,” I said absently, and he rolled his eyes.

      “Close enough. It felt like it. But still, the point stands. We escaped the cave. Shouldn’t we have been dropped off somewhere nearby the next clue?

      “That’d be too fucking easy. I’m pretty sure the gods set this whole thing up to mess with us. Maybe they just like watching us struggle.”

      Bitterness tinged Trace’s voice, and I couldn’t argue with it one bit.

      “Personally, I think maybe we’re coming up on something other than another clue. It could be the end of the game,” I pointed out. “I mean, we’ve been in this realm for weeks. We’re beat up and exhausted. I sure as fuck hope we’re getting close to the end.”

      Lachlan stopped, resting on one of the boulders at the base as we caught up. “Do you think it’s kind of strange that we haven’t seen any of the other contestants? I mean, it’s kinda silent out here.”

      A twinge of worry fluttered through my chest. I wasn’t sure if the worry was for the other contestants, or for us.

      “I’m sure they’re fine. They’re probably either lying in wait to attack us, or they’re coming at it from a different direction like Knox and Chetna did. Maybe they’re even closer to the goal than we are.”

      I still didn’t know exactly what the goal was. We were making our way toward the glow I’d seen in the distance, but just as with the dome all those weeks ago, I had no idea exactly what we’d find when we reached our destination.

      It just seemed like the most promising path to pursue.

      “Yeah, that makes sense. I’m assuming this is all set up like one huge scavenger hunt, with different clues in different locations all pointing to the same ultimate prize,” Merrick said thoughtfully. “So it’s entirely possible other contestants are coming from the opposite direction we are.”

      “If any of them are still alive,” Trace muttered, his expression darkening.

      I bit my lip, fighting down the rush of guilt that filled me. Gods, I hated this. Fuck Knox for throwing a damn spear at Merrick’s head. If he hadn’t tried to attack us, we could’ve all come through the portal.

      I had no problem racing a couple of competitors down a mountain to try to beat them to the next clue, or whatever awaited us in the jungle. Sure, it would be dangerous and possibly deadly, but it wasn’t the same thing as outright fighting our classmates.

      “They’re alive. They have to be,” I said, for what felt like the millionth time.

      Lachlan took in a deep breath as he hauled himself to his feet, draping a heavy arm around my shoulders. “Look at it this way, sweetheart. The fewer people you have to compete against at the end, the more you can embarrass yourself trying to beat me to the gem.”

      My gaze shifted up at him, and I rolled my eyes, hiding my smirk as I caught the teasing gleam in his eye.

      It was weird. Back at the beginning of the semester, his words would’ve made my blood boil with rage, but now they just filled me with a warm amusement. Maybe it was because I knew he respected me as a fighter, and I also knew he was trying to lighten the mood and draw my mind away from my worries about whether we’d left our classmates behind to die.

      Poking him in the ribs to make him squirm, I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Don’t be so sure, dickwad. You are the master of underestimating me.”

      He caught my wrist, pulling my hand into his larger one and tangling our fingers together.

      “I did. Once. Don’t think I’ll be makin’ that mistake again. I shoulda recognized a badass bitch when I saw one.”

      A strange ache tugged at my heart. Some girls might not take that as a compliment, but I absolutely did—and I was certain that was how Lachlan meant it.

      “Watch out, big man,” I murmured. “I might start to think you’ve got a thing for me.”

      He froze, his gaze finding mine in the early dawn light. All hint of humor faded from his expression, and a loaded silence hovered between us.

      “Guys,” Trace called out. “Look at that.”

      Both of us jerked, pulled out of the little bubble we’d found ourselves in. I twisted the hem of the oversized t-shirt between my fingers as I stepped over to stand next to Trace, who was looking out at the valley that stretched before us.

      We stood at the edge of a lush forest. Without the height and distance we’d had on the mountain, we couldn’t see over the tops of the trees.

      But we didn’t need to.

      The glow I’d spotted before seemed to pulse through the trees. I was pretty sure we were at least a couple miles away from the source, but whatever it was, it was so bright that there was no way to miss it.

      It flickered and pulsed, but in no specific rhythm or pattern. I knew it couldn’t be coming from fire—thank all the gods in the realm—but that was the kind of light that it gave off. It flickered like a flame in the wind.

      The only difference was, it was a hell of a lot brighter than one single flame.

      I clapped my hands together and rubbed them swiftly, palm to palm. “At least we’re getting close to whatever it is. Let’s go.”

      We started off through the forest, diverging briefly when Lachlan caught the sound of running water. We’d left our pack behind, which meant we were entirely out of food and drink, as well as any other supplies we’d had, and although I was anxious to reach the source of the glow, we had to be smart.

      There was no guarantee the challenge wouldn’t continue for another month, so we couldn’t afford to pass up a chance to hydrate.

      “Thank fuck. I feel like a new man.”

      Trace shook out his wet hair as we tromped through the thick underbrush. He’d stuck his whole head in the stream, and water droplets clung to his bare neck and shoulders in little beads.

      The temptation to stop and bathe in the stream like we’d done on a few other occasions had been strong, but that could wait until we knew what we were dealing with up ahead.

      I sighed. “Gods, I’d kill for a hot shower right about n—”

      A loud crack sounded from my right, cutting me off.

      We all spun in that direction, instantly alert. Half a second later, two figures came barreling through the trees, hurling bolts of magic at each other.

      For a wild moment, hope actually made me perk up. Was it Chetna and Knox? Had they survived.

      “Fuck! Ari, look out!”

      Merrick’s cry of warning made reality slam back into me like a truck. The figures approaching us were locked in a deadly fight, and one of the blasts of magic had gone wide, heading right toward me. I threw up a shield at the last second, and it deflected the sharp, glowing spear, although the force of the blow still sent me staggering back.

      The newcomers both caught sight of us at the same time, pausing their fight for a second as they processed the fact that they were no longer alone—that this was now a six-way fight instead of a two-way battle.

      Then they took off, pivoting at almost the exact same moment.

      “Shit! Hurry! Don’t let them get there first!”

      Trace’s yell came as we were already sprinting after them, heading straight for the flickering light. We couldn’t let them get there before us, especially since we needed a clue. Without any kind of guidance, we’d be left wandering the deadly landscape aimlessly.

      We bombarded them with magic, not trying to kill them, just trying to slow them down. None of us wanted to be the cause of someone’s death out here.

      Merrick was the quickest of all of us, pulling at least four body lengths ahead of us, right on the heels of one of the contestants.

      It wasn’t Chetna and Knox, I realized. It was Brielle and another student named Shane. I hadn’t seen either of them since the very beginning of this whole ordeal.

      Merrick slapped his hand downward, letting a long, thin rope of magic extend from his palm. Shane looked back as he ran, cursing and flinging what looked like balls of smoky energy at Merrick. One skimmed his cheek, and his stride stuttered.

      Picking up his pace again, he reached up and wiped soot from the burn across his skin.

      His face tightened with anger as he pulled back his magic rope and whipped it toward Shane. The lanky guy yelled out, tumbling forward and slamming against the forest floor.

      He slid through the leaves and twigs, coming to a stop face down.

      Still alive.

      I hope.

      Merrick didn’t slow. He leapt over Shane’s form as I sent a spiral of energy toward the downed man, wrapping him up to keep him still.

      Trace waved his hands in front of him as he pulled ahead of me, forming a small round web of sparkling orange magic. He shook his hands one last time and then stopped them hard. The web of energy went stiff.

      “Merrick, duck!” he yelled out.

      Without question, the blond mage dropped into a roll. Trace reared back and threw the plate of magic like a frisbee straight at Brielle’s back. The disc spun over Merrick’s head and slammed into the girl with a thud.

      She went down hard, and this time, I didn’t even bother sending out any magic to restrain her. The fall looked like it’d dazed her enough to give us a head start.

      As we left the downed girl behind, a soft noise floated across the breeze, coming toward us.

      My footsteps slowed, and beside me, the three men slowed too. Listening.

      It sounded like wind chimes at the beach and reverberated with the same feeling of power as the light.

      Merrick, Trace, Lachlan and I stopped in a line, all staring out into the distance toward the light. It had been growing brighter and brighter as we approached it, and now it was so strong that it lit up the whole forest, as if someone was shining a spotlight through the trees.

      “It’s not a clue,” I murmured, certainly filling me. “It’s the gem. It’s the end.”

      We had finished the competition.

      Well, we were about to anyway.

      Trace took in a long, deep breath and rolled his shoulders. Then he glanced over at the rest of us. “I have to say, it was a pleasure being on a team with you. Up to this point.”

      Lachlan chuckled. “Agreed.”

      Merrick nodded, his gaze flicking to me. “It was. But I guess all good things must come to an end.”

      There was a momentary pause, and I wanted to say so many things that the words all jumbled up in my mouth.

      I wanted to thank them for the help. I wanted to thank them for the company. I wanted to thank them for protecting me and letting me protect them right back.

      Maybe this doesn’t have to be the end. Why do we have to go back to the way things were?

      But we had to split up here, didn’t we? How would it even work, otherwise? Were we all supposed to grab the gem at once, like some kind of four-way tie? I had a feeling that wouldn’t end the game. The whole point of the Gods’ Challenge was to have one winner, one champion.

      One soul deemed worthy enough to meet the gods.

      So I pushed the unspoken words back down into my chest, glancing over at the three men and catching Merrick’s gaze last. “May the evilest person win.”

      He belted out a laugh, and before he even finished, I was already moving.

      Hey, I said “evilest”, didn’t I?

      My cheat move bought me about a second and a half head start, but the men were hot on my tail. We all sprinted forward, using our magic to boost us as fast as we could.

      Ahead of us, a clear, thin border of some type floated down to the ground, and for a moment I almost stopped, thinking it could possibly be a bad idea to run straight into it.

      But it was too late to change course. The four of us were neck-and-neck as we passed through the nearly invisible, shimmering field—and all of us instantly slowed.

      The very air around me seemed to thicken, pushing against me with so much resistance it took all my strength just to keep myself from falling backward.

      Lachlan looked around him with confusion, lips curling as he worked to move. “What the hell?”

      Trace grunted, throwing his arm out and pushing on Merrick as hard as he could. “It’s the light! It’s a physical force! You didn’t think it would be easy, did you?”

      My gaze shifted toward Lachlan, and I almost felt bad. I would’ve thought he’d have the easiest time getting through this challenge, since he was undoubtedly the biggest and strongest of the group. But his size also gave the resistance in the air more to push against, and he seemed even more stuck than the rest of us.

      I maneuvered my body so I was almost facing sideways, trying to make myself as thin as possible as I pressed forward.

      Motherfucker.

      This was ridiculous. The final sprint to the finish line was being done at a snail’s pace.

      Trace was trying to use magic to help him go faster, throwing out ropes that latched onto tree trunks ahead of him and using that to pull himself through the resistance in the air. But it seemed to be only partially effective, since his ropes were hampered by whatever magic infused the air too.

      Several yards from me, Lachlan had totally ripped off my idea, squeezing sideways like he had when we navigated the narrow tunnel after the cave collapse.

      “Cheater!” I called out.

      His gaze flicked to me, a grin spreading across his face as he forced his way through the thick air. “Sorry, sweetheart. It’s not cheatin’ to recognize brilliance when I see it.”

      Well, when he put it that way…

      He was still a dirty cheater, but it was a lot harder to stay mad at him.

      “Godsdamn you! I’m gonna be so pissed if you get there before me!”

      He chuckled, jerking his chin toward something over my shoulder. “I’d worry more about that fuckhead.”

      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Merrick sneaking up alongside me. He was too far away for me to reach, and I couldn’t afford to waste precious time or energy trying to knock him over or anything. He was using his magic as a sort of shield, pushing it through the thick air ahead of him and clearing a path. It didn’t allow him to go very fast, but at the pace we were moving, a little speed went a long way.

      Merrick laughed as I cursed under my breath.

      Every muscle in my body burned as we forced our way forward. I was vaguely aware of the sounds of Brielle and Shane behind us—they must’ve recovered from the stunning blows.

      So… close.

      I could see another shimmering veil ahead of us, like the one we’d passed through earlier. And beyond that, in a clearing, a gem the size of a plum hovered at chest height. The light seemed to be radiating from it, bathing everything around it in a brilliant glow.

      My breath heaved in my lungs, and when I finally forced my way through the second barrier, I almost fell over as the resistance in front of me suddenly evaporated.

      But I was free.

      I could move.

      I took off at a dead run, sprinting side by side with Merrick. He glanced over at me, measuring the distance between us, measuring which one of us was closer.

      He was.

      His longer legs had given him the advantage, and he was nearly a foot ahead of me as we neared the gem, which hung suspended at the core of the radiating light.

      Dammit! I hurled myself forward.

      He thrust his arm out at the same time I did, his fingertips just centimeters further than mine.

      But instead of closing around the gem, his hand closed around empty space.

      And my fingers curled around the cool, hard stone.

      I dug my feet into the dirt as I gripped the gem, shock radiating through me. But before I could fully register what’d just happened, I felt an intense tug pulling me forward, as if the gem itself were hurling me toward space.

      A portal sucked me in, spinning me about wildly in the mid-plane before dumping me onto hard-packed earth with a thud.

      I lay on my back, the wind knocked out of me, staring up at the sky.

      A flag flying from a pole above me flapped in the wind, and as I caught sight of the Magic Blessed Academy crest on it, I knew for certain where I was.

      I’d made it back to the earthly plane.

      I’d won.
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      Holy fuck.

      Those were the only two words that made it through my stunned brain as I lay there.

      A roar filled my ears, and for a moment, I was sure the sky must be falling, collapsing down on me just like the cave ceiling had done back in the godly realm.

      After everything that my body had been through, I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. I rolled to my side, groaning as I pushed myself up to a seated position. It took me a minute to get my vision back fully—bright spots still danced in front of my eyes from staring at the glowing gem for so long as I’d fought my way toward it. It had felt a little like staring at the sun.

      Looking around, I realized I was on The Hill, the same place where we’d had the departure ceremony before all the contestants had stepped into their portals. And just like it had been when we’d left, the area around the small pavilion was filled with students.

      That was the source of the roaring sound, I realized. They were all cheering.

      It didn’t look like the whole school was present, but it was more than half. I had no idea what day of the week it was—maybe not everyone had been able to get out of class to come observe. The admins must’ve been able to see that we were getting close to the prize, so maybe they’d let certain students come watch.

      A hand touched my shoulder, and my head snapped to the right, adrenaline flooding me. My nerves were still on edge from being in the jungle for so long.

      Several of the school admins stood gazing down at me—including Dean Frost, who had a broad smile on her face.

      “Welcome back, brave competitor,” she said formally, and her voice rang out over the pavilion, magically amplified. I almost rolled my eyes at the term, and it occurred to me that maybe she’d just forgotten my name in the time I’d been gone. It felt like years, although in reality, it’d only been about a month.

      “Uh, thanks.”

      The crowd had quieted a little when Dean Frost spoke, and now that I was aware of their presence, I could feel their gazes on me, the attention making me shift uncomfortably. I’d barely seen another human being besides the three men I’d teamed up with for weeks, and to be suddenly surrounded by people was a bit unnerving.

      Forcing myself to ignore my discomfort, I stood carefully, feeling the burn and stretch in my thighs. After battling monsters and barely surviving various threats over the past several weeks, I was beat to hell and probably covered in bruises.

      Then a thought struck me, and I turned in a circle, my gaze searching the pavilion. Panic made my heart thud harder in my chest as I whirled back to face the dean.

      “Where’s everybody else? I know for a fact there were at least five other people near me right when I grabbed the gem.”

      Frost’s smile widened reassuringly, and she put her arm around my shoulders, smiling up at the crowd. Worry punched a hole in my chest, and I wanted to fling her arm off and scream my question at her again, but I held back. I needed fucking answers, and losing my shit at the dean probably wouldn’t get them.

      “You were the first to return because you collected the gem,” she told me, still facing the crowd. “But I assure you, anyone who was still alive when the challenge ended will be brought back.”

      Her choice of words made my stomach drop.

      The fact that she’d said anyone who was still alive was not a good sign. That meant that my assumption was right—there had been at least some casualties in this semester’s challenge.

      A loud crack filled the air to my left, followed by another to my right, and another. I spun around, ducking out from under Frost’s arm as I watched several portals open across the pavilion, spitting out my three one-time teammates, who tumbled onto the ground.

      A moment later, Knox and Chetna came through their own portals, and relief lit in my chest at the sight of them.

      Thank fuck.

      They’d either gotten out of the cave earlier or been pulled out through the portals to earth when I’d snatched up the gem.

      The crowd started cheering again, shouts and whistles rising up in the morning air, but I kept staring, waiting for the two contestants who’d been fighting their way to the gem with us to pop through the portals.

      Where are Brielle and Shane? They were right behind us.

      The cheers continued, and the dean greeted each of the five contestants, stepping forward to shake their hands.

      “This concludes the Gods’ Challenge for this semester,” Dean Frost told the crowd. “There will be an award ceremony shortly, but first, we’ll give the competitors a chance to rest, eat, and freshen up. You may all return to the school, and after your last class, head to the auditorium. Dismissed.”

      Students began to step away from the pavilion, heading back toward the massive academy building. I saw Eden waving wildly at me as she was swept away in the press of bodies, but I could barely coordinate the muscle movements to wave back at her.

      As The Hill began to empty out, I glanced again at the five bedraggled people around me, then turned back to the dean.

      “That’s… that’s it? There were ten of us.”

      The dean nodded gravely, her smile dropping as her expression grew somber. “And you six have returned.” She reached out to squeeze my shoulder. “The dead will be honored, Aria. Come. There will be a proper award ceremony for you once you’ve cleaned up. Fallon, if you’ll bring the gem?”

      She jerked her chin toward the large stone, which had fallen from my hand when I’d landed, and one of the admins stepped over to scoop it up, bringing it over and placing it in my palm.

      The dead will be honored?

      As I clutched the smooth gem, my stomach flip-flopped like a fish stuck on dry land.

      Four out of the ten people who had ventured into the godly realm to compete had died in the attempt. They weren’t coming back, and from the looks of it, no one was going in after them either. Not even to retrieve their bodies.

      What would their families think? Would they be told their sons and daughters had died honorably? For a good cause?

      Suddenly, winning the competition felt utterly hollow.

      The gem in my hand felt like a lead weight.
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        * * *

      

      After the rest of the students cleared out, the admins led the competitors across the lawn to escort us back to our rooms.

      As I crossed over the entryway into the school, I looked back over my shoulder at the guys. I hadn’t even gotten to say a word to them since we’d been spat back out on earth, and I wanted desperately to talk to them, to lean on them, to just… be near them.

      But we were each being escorted by a different administrator, led in single file, and as soon as we were inside the building, we were hustled off to our separate dorms.

      I’d only caught a brief glimpse of my once-teammates, but they had all seemed exhausted, almost dazed. As I passed by one of the glass cases holding trophies inside the school, I caught sight of my reflection.

      I didn’t look any better than they did. I felt out of place in the quiet, empty halls of Magic Blessed.

      When we reached my dorm room, the admin who’d led me there, a man named Charles Blackburn, gazed at me with a look of deep admiration, almost reverence. “Congratulations, champion. Go ahead and get cleaned up. There will be food provided whenever you’re ready.”

      Food?

      My stomach clenched.

      I’d spent the past several weeks dreaming of everything from six course meals to greasy fast food as I forced down magically boosted energy bars. But at the moment, with too many emotions crashing around inside my body, I no longer felt hungry at all.

      As soon as Blackburn left, I stepped into the shower and just stood there, letting the water wash over me. Mud and dirt streamed down my body and pooled at my feet as it twisted around the drain.

      The normal smell of soap was incredibly sweet to me, and I shampooed my hair twice just because I could. When the hot water began to run cool, I turned off the shower and dried off my body before putting on a fresh set of clothes. They were loose on me, which wasn’t surprising since I’d spent all that time in a jungle hiking through the wilderness, fighting off various monsters, and never eating quite as much as I wanted.

      As soon as I stepped out of the small bathroom attached to my dorm, exhaustion hit me like a sack of bricks to the face. I stumbled over to the bed and was asleep almost as soon as I hit the mattress.

      I slept like the fucking dead, too tired to even dream.

      When a knock came at the door several hours later, I jerked awake and bolted upright as my heart thundered in my chest, glancing around wildly.

      Right. I’m back at school. Nothing is trying to kill me.

      I crawled out of bed slowly. Another knock came before I even made it across the room, and as soon as I opened the door, Eden burst inside, a huge grin on her face. She practically bum-rushed me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders.

      “Oh gods, Aria! They called us out of class this morning to watch the finale—well, those of us with good enough grades, anyway. We all got to watch the moment when you grabbed the gem. I’ve been watching bits and pieces when I can, but I want to know everything! Everything about it.”

      Normally, I would’ve pulled away from her affectionate assault, but I was too tired to resist at the moment. At least, that’s what I told myself as I wrapped my arms around her and rested my head on her shoulder. Maybe I just needed the contact to stay grounded.

      I felt strange, ephemeral almost. Like I might vanish or float away at any moment.

      When she finally drew back, she bit her lip. “How do you feel? I can’t believe you won!”

      I looked around the dorm room, trying to come up with the right words. “It feels… strange to be back here. I’ve spent as much time at this academy as I did in the godly realm, but it’s like I can barely remember this place. The magic in that other plane is so strong, it almost knocked me off my feet at first.”

      I’d hardly realized it at the time, but the magic inside me had seemed heightened while I was in the godly realm, as if the power pulsing all around me in that world had given me a boost of strength and power.

      “Wow.” Eden’s eyes widened, and she took another step back to run her gaze up and down my body like she was trying to determine if my magical aura glowed brighter than it had before.

      I glanced down at my own arms. Now that I spent almost all of my time around mages, I barely noticed the slight glow of magic around them.

      Was mine brighter? Had I actually become more magical while I’d been in the godly realm? I knew I’d improved my skills, but I hadn’t ever considered the possibility that my magic itself had grown in strength. Was that even possible?

      Before I could say anything else, the sound of the dean’s voice echoed through the school, magically amplified to reach every room, even in our dorm rooms.

      “Good afternoon, Magic Blessed students. As most of you are aware, the Gods’ Challenge was completed this morning. The award ceremony will commence shortly, so please make your way to the auditorium.”

      I wrinkled my nose, slipping on my boots. “Ugh. I hope this isn’t some huge, drawn out thing.”

      Eden grabbed my arm as we left the room, slipping her arm through mine, and I smiled genuinely as I looked down at her. It was nice to see her face. I had missed her more than I’d thought I would. Or maybe I just missed having things and people around who weren’t trying to kill me.

      As we threaded our way through the maze of hallways to the auditorium, I tried to describe some of what I’d been through in the past month to Eden, but my words kept getting jumbled up.

      “It’s a completely different world,” I said finally. “Monsters, lakes of fire, killer spiders. I almost fucking died on a daily basis. Is meeting the gods really that worth it? I don’t get it. The whole thing was so… weird. I’m not really sure how to feel about it.”

      Eden held my arm tightly, her excitement dimming just a little as she realized I wasn’t quite as enthusiastic as she was.

      We walked into the auditorium, and everyone looked up as we entered.

      One of the admins caught Eden by the free arm and pointed her toward the seating banks, then told me to go up onto the large stage. There was only one podium on it, placed in the center of the large space, and a surge of guilt rose in me as I looked at it.

      The dean met me at the bottom of the stairs, her face placid and serene as she led me up. “Don’t be nervous. You don’t have to talk, just stand right there on the podium and I’ll do the rest.”

      I did as she asked, stepping up on the podium. I felt like a fraud somehow in my fresh clothes and clean-smelling hair. The dean put up her hands, and the chattering crowd began to quiet.

      “Welcome to the Gods’ Challenge closing ceremony. We will look back at the bright and shining moments of the challenge over the last month. We will see what made Aria the true winner of this event.” Her voice grew somber. “And we will pay homage to those who did not return. May the gods bless their souls.”

      The gathered students murmured quietly, repeating the words back to her, and I had to swallow hard as bile worked its way up my throat.

      As I stood awkwardly on the stage, hating every minute of my time in the spotlight, footage played on a magically erected screen behind me. It showed highlights of the fights, footage of the guys, footage of all of us making our way toward the gem.

      I only watched for a little while, and then blocked it out, not wanting to relive it again.

      Once was enough for me.

      Once was all some of us had.

      When all of that was done, the dean picked up a rectangular velvet box and opened it, pulling a golden medal from inside. It was inscribed with the words mageía mésa, ísos se óli, and it gleamed in the light.

      “This is one of the highest honors in the magical community. Aria, today we crown you the winner of the Gods’ Challenge.”

      Nearly everyone in the audience cheered, although I noticed a few students here and there standing with their arms crossed, as if refusing to celebrate my victory. My attention flicked from them to Dean Frost, wondering if she noticed. Her gaze swept the crowd, but if she noticed the silent students, she gave no indication.

      As several other administrators stepped forward to shake my hand, I glanced back out into the audience again, barely hearing the words of congratulations.

      This time, I was searching for three faces. Three faces I knew as well as my own by now, belonging to three men who had come to mean more to me than I’d ever expected.

      I found them in the front row, and my stomach dropped.

      As I looked down past the lip of the raised stage, I realized that there were ten seats bordering the front of the platform, lined up in front of me.

      But only five bodies occupied them.

      Trace, Merrick, and Lachlan sat in a row, their expressions unreadable as they watched me.
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      “Pay attention! This question will be on the test,” Professor Cantwell said, standing at the front of the class going over magical theory.

      I blinked, trying to focus. I’d been back in classes for three days, and I needed to catch up on everything I’d missed.

      The day after the ceremony, things had gone back to normal—or at least as normal as they could get for me.

      Honestly, nothing felt the same. When I’d first come to Magic Blessed, I hadn’t been all that excited about being here. I hadn’t planned to make friends, and I certainly hadn’t expected three men to crack my sealed heart open and make me… feel.

      “I still don’t know how you’re doing better in Practical Uses of Magic than I am,” Eden whispered to me, not listening to Professor Cantwell as he droned on.

      I shrugged, dragging my pencil across the pages of my notebook without even paying attention to what I was writing.

      “You have to realize, in the jungle, I had to use my magic every single day, and usually every single hour. What I didn’t already know, I had to teach myself, and I had to do it fast.”

      Eden settled back into her seat, but her gaze kept darting in my direction, as if she could tell that something was fundamentally different about me. Class finally ended, and I closed my notebook, shoving it into my bag and hefting the backpack over my shoulder.

      Walking out of class behind Eden, I caught sight of Lachlan coming down the hall from the opposite direction. Our gazes caught, and my mouth dropped open. But just like the last few times I’d seen him or any of the other three men in the halls, I couldn’t seem to force out a damn word.

      I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “What the hell is up with him? With all of them?” Eden murmured, turning to look over her shoulder at the burly Irishman passed by. “From the bits of footage I saw, I was sure you guys had gotten to be good friends.”

      The footage of us in the cave had fortunately not been aired to all the students at Magic Blessed and the entire magical community. Like Eden had told me, only the “highlights” were broadcast.

      I pulled the strap up on my backpack, a dull ache spreading in my chest until it felt like it would stop my heart.

      “Yeah, well. Things are just kind of back to how they were before the competition. They’re not giving me shit anymore, but they’re pretty much ignoring me.” At Eden’s pitying look, I shook my head quickly, forcing my voice to remain even. “It’s for the best. We were just working together out of convenience. It’s not like we became soulmates or anything. It wasn’t like we were a real team. Now that we’re back, they don’t really want to talk to me.”

      Eden gave me a skeptical look, then shrugged and took the lead as we maneuvered through the crowded hallway, dropping the subject for the moment.

      Thank fuck.

      Everything I’d just said had been a lie. The guys hadn’t been ignoring me. If anything, I’d been ignoring them—and once they’d realized that’s what I was doing, all of them had followed my lead and kept their distance.

      In the immediate aftermath of the challenge, all I’d wanted was to be with them, to talk about the weirdness of being back and how strange and guilty I felt for having survived. To soak up their comforting presence and lend them my strength too.

      But in the days that followed, I had gotten more and more stuck in my own head. I kept trying to process everything that’d happened in the Gods’ Challenge, but it was impossible to wrap my mind around all of it.

      Something felt… wrong.

      I’d stuffed the medal I had won in a drawer under a pile of clothes, unable to stand the sight of the gold glinting in the light. I’d been tempted to throw it out the window, but I was sure Dean Frost would somehow find out and be furious about it.

      But I didn’t want the damn thing.

      As I passed by the large Gods’ Challenge board, a sort of tribute that’d been erected a few days after we returned, I paused for a moment, staring at the faces of the four contestants who had died inside the realm.

      Every time I saw their faces, my heart skipped a beat.

      It wasn’t like I’d been good friends with any of them, but that didn’t mean I’d wanted them dead. I didn’t know why, and I knew it was irrational, but I felt personally responsible somehow. As if my grabbing the gem had somehow been a death sentence for them.

      I slowly walked toward the last two pictures, recognizing the faces far too well.

      Brielle and Shane.

      Not only did I see them every night in my dreams, but they were in my memories too. They had been right behind us as we’d raced for the gems. I was sure of it. I knew for a fact that we hadn’t killed them; we’d only stunned them so that one of us would have a chance to win.

      So why did they die?

      What killed them in the final few moments while me and the guys were battling our way toward the gem?

      It just doesn’t make any fucking sense.

      “Hey. Are you okay?” Eden asked, making me jump.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine,” I lied. “I’m just gonna go outside and get some air. I’ll meet you in the cafeteria.”

      Before she could answer, I turned and hurried off, making my way back through the corridors until I reached the front door.

      I burst through into the cold air outside, jogging down the steps and turning the corner, backing into a small hideaway spot next to the stairs. I leaned my head back with my eyes closed and took in long, deep breaths, trying desperately to get a hold of myself.

      This is the kind of shit I wish I could talk to the guys about. Dammit, how did everything get so fucked up?

      Low voices filtered into my ears, but I blocked them out, focusing on drawing in oxygen through my nose and releasing it slowly through my mouth. Finally, my heart rate began to slow, and I was about to step out and head back toward the building when the voices finally caught my attention.

      They were low and hushed, and the speakers must’ve been just outside the school doors.

      One of them I recognized as Fallon, the administrator who’d grabbed the gem off the ground and given it back to me the day I’d returned from the Gods’ Challenge. His gravelly voice was hard to miss.

      The other was softer, female, but I couldn’t quite place it.

      “It was just sloppy, that’s what it was,” Fallon said.

      “Well, I don’t know if it’s our place to say that. But it was hard to watch, I agree with you there.”

      “It was a mess.”

      “I just think they handled it poorly this time,” the woman replied. “To be honest, I don’t know why we do this every semester. It’s barbaric, I think.”

      “It’s the only way,” Fallon grunted, a note of resignation in his voice.

      “I suppose. At least only four died. It could’ve been worse.”

      They continued speaking, but I lost the words as they opened the door and went back inside the school.

      I pressed up against the stone wall, shivering in the cold air as my mind raced.

      What had that been about? They’d definitely been talking about the Gods’ Challenge, but why? What about it had been sloppy?

      My blood chilled.

      Were those four students’ deaths an accident? Fuck. I should’ve started paying attention to what they were saying earlier.

      I hid in the little nook for a while longer, but when the admins didn’t step outside again, I finally headed up the steps into the massive academy build, cursing myself for being so distracted when they’d first stepped outside. By the time I had tuned in, they were already deep into their conversation, and I felt like I’d missed important pieces.

      Pieces that might explain what the hell was going on around here.

      I had a flashback to my first day, and how this whole place had seemed intimidating and vaguely ominous, with its twisting corridors and dark stone walls. None of us even knew where we were. We’d had to take a portal to get here, and the school itself was in some unidentified, remote part of the world.

      Walking through the halls toward the cafeteria, I couldn’t help the shiver that ran up my spine.

      Since I had returned from the godly realm, I swore I could almost feel a dark energy simmering and pulsing throughout the hallways.

      There was something strange going on here.

      Something had gone wrong with the Gods’ Challenge.

      And the three people I wanted to talk to most were drifting away from me.
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      Several more days slipped by, and my mind was still full. I did everything I could do to just let my worries go. I kept telling myself that nothing good would come of pushing for answers about the Gods’ Challenge, of trying to figure out something I would never understand.

      But the thoughts kept coming, and the dreams never stopped, and anxiety kept pulling at my gut.

      Just keep your head down, Aria. Just keep your head down and get through this. When you’re done, you’ll get to go home. You can go back to your life in Boston and forget this ever happened.

      The only problem was, I didn’t want to forget.

      Not the bad parts,

      And not the good.

      I clutched my books to my chest and rounded the corner, stopping abruptly as Merrick walked past me. Our gazes locked for a moment, and it felt like time stopped.

      The guys and I had barely spoken since we’d come back to school, and every day, I felt their absence in my life more and more.

      Yet still, every time I saw them, I ran the other way.

      It was cowardly and stupid—I’d at least grown enough as a person over the past few months to admit that.

      But I was terrified.

      I could feel myself standing on the edge of that cliff again, gazing out over open sky, fearing the fall even as I craved it.

      If I jumped, what would happen?

      I would be risking my heart not just once, but three times over.

      Every night, my dreams took me back to the cave, letting me replay every incredible minute of what had happened between us—first Merrick and me, then all of us.

      They took me back to the long conversations Trace and I had gotten into as we tromped through the jungle, discussing everything from music to classic comedies to which strange creature in the godly realm would make the best pet.

      In my dreams, I remembered the feeling of having Lachlan beside me as we fought, his strong body moving gracefully despite his size, his gaze flicking toward me often to make sure he had my back.

      In my dreams, we were all a team because we wanted to be. There was no truce just for convenience, no promise that our partnership would end soon.

      There was just us.

      Together.

      The weirdest part was that, even as I’d started to avoid the guys, they had seemed to be avoiding each other. As if we were all trying to avoid anything that reminded us of what’d happened in the godly realm.

      “Ari.”

      Merrick’s voice was low, and his footsteps slowed. He was several feet away from me.

      Too far away. Much too far.

      “Hey, Merrick.”

      I glanced into his amber eyes, trying to read the emotions that burned in their depths.

      “Are you all right? How’re you handling… being back?” he asked.

      This was the most we’d spoken in days, and I found myself stepping closer to him unconsciously, as if my body gravitated toward his.

      “Not great. Is it always like this? Things going back to normal so quickly?”

      He shrugged. “Last year, I didn’t pay too much attention to the challenge. But yeah, I think so. It’s just an accepted part of the event. People mourn the dead, but almost everyone here believes that the chance to meet the gods is an honor worth dying for.”

      His words sparked something in my mind, and before I could back out of asking the question, I blurted, “Do you believe that?”

      A dark look passed over his face. “No. I don’t think so.”

      “Is that why you let me win?”

      He blinked, glancing away. “I didn’t.”

      I rolled my eyes, feeling a little bit of the dynamic that’d developed between us in the godly realm returning as I huffed a laugh. “Come on, Merrick. Either you really need glasses, your depth perception sucks, or you let me win. You almost grabbed the gem, but you missed it on purpose.”

      The ghost of a smile passed over his face, and he stepped closer to me, leaving just a few inches of space between us. “Okay. Maybe I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you deserved to win, Ari. You deserve to meet the gods. You’re more powerful than any of us, you know. Even Trace, with all his fancy tricks. I don’t think you even noticed it because you were so busy doing it, but your magic grew by leaps and bounds while we were in the godly realm. You were amazing.”

      His fingers reached up to brush along the curve of my cheek, and I closed my eyes for a second as a rush of emotion flooded me.

      But as soon as my eyes closed, all I could see in the darkness was Shane and Brielle’s faces.

      They had died.

      Two other students had died too.

      And I had won.

      Nausea roiled my stomach, and I stepped back, my eyelids snapping open.

      “I—I have to go.”

      Tightening my arms around my books, I ducked around Merrick and headed down the hall, running away from the cliff’s edge once again.
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      That evening, I spent most of my time studying, going through the different assignments I had missed while I was gone and the study guides that some of the professors had put together for me so that I wouldn’t fall behind.

      I was getting close to finishing it all and catching up completely, but it was taking me twice as long as it should have. My mind was all over the place.

      Around eleven o’clock, I passed out on my bed surrounded by notes and assignments, a pencil still clutched in my hand.

      At first, my dreams were the same as usual—memories of the men and I navigating our way through the godly realm and the little moments that had passed between all of us.

      Then, like a storm cloud rolling across a sunny summer sky, everything grew darker. I couldn’t tell what it was or where it came from, but a threatening presence lurked just out of sight.

      Malevolent.

      Angry.

      It was coming for me. It was coming for all of us.

      I jerked awake with a stifled shout, my hand flying to my chest as I sat up in bed, scattering papers everywhere.

      “Fuck,” I choked out in a low voice. “I can’t do this.”

      The horror of the dream lingered at the periphery of my consciousness, and although the specifics were already beginning to fade, one thing still stood out starkly: the worry I had felt for the three men.

      Men I was falling in love with.

      My heart thudded against my ribs as I threw off the covers and climbed out of bed, padding across the room on bare feet. Grabbing my robe, I wrapped it around me and tied it to the side as I quietly opened my door and slipped out into the dark hallway.

      I couldn’t take it anymore.

      I couldn’t take the thoughts and feelings cascading around in my head with no way to get them out. I had to tell someone what I was thinking. I had to share my suspicions with someone. I couldn’t tell Eden, I didn’t want to get her caught up in all of it, and I didn’t want to scare her either.

      And if I was being honest, there were only three people I wanted to tell. Who I trusted enough to tell.

      Time to jump off the cliff, Aria.

      No one was up and about, and since we were all adults, it wasn’t like they patrolled the hallways at night. I headed down to the male area of the dorms, glancing at the numbers, trying to remember which one was Trace’s. After about ten minutes, I finally figured it out.

      Quietly, I tapped on his door several times until I heard the springs of his bed bounce and his feet shuffle across the floor. He opened his door slowly, his hair a mess, the dark locks disheveled from sleep.

      “Hey.” It was hard to speak, since my heart had decided to try to crawl up my throat. “Do you have a minute to talk?”

      Trace’s eyes widened, the fog of sleep fading as surprise took its place.

      I watched his face, seeing something else flash across his expression.

      Was it… relief? Maybe.

      Whatever it was, it was mixed with a bit of heat. I knew that look all too well. I could still see it imprinted in my mind from the cave. No matter how bad I felt about everything else, that was one memory I never got sick of replaying in my head.

      “Aria? What are you doing here?” he asked me, looking up and down the halls. When his gaze landed on my face again, his brows furrowed. “It has to be at least midnight. Shit, Ari, you really need to start sleeping. Every time I see you, you look like you slept a little worse the night before.”

      The concern in his voice hit me right in the heart, and when I opened my mouth to speak, everything I’d been about to say—my suspicions about the Gods’ Challenge, about the students’ deaths, about the conversation I’d overheard outside the school—vanished from my mind.

      There was only Trace, and the worry shining in his blue eyes.

      Suddenly I was moving, my hand coming up to hook the back of his neck. I pulled him toward me, tilting my head to the side and pressing my lips hard against his. It surprised him at first, and he went stiff, but it only took a moment for the chemistry between us to reignite.

      His scent was so familiar, and his lips were so soft.

      As soon as that familiarity hit me, I relaxed into him, opening up my mouth as he beckoned for my tongue. There was a relief to it, more than just the breaking of sexual tension—it was a connection.

      I had needed this.

      I had missed it.

      In that moment, I felt like myself again.

      Like the Aria who could tackle the world, the one that had no fear and was ready for anything. I put my hands on his chest and pushed forward, moving him into his room.

      I didn’t disconnect my lips from his. I couldn’t even bear to think about it. Instead, I used my foot to kick the door closed behind me as I wrapped my arms around him in the dark, feeling his body press against mine.

      “Fuck, Snow. Thank fuck you came back to me. I missed the hell out of you.”

      Trace’s voice was rough in my ear, and I could feel the proof of his words in the way he touched me—like I was something precious and miraculous.

      I had been right all along to think that we were more than just a convenient team. We had all connected on a level that was far beyond anything so simple. We had been through hell and back, and we had come out the other side changed.

      Bonded.

      I found his lips again, and he responded to my kiss eagerly, sliding his hands up to sink into my hair close to my scalp as we stumbled across the moonlit room toward his bed. When the backs of his legs hit the mattress, he sank down onto it, hauling me up into his lap.

      Our lips didn’t break apart as I straddled him, and our tongues battled each other for dominance as I undulated against him, feeling his cock harden between us. I rubbed myself along the length of it, swirling my hips as I moaned into his mouth. We were still separated by our clothes, but the fabric was soft and thin, and I could feel the heat of his cock against my pussy as we moved together.

      “Gods, Aria,” Trace muttered, sounding half-drunk. “You have no idea how many times I wanted to do this over the past month.”

      I thought of how many nights I’d lain by myself on the cold forest floor under our makeshift shelter, talking myself out of snuggling closer to one of the guys—or better yet, all three of them.

      Fuck, we wasted so much time dancing around this thing between us.

      No more.

      “I have a pretty good idea,” I whispered, pulling back just enough to yank his shirt over his head, revealing his lightly glowing skin and the swath of shadowy tattoos that covered his chest. They were fucking beautiful—even the ones that’d been destroyed by the fire. Hell, maybe those ones in particular.

      They made him different.

      They marked him as a survivor.

      “Ah, fuck, Snow. When you look at me like that…”

      Trace trailed off, biting his lip. Then he leaned in to kiss me again as he untied my robe, slipping it off my shoulders and letting it drop to the floor. He plucked at the straps of my tank with two fingers and dragged them down my arms, baring my breasts to the cool air.

      His lips broke away from mine to map a path down my neck, across my collarbone, and over the swell of my breasts. When he licked one nipple with the flat of his tongue, I shuddered.

      “Damn, I missed these.”

      His voice was muffled as he worshipped my breasts, switching from one to the other, licking, sucking, and biting as his hands squeezed the tender flesh.

      “Stupid collapsing cave.” He pressed the mounds together and ran his tongue up the line of my cleavage. “Fuck it. I don’t care if the whole school comes crashing down. I’m not stopping this time.”

      “Are you talking to me or my boobs?” I asked, although the teasing tone I was going for was somewhat ruined by the way my breath hitched as he bit down on one of my nipples.

      Truthfully, I didn’t care. And I didn’t want him to stop. Not even if the world came crashing down.

      “Both.”

      Trace released my nipple from his mouth long enough to glance up at me, amusement and desire glinting in his eyes.

      And suddenly, I did want him to stop. Because I wanted a turn.

      In the cave, the three men had converged on my body, sending me into such an overload of sensations that the orgasm building inside me had felt like it might literally knock me out… until that damn cave had collapsed.

      It had been incredible. Unbelievable.

      But I’d never gotten to return the favor. I’d touched Trace and Lachlan through their clothes, but that was nowhere good enough. I needed more.

      Shifting my weight, I pushed Trace until he flopped back onto the bed, pinning his arms as soon as his back hit the mattress. He blinked in surprise at the sudden change in position, and I grinned.

      “My turn.”

      Slithering down his body, I went to my knees on the floor, settling between his legs and running my fingernails over his thighs. I could see the tent his cock was making in his sleep pants, and as soon as I’d shimmied out of my own pajama bottoms, I reached for his.

      Trace didn’t protest one bit. He lifted his hips a little to help me pull them down, and as soon as I’d discarded them, he rose up onto his elbow, gazing down the line of his body at me. His cock was hard and heavy, jutting up toward his stomach at an angle.

      I licked my lips, and Trace let out a tortured-sounding chuckle. When I wrapped my lips around him and began to bob my head up and down, using my saliva to wet the entire length and going a little deeper each time, he groaned.

      When I glanced up through my eyelashes, he looked like he was struggling not to let his head drop back. His eyelids drooped, sleepy with lust, but he refused to stop watching me, his gaze following every movement of my lips over his dick.

      “Fucking hell, Snow. How did you get so good at that?”

      His voice was thick, and I could feel his abs contracting, his hips rolling in a counterpoint to my rhythm.

      I drew back just a little, releasing him from my mouth before running my tongue all the way up his length along the underside and drawing circles around the smooth, rounded head as I gripped the base with one hand.

      “I practiced on Merrick,” I murmured, flicking my gaze up again to watch his reaction to that.

      The look of jealousy mixed with a flash of intense arousal on his face made me grin. His shaft pulsed in my hand, and an answering ache made my pussy throb.

      These three men might all have possessive, alpha male tendencies, but the idea of sharing me with each other seemed to turn them on more than any of them had expected. I could tell Trace was holding onto his restraint by a thread as his hips bucked against my grip, his cock bumping against my lips.

      I took him in my mouth again and opened the back of my throat, taking as much of him as I could. My nose brushed against his abs, and he let out a muffled grunt that became my new favorite sound in the world.

      My own need building to a peak, I crawled up to straddle his hips again, rising up onto my knees to position him right where I needed him. As I lowered myself onto his straining cock inch by inch, I looked down into his eyes, letting a smile tilt my lips.

      “I’ll tell you what. Maybe one day, I’ll let you fuck me while I suck Merrick. You can feel what having his cock in my mouth does to me.”

      Trace’s hooded eyes flew wide open, and his hips jerked under me, filling me completely in one stroke. He wrapped his arms around me and flipped me onto my back so fast the world spun, drawing out and plunging in again so hard the bed shook.

      “You’re a dirty fucking girl, you know that, Snow White?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been told.”

      He stole the grin from my lips as he kissed me again, thrusting over and over as his body settled over mine. The friction against my clit, the feel of him inside me, of our bodies pressed together skin-to-skin, made pleasure burn through me.

      When he broke the kiss, he rested our foreheads together, still thrusting hard as we both gasped for breath. “What about Lach? Huh? Where’s he during all of this?”

      My legs wrapped around him, and my whole world seemed to shrink down to just the space our bodies occupied as we both chased our pleasure.

      “He’s in my hand,” I murmured, my voice hitching with every hard thrust. “I’m jerking him off. Or maybe he’s watching us and jerking himself off. Or maybe…” My pussy clenched hard around him, and I tilted my lips up to steal a kiss. I was about to lose it. About to explode. “Maybe he’s inside me too. At the same time you are. In the hole no one’s ever fucked before.”

      “Oh, fuck!”

      Trace’s whole body tensed as he came hard, slamming into me in uneven strokes as his cock pulsed, emptying himself inside me. I followed right on his heels, holding onto him for dear life and grinding my hips against his, drawing out my orgasm until we were both limp and spent.

      He collapsed on top of me, his breath ghosting over my neck as he panted. “Fucking hell. Warn a guy before you go saying shit like that.”

      I smiled weakly, letting my eyes drift closed as I ran my fingers up and down his back. “Watch out.”

      His shoulders shook as he chuckled, and he let out a contented sigh. “Too fucking late for that, Snow.”

      My heart gave a little tha-thump in my chest.

      Yeah. No kidding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      It took us a while to disentangle our bodies. Neither of us seemed to be in any hurry to separate, and even when he finally pulled out of me and flopped onto the bed beside me, Trace’s fingers threaded through mine, our shoulders touching as our breathing finally returned to normal.

      There was a sense of peace as our worn-out bodies rested together. We’d each been cooped up in our own minds since we’d left the godly realm, unable to even talk to anyone about what was going on. I hadn’t even talked to him yet about what I was thinking, and I already felt better, just sharing space with him.

      My heart was still beating wildly fast, so I closed my eyes for a moment.

      That was a huge mistake, because as soon as I did, everything that’d been plaguing me all week seemed to rush back in with a torrent of images. I winced.

      My movement caught Trace’s attention, and he turned his head to look at me. “Ah, fuck. Is it time for us to get serious already?”

      I smiled at him, chuckling as I ran a hand through my hair.

      “Yeah, ’fraid so. As incredible as that was, I have to be honest, that’s not actually why I came here. I wanted to tell you something.”

      He laughed. “Dammit. And here I thought I was just a booty call.”

      “Never.” I rolled over, draping my body over him and pressing my lips to his.

      I knew he’d been joking, but I kissed him hard anyway. I’d decided to stop running from my feelings, and that included making sure Trace knew I wanted all of him—his wicked humor, his intelligence, and his wild streak that called to the wildness in me.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean for that to sound like a complaint,” he murmured with a grin when our lips broke apart. “You can call my booty anytime you want, Snow. I guarantee you’ll come.”

      I bit back a grin at his flirtatious wink. “Thanks, Mr. Rock Star. I’ll keep that in mind.” Then I shook my head, trying to organize my thoughts. “I just… had to talk to someone. I know things have been weird since we got back, but I guess I wasn’t sure what was real in the godly realm and what wasn’t.”

      “This was real.” His arms tightened around me, his hands sliding down to cup my ass.

      “Yeah.” I smiled, assuming he was talking about the thing between us and not my actual ass. “I’m starting to realize that.”

      Trace pulled me a little higher on his body, then propped his head up with one arm. “Good. So, hit me with it. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      Unease churned in my stomach, but for the first time in days, I didn’t feel quite as lost and helpless as I had when we’d returned from the godly realm. I wasn’t alone anymore.

      “I overheard a couple of admins talking outside the school a few days ago,” I said quietly. “I missed the first part of their conversation because I was having a minor mental breakdown, but what I did hear was really strange. They made it sound like something had gone wrong with the challenge. That it’d been ‘sloppy,’ whatever that means.”

      He regarded me seriously for a moment. “So what do you think is going on?”

      I pressed a kiss to his shoulder, my lips brushing over a patch of bare skin where his tattoos had been burned away. Then I took a deep breath and finally spoke my suspicions aloud. “I think there’s something off about the whole Gods’ Challenge thing. Maybe it’s a test of some sort? I don’t know. But I don’t think those four students were supposed to die. I think something happened to Brielle and Shane.”

      Trace’s hand roamed over my back as he puffed out his cheeks, his gaze going out of focus as he fell into his thoughts.

      Then he let all the air out of his lungs and met my gaze again. “I’ll be honest, I’ve been wondering something similar. I keep thinking about those last few minutes of the challenge. Brielle was right behind me. She was right there. Then the portal yanked me back through space, and the next thing I knew, I was back on earth. And she was dead. What could’ve happened in that split second that killed her? Or did she die inside the portal somehow? I dunno. It doesn’t add up.”

      “No. It doesn’t.”

      A weird sort of relief combined with a deepening dread in my chest. It felt good to share my fears with someone, to know that I wasn’t crazy for thinking this. But at the same time…

      If I’m not crazy, then what the fuck is going on around here?

      I sat up, flipping my hair back and getting up out of the bed. “We need to talk to the others.”

      “Yeah.” Trace sat up too, completely unabashed at his nakedness. “Yeah, we should. Four heads are better than one. And much better than three.”

      He shot me a meaningful look, and I rolled my eyes, grinning like an idiot. Except, I wasn’t an idiot. I’d stopped being an idiot the second I’d stopped trying to deny my feelings for these three men. When I’d admitted that I wanted them by my side.

      We both dressed in a hurry, and I could feel his gaze roving over me. If I hadn’t been so horrified by what we were discussing, I probably would’ve tackled him and gone another round. Or three.

      As it was, we needed to talk to the other men. Now.

      I shook my head as I pulled my robe back on, tying it at one side. “I shouldn’t have waited. I should’ve come to you guys right away. I was just… fucked up in the head.”

      Trace pulled the shirt over his head, tugging it down. Then he crossed the small room and took my hand, drawing me toward him. He brushed my hair back from my face before dropping a small, sweet kiss to my lips.

      “Hey. We were all pretty fucked up. No shame in that. But I wasn’t kidding, Snow. The one thing in this whole mess that I’m sure of is that I care about you. That’s real.”

      I placed my hands over his, keeping us connected for another moment as I fell into the bright blue of his irises.

      “Yeah. Me too.”

      “Good.” He kissed me again, then slapped my ass. “Now let’s go get Lach and Merrick before they accuse me of trying to steal you away from them.”

      We slipped from his room and made our way down the hall, stopping first at Lachlan’s room. I knocked loud enough to wake him without disturbing the whole hall, but he must not’ve been sleeping yet, because footsteps started immediately toward the door.

      As he opened it and caught sight of me, his eyes lit with heat, and a slow grin spread across his face. Then his gaze shifted over to Trace and a frown of jealousy sparked.

      I rolled my eyes. These guys had all agreed to share—and judging from Lach’s response as they’d all made out with me in the cave, he’d been one hundred percent into it—but I had a feeling old habits died hard.

      To be honest, I really did wish I was just here for sex. But I wasn’t. The reason for this late-night visit was far worse, and unfortunately, far more important than me getting laid.

      “Down, boy,” I whispered. “No fighting, remember? We need to talk to you.”

      Lachlan’s brows pulled together. “What? Now?”

      “Yeah. It’s important. Let’s go to Merrick’s room.” I jerked my head down the hall. “He needs to be in on this too.”

      Lachlan sighed and shut the door behind him, his jealousy seeming to fade as he took in the grim expression on my face. As quietly as we could, we hustled down the corridor to Merrick’s room.

      My hand hesitated as I raised it to knock. Of all the men, Merrick was the one I was most nervous about approaching again. Over the past week, I had basically pulled a repeat of what I’d done the first time we’d dated, pulling away with no explanation and essentially ghosting him.

      Would he forgive me like Trace and Lachlan had?

      Before I could lose my nerve entirely, I rapped twice on the hard wood, then held my breath as we waited for Merrick to answer. The two warm, solid bodies beside me soothed me though, and I could feel Lach and Trace shifting closer to me as if they could sense my nervousness.

      When Merrick opened the door, his eyes didn’t immediately light with heat the way Lachlan’s had. He looked like he’d been asleep too, although he seemed less groggy than Trace had been. Then again, that was just Merrick. He always seemed put together, confident, and controlled, even when he’d just woken up.

      His gaze shifted over the three of us, his brows drawing together. “Is there a slumber party I wasn’t told about?”

      “If there is, I call big spoon.”

      Without waiting for an invitation, Lachlan strolled inside. Trace followed, keeping his fingers interlaced with mine. I kept my gaze on Merrick as I stepped over the threshold, searching desperately for a sign of how he was feeling.

      “So, sweetheart.” Lachlan leaned against Merrick’s dresser, crossing his arms over his chest. “Are ye going to tell us what this is all about? What’s up?”

      Tugging my attention away from Merrick, I let go of Trace’s hand and stepped into the middle of the room. Then I glanced between Merrick and Lachlan, filling them in on what Trace and I had talked about.

      “It’s been on my mind ever since we got back from the challenge,” I concluded. “Something is weird here. I don’t know if Chetna or Knox feel like this, but I had to know if you guys do. Trace doesn’t think I’m crazy. What about you two?”

      Merrick had settled into a chair by the desk along one wall, and now he slumped back in his seat, running a hand through his hair. All the guys had shaved as soon as they’d gotten back to the academy, but I noticed he had a shadow of stubble along his jaw.

      His expression was serious as he turned to face me. “I don’t think you’re crazy, Aria. I wish you would’ve talked to us about this from the start though. Trusted us.”

      I chewed on my lip, my heart thudding hard in my chest. But I didn’t look away. A surge of hope was slowly rising in my chest.

      Merrick was talking to me. Despite my cowardice, he hadn’t written me off entirely.

      And he had said “us.”

      That was what the four of us were. Us.

      We were more than a team. More than partners.

      Things I’d never known I wanted but was beginning to crave with my whole soul were within my reach, right there in front of me if I was brave enough to grab hold of them.

      If I was brave enough to risk my own heart too.

      Keeping my gaze on Merrick’s, I stepped forward, resting my hands on his shoulders as I settled slowly onto his lap, just like I had back in the cave in the godly realm. I studied his face for a moment—his intense amber eyes, the high line of his cheekbones, his long, straight nose.

      There was something commanding about him, something that drew my eye and made me want to never look away.

      And from now on, I wouldn’t.

      “I should have, Merrick. The truth is, the only people I wanted to talk to ever since we got back were you three. I can’t even talk to Eden about this. She doesn’t understand. I need you. And not just because something fucked up is going on at this school, and I need help figuring out what it is. I would want you guys in my life even if everything was rainbows and baby bunnies.”

      “Hey. Baby bunnies can be deadly. We talked about this.”

      Trace’s comment from the peanut gallery made a snort-laugh burst out of me, and I saw a glimmer of amusement shine in Merrick’s eyes. He leaned forward, catching my face in his hands, his touch light and gentle.

      “So, what do you say?” I asked softly. “Can we be an us again?”

      A slow smile spread across his face, and as it grew, I swore I could feel the knot in my chest unwind.

      “Ari,” he murmured, bringing his lips to mine. “I thought you’d never fucking ask.”
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      The three men and I stayed up until almost dawn, talking through everything we knew about the school, the challenge, and our time in the godly realm.

      There were so many unknowns. As I searched for answers about this place, I was starting to realize how spotty my knowledge of magical culture was, and the guys weren’t much help in that arena. We’d all been raised in non-magical society, and Magic Blessed Academy focused much more on practical magic application than on the history or philosophy of magic.

      We didn’t come up with any groundbreaking insights or figure out what it was about the challenge that had seemed so “off” to all of us, but just talking about it—hell, talking about anything—with the three of them made me feel exponentially better.

      We all passed out in Merrick’s bed eventually, and when we woke up late for class the next morning, I kicked myself for not taking the opportunity to push for a replay of our little cave adventure.

      But there would be plenty of time for that later.

      Because we were an “us.”

      With things between me and the guys resolved, the next two weeks seemed to fly by at warp speed. We were all determined to start digging for answers, but studying for finals and making up for all the assignments we’d missed while we were gone took up so much time there was hardly a moment left for anything else.

      On the morning of our first final, I stepped out of the shower and was drying my hair when there was a knock on the door.

      I was used to the drill by now, and I almost made it to the door before Eden’s second knock. I’d barely even pulled it open before the blonde whirlwind burst inside, pacing back and forth.

      “Uh, hey, Eden.” I grinned. “Come on in.”

      She stopped in her tracks and spun to face me, as if she’d just realized I was standing there. She blinked at me wildly for a few seconds, then shook her head and sucked in a deep breath. When she blew it out, she seemed marginally more relaxed—which basically meant she was no longer vibrating with anxiety.

      “Ari, I’m freaking out. I’m really worried about my finals. I mean, I’ve been studying, of course I have. But I’ve never been very good at memorizing things. What if I fail? What if I just can’t do it?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “You’ll be fine. I promise. Honestly, I’m the one who should be nervous. I missed weeks of school, and even though I had to learn a lot of magic in a hurry during the challenge, I don’t know how that’ll translate when it comes to passing tests. I barely got caught up on the classwork I missed while I was gone.”

      Eden gave me that look again, the one of worry mixed with a bit of pity.

      I put my hand up and shook my head. “Hey, don’t worry about me. I’m fine. I chose to enter the challenge, so that’s on me. I just didn’t realize it would be so… consuming.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      She peered at me like she couldn’t quite figure me out, and I wished for about the dozenth time that I could confide in her. But there was nothing to confide, really. Just a bunch of vague, unsettled feelings that something had gone very wrong with the Gods’ Challenge.

      Then Eden shook her head, perking up again. I’d never seen her in a bad mood that lasted more than five minutes. She was one of the most perpetually happy people I knew. There was a time when that would’ve driven me crazy, but now, I kinda liked it.

      “You’ll do great too! We both will.” She drew in another deep breath, waving her hands near her face as if to waft more oxygen into her nostrils. “We’ll just take each final in stride together, right?”

      “Right.” I grinned. “That’s all we can ever do. The best we can.”

      As we headed downstairs, I felt a little of Eden’s nerves seep into my body, but I did my best to brush them off. I had practiced and studied my ass off, and while there were some classes I was still a bit behind in, there were others I was way ahead in, thanks to things I’d learned during the challenge.

      My first final was in Power and Precision, and although Professor Wist had been warning us all week that it was going to be incredibly difficult, I only struggled with one small section, sailing through the rest of it with flying colors.

      I left the classroom flying high on adrenaline, ready to kick the asses of my next several finals and make it through to winter break. We were all allowed to leave the school for the holiday, and I was looking forward to it so much I could practically taste the Boston air.

      Maybe a little time away from this place will help me see it with fresh eyes when I get back. Help me see what I’m missing.

      I met up with the guys as we headed to our second final of the day, in Combat.

      “How’d you all do on your first exam?” I asked, glancing around at them as we made our way down the hall.

      Merrick made a check signed symbol in the air with a grin. “Way better than I thought I was gonna do.”

      Lachlan shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, ye know, just killin’ it as usual. The combination of learning all that stuff in the competition and then crammin’ when we got back made for an easy A.”

      Trace shook his head glancing over at me with a smile. “I did well. I know you think Merrick’s the nerdiest one of us, but I’m a pretty good test-taker.”

      I grinned, poking him in the side. “A rock star nerd. That’s fucking hot.”

      He growled and leaned down to kiss me, not even breaking stride as he walked beside me. “You’ve got weird taste, Snow. But I like it.”

      A flush worked its way through me, and I walked a little faster, chasing his kiss even as he pulled away. The fucker loved to tease me. We hadn’t had a repeat of that amazing night when I’d gone to his room—thanks a lot, finals—but he still found little moments to touch me or kiss me. All the men did actually, and although I still saw flashes of possessive jealousy flare in their eyes when they saw one of their friends touch me, it was always accompanied by a smoldering heat.

      The Combat final was a guaranteed A for all of us, and I actually had a blast. We fought back and forth, using blocking spells and non-lethal or non-injuring offensive spells. There was magic flying all over the room, and though it wasn’t as strong as it had been in the godly arena, it felt good to let the electricity surge through my body.

      We had to split up again afterward, the men heading to a Practical Magic final while I headed to the library to kill a couple hours until my next exam.

      “Godsdammit,” I muttered under my breath, stopping midway down a hallway and glancing around. I’d taken a wrong turn, and instead of heading toward the library, I’d ended up in the administration wing. “I really should get a damn GPS to navigate this place.”

      I’d been spoiled by spending most of my time with the guys. They all knew their way around a lot better than I did, so I could tune out the twists and turns and still arrive at my intended destination. Left to my own devices? Not so much.

      I turned around to retrace my steps, but as I passed by a closed door, muffled voices slipped out.

      The words “Gods’ Challenge” pulled me up short.

      Glancing quickly up and down the empty hallway, I veered off course, pressing my back to the wall near the door. I didn’t dare stand in front of it in case someone opened it in a hurry, but I wanted to get as close as I could.

      My previous experience with eavesdropping in this place had taught me not to tune out whispered voices, so I pressed my ear against the wall, straining to hear whatever I could.

      “They aren’t happy about how it went.” A female voice spoke. It was hard to tell since the words were muffled by the door, but it sounded like Miss Avery. “They expected far more from us than this.”

      They?

      Fallon and that teacher had said the same thing. But who the hell were they?

      Someone let out a long, exhausted breath, and when a new voice spoke, I recognized it as Dean Frost. “We’ll make sure it goes better next semester. This whole thing has been a PR nightmare, although luckily most of the footage made it hard to tell exactly who was present for the final sprint to the gem.”

      “True,” Miss Avery said. “But still, those who were there know. And there was footage of the fight in the forest, before they were slowed down by the gem’s defensive aura.”

      “I know.” Frost sounded annoyed, as if Miss Avery was telling her something she’d already thought of a dozen times. “I just don’t understand it. If they wanted the death count higher, why not kill the ones who were trapped in the cave? Their deaths would’ve been much easier to explain.”

      “Well.” Miss Avery chuckled, although there was no humor in it. “You know what they say. The gods work in mysterious ways.”

      There was a shuffling sound, then the sound of chairs scraping. My heart flew into my throat, and fear almost rooted my feet to the ground, but I shoved away from the wall and sprinted as silently as I could down the corridor.

      I didn’t look back to see if either of the women had caught sight of me. I didn’t even slow down until I made it to the Practical Magic classroom. It would be too suspicious if I burst into the room and dragged the guys out, so instead, I found a little nook in the hallway and hid myself away in there.

      My pulse didn’t slow, even though I was no longer sprinting. I kept peering out into the hall, certain Dean Frost was about to come tearing around the corner to… do what?

      What would she do if she knew what I’d heard?

      A cold fear washed over me.

      Well, I know murder isn’t out of the question.

      That’s what she and Miss Avery had been talking about, after all. The cold-blooded murder of Magic Blessed students, covered up by the excitement and drama of the Gods’ Challenge.

      My suspicions had been wrong.

      There was something very, very wrong with the games. But I’d been overlooking the obvious in thinking it was a mistake. Shane and Brielle’s deaths had been purposeful.

      It had been orchestrated by the gods themselves.

      What the actual fuck?

      I chewed a hole in my lip as I waited for the guys to get out of their final, and the second their class was over, I poked my head out of the small nook I was hiding in. I caught Merrick’s eye, and he stopped the other two. With a glance behind them, they hurried over, and I practically hauled them into the small space with me. It was probably dangerous to talk about this on school grounds at all, but I had to tell them.

      “What’s up, Snow? If you wanted to get us all this close together, I could suggest more pleasant ways.” Trace grimaced as Lachlan elbowed him, trying to fit more of his large body into the small space. Then he caught sight of my expression, and his teasing tone dropped. “Wait, what’s going on? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “What is it, Ari?” Merrick’s voice was tight, worry creasing his features.

      Fear and determination fought for dominance in my chest as I swallowed hard. As usual, determination won out. I might be scared shitless, but that wasn’t going to stop me.

      “Do you guys have my back?” I whispered. “No matter what?”

      “Always.”

      Lachlan’s answer came without hesitation, and the other two nodded. For once, I believed it with my whole heart. It’d taken me a long time to get here, to trust three people unconditionally—and it was a good thing I did.

      Because I was going to need their help.

      “The Gods’ Challenge is rigged,” I said quietly, my hands clenching into fists. “It’s meant to kill students. I don’t know why or how, or if it’s always been like this, but I plan to find out. Next semester, I’m entering the Gods’ Challenge again, and I hope you guys will enter with me. The only place we’re gonna find answers is on the godly plane. We have to go back.”

      The men’s faces froze. I could see them trying to make sense of what I’d said, and their faces slowly moved from shock to understanding to anger.

      And finally, just as I had, they settled into grim determination.

      “We’re with you, sweetheart,” Lachlan reiterated, nodding once. “Always.”

      A small bubble of relief rose up through the morass of worry filling my chest. I wouldn’t be alone in this.

      Lies and secrets infected the halls of Magic Blessed Academy, something much darker than I had ever imagined.

      And it was time somebody dug up some answers.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        To Be Continued…

      

      

      
        
        Secret of the Gods, book two in the Magic Blessed Academy series, is coming soon!

      

        

      
        Nothing is ever as it seems. Especially when it comes to the gods.

      

        

      
        It’s official: there’s something super messed up about this school.

      

        

      
        And I want to know what it is.

      

        

      
        A smarter, saner woman would keep her nose out of it, turn a blind eye, and just focus on enjoying the three insanely hot men who’ve agreed to share her.

      

        

      
        Unfortunately, sanity isn’t really in my wheelhouse.

      

        

      
        We barely escaped the last Gods’ Challenge with our lives, and not everyone who competed was so lucky. It’s dangerous as hell to go back, but I know that’s where the answers lie.

      

        

      
        With my men by my side, we’ll risk the dangers of the gods’ realm again.

      

        

      
        But this time... we won’t be playing by their rules.

      

        

      
        Let the games begin.
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            Thank You For Reading

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you so much for picking up Gift of the Gods! Reviews make such a huge difference to authors—if you enjoyed the book, please take a second to leave a review!

        

        You can also try my dark high school romance, Lost Boys, or my college-age bully romance, Who Breaks First.

        

        If you want more, come hang out in my Facebook group, Eva Ashwood’s Readers. I post giveaways, teasers, and updates there too!
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