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      “Yeah, I got here okay.” I ran a hand through my dark hair, cradling my cell phone between my shoulder and my ear. “The portal was brutal as usual. I’m just happy to be back in Boston for the break. I needed to get out of Magic Blessed Academy for a while. Breathe a little.”

      “That sounds exciting!” Eden chirped, and I bit back an amused grin. Everything sounded exciting to the perky blonde girl.

      Sometimes I couldn’t believe the two of us had actually become friends. But then again, a lot had changed in my life over the past few months.

      I looked around the short-term rental place that I had managed to pick up in Southie for the winter break. We had two weeks off from classes, and amazingly, the school admins actually allowed us to leave campus. A lot of people had families to go back to, and even though I didn’t, I’d taken the opportunity to go back home.

      Of course, I hadn’t fought a match in the underground ring in months, and while I didn’t have much need of money at Magic Blessed—room and board were provided by the school—I was low on funds when it came to surviving in the real world.

      So this place was all I’d been able to afford.

      It was… interesting. I was pretty sure one of the stains on the floor was blood, and I half expected to find chalk outlines on the floor. But it was cheap, and I needed cheap. I couldn’t work or fight while I was going to school, not that I could fight out of school anymore either. Nonetheless, I had to make my money stretch.

      “So you’re glad you went home?” Eden pressed. “I knew you’d have a good time!”

      “Yeah, it’s a real party over here.” I laughed. “But I gotta get unpacked. I want to feel like I’m not destined to head back to that school when the break is over. I just want to feel like I’m living a normal life for a little while.”

      “Yeah. I get that,” she said with pep. “Call me this week. My family is going to swamp me with a million questions about the academy. I love them, but I’m gonna need an excuse to take a break.”

      I smiled. “You got it. You can always send me an emergency text if you need me to intercept or intercede.”

      “Got it,” she replied. “Talk to you soon. Bye.”

      “Bye!”

      The word came out with far too much enthusiasm, but when I talked to Eden, sometimes her unrelenting excitement just wore off on me.

      I took in a deep breath and let it out hard, staring at the place I was going to be sleeping over the break. I missed my old place, even though I’d had multiple roommates—of the tiny, furry, bald-tailed variety—but at least I’d known that place. It’d been familiar. It’d been mine.

      I hadn’t wanted to let it go, but there’d been no point in me paying rent on a place in Boston when I was living in… well, wherever the Magic Blessed campus was hidden. I honestly didn’t even know what country it was in, since I traveled to and from the place via a portal that was attuned specifically to me. The campus itself was in a remote spot, and we weren’t allowed to leave during the semester, so I’d never gotten to see any of the surrounding area.

      I shook my head, brushing away thoughts of the academy. After what I’d overheard at the end of the semester, it’d been pretty much all I had been thinking about lately, and I needed a fucking break. For the moment, I was home, exactly where I wanted to be. I thought about Boston all the time, and I craved being here, especially after the Gods’ Challenge.

      Grabbing my bag, I walked over to the small dresser and began to unpack. As I did,  my mind wandered to the other subject I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about: the three men I’d started developing feelings for. The three men who had begun the semester as my worst adversaries and ended it as the only three people I trusted implicitly.

      Like I said, a lot had changed.

      They’d all split from the academy for the winter break too, so I wouldn’t see them until school started back up again.

      It was the only reason I was looking forward to going back. If it hadn’t been for them, and my determination to figure out what the fuck was going on at that place, I would’ve considered not returning to school at all—although I was sure they’d just send Oberon and his team to collect me again, and that it wouldn’t be pleasant.

      But it wasn’t in my nature to run anyway. Something fucked up was going on at Magic Blessed, and I wasn’t gonna just let it slide. I was going to figure out why the hell they organized a competition that was intended to kill students. And if the only way to get answers was to go through the Gods’ Challenge again, well then, fuck it.

      I survived once. I can survive again.

      But you barely survived, a little voice in my head whispered. Are you willing to risk the guys like that? To let them charge into danger for you again?

      That was the only part of my plan that gave me pause. It was one thing to risk my own life for answers, and something I was more than willing to do. But I hated the idea of putting Merrick, Lachlan, or Trace in peril. And that, more than anything, showed me the depths of the feelings I was starting to develop for them.

      It scared the fuck out of me, even as it thrilled me a little too.

      All three of them. Willing to share me.

      Gods, I really do want that.

      Rolling my eyes, I tossed my now empty bag into a corner of the room. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t obsess over what the coming semester might bring, and here I was doing exactly that.

      I needed to blow off some steam. To get out of my head for a while. Even standing here in my rental, outside of the academy, I felt antsy and unsettled.  Fidgety.

      Luckily, I knew a cure for that.

      Wonder who the Ringmaster has fighting tonight.

      That was my nickname for the guy who ran the underground ring I’d fought in before I developed magic. The shitty thing was, I wouldn’t be allowed to fight there anymore. Vincent, my mentor, had made that perfectly clear.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t go watch. It wouldn’t be the same as stepping into the ring myself, but it would still be enough to get my adrenaline pumping, to scratch that itch for a good fight.

      I grabbed my coat, throwing it on and shoving my keys and wallet into my back pocket. Then I headed out to my old stomping grounds, taking the long walk to the underground fight ring with my hood up and my hands shoved in my pockets.

      The warehouse looked just the same as always—covered in graffiti and grime, so ancient and worn-down it appeared practically abandoned. It was just past nine o’clock, and the few streetlamps that still worked cast the large building in shadow.

      “Hey. Hold up,” the door guy said as I stepped up to the entrance, putting his hand on my shoulder.

      I dropped my head to stare at his hand, then lifted my head, pulling my hood back. When he saw who I was, he pulled his hand back immediately. “Oh, hey, Aria. Sorry. I didn’t realize it was you. We didn’t know you were back in town.”

      “Was I supposed to send out engraved announcements?” I shot back sarcastically.

      He chuckled and opened the door for me. “It’s good to have you back.”

      “Thanks.”

      Unfortunately, they wouldn’t be able to get used to it.

      When I stepped through the door, I closed my eyes for a second and took in a long deep breath of the stale, sweaty air. It smelled like beer and people. When I opened my eyes, I grinned. It was damn good to be home.

      The place seemed busier than it had been before I’d left, with several of the regulars nodding at me as I passed. I wasn’t sure if most of them knew about my magic, but it didn’t really matter. I wasn’t there to fight. I just needed to be somewhere comfortable, somewhere familiar. Pushing through the roaring crowd, I walked down to the ring and inched along until I met with Vincent.

      “What’s up?” I said with a nod.

      He was wrapping his guy’s knuckles, and he glanced over at me. I saw surprise register in his expression before he dipped his head in a half-nod. “Ari. I didn’t know you were coming into town. It’s good to see you.”

      I gave a small smile, something none of the guys from the training gym were used to. “It’s good to see you too. You need any help tonight?”

      Vin finished up taping the guy’s hands and fist bumped him, sending him up to the ring. “Nah. It’ll be an interesting fight. These two are pretty well matched, although Nathan”—he jerked his chin toward the guy he’d just sent into the ring—“has a tendency to go out at night, get hungover as fuck, and end up late to practice.”

      “I’m sure you’re thrilled about that.”

      Vincent huffed out a laugh, gazing up at the ring. He’d pulled his gaze away from me quickly after greeting me, and I noticed he hadn’t looked my way again since. In fact, it seemed like he was avoiding looking at me.

      That suspicion was confirmed when he glanced down at the floor, scrubbing a hand over his chin. He was an older man, and had sort of become a father-figure to me after my own dad had died, but something had definitely changed between us after my magic manifested.

      “Wish I could stay and watch the fight, but I gotta get some other stuff done. I’ll see you around, kid.”

      His gaze flicked up to me once more, and I could see both the warmth and the distrust in his eyes. Part of him was glad to see me, I thought, but that didn’t negate the part of him who could only see me as different now.

      I stepped out of the way, surprised at how obvious it was that he was treating me differently than he had before. I wished there was some way to show him, make him realize that I was the same person I had been all along. That was impossible though; he would always think about my magic when he looked at me.

      Flipping my hood back up, I faded into the crowd, keeping a low profile as I climbed through the stands and found a seat a few rows up. There were a few other magic users scattered throughout the crowd, but I purposefully avoided them.

      They’d been born with magic, and it’d been a part of their family for generations. Me, on the other hand? I was “magic blessed,” gifted magic by the gods for some inexplicable reason.

      So yeah, the magic users and I might share powers, but we definitely weren’t the same.

      I sat down and leaned forward in the seat, resting my elbows on my thighs. It had been a long time since I sat in the stands to watch a fight, but I was pretty excited about it. I’d been so busy fighting, I’d forgotten the thrill of watching a good match.

      The guy next to me looked too excited, like it was his first time. He glanced over at me, then strained his neck to look into the ring. “I’ve been waitin’ to see who Vincent’s new guy is for months. Ever since his girl left, he’s had an array of dudes, but none of them have been any good.”

      “His girl?” I replied.

      The guy nodded, his eyes glued on the stage. “Yeah, the one that won all the fights against the guys. I think they called her the Boston Beater or something like that. Apparently, she ended up with magic and can’t compete anymore. He hasn’t let any other girls in the ring.”

      I had to admit, hearing that brought on a little swell of pride. I had been Vin’s number one, and either nobody was good enough to compete with me, or he wasn’t ready to replace me. Either way, that said a lot about my career, or my prior career.

      Before I could respond to the guy, the bell sounded, and the fight began. The two men in the ring were decent, but they weren’t anything like I was. Still, I could feel my heart beating faster with each punch, with each kick or leg sweep. I lived for this shit.

      About three minutes into the fight, as the fighters bounced back and forth in the ring, a prickle of awareness pulled at my chest. I rubbed at it with my fingers and looked up, scanning the crowd. As I looked directly across from where I was seated, on the other side of the ring, I froze.

      A pair of sparkling green eyes were watching me, ignoring the fight entirely.

      Lachlan.

      Holy fuck. What is he doing here?

      His shaggy reddish brown hair glinted in the light, and his tall stature and impossibly broad shoulders made him stand out in the crowd. He was big and burly and intensely masculine, everything you’d expect a magic-wielding, motorcycle-riding Irishman to be.

      Heat flared through my entire body, lighting me up instantly.

      I’d missed him. Way more than I’d let myself admit. But the sight of him now made such a rush of relief and desire flood me that it was impossible to deny.

      I could still remember the first time I’d seen him. It’d been in this very warehouse, on the night my magic had manifested. I had been in the middle of the fight, lying on the ground—giving my opponent just a few minutes of solid fighting so he didn’t feel so pathetic when I took him down. And when my gaze had shifted to the stands for a moment, I had seen him, in that same seat, giving me the same exact look.

      Even then, something intense and hot had burned between us.

      And now? It felt like the electricity hovering in the air between us could explode and light the whole damn place on fire.

      As the fight continued, blow after blow, Lachlan’s gaze stayed locked on me. Every time there was a hit, I could feel a surge of desire flow through me. The fight in front of us was almost like foreplay, and I could feel wetness gathering at the apex of my thighs as warmth flooded my lower belly.

      Fucking and fighting were two sides of the same coin, as far as I was concerned, and the violence infusing the warehouse only made my arousal spike even higher. Lachlan obviously felt it too, because I swore I could feel the lust coming off him in waves, reaching me even across all the space that separated us.

      The bell went off, and the crowd cheered, ending the fight. To be honest, I hadn’t even realized it was that close, I’d been far too busy staring at Lachlan. It didn’t even really matter to me who had won.

      It was only the first match of the night. There would be others, but suddenly I had very little interest in sticking around and watching.

      The crowd began to talk and yell amongst themselves as the fighters left the ring, everyone celebrating or bemoaning their luck. People began to mill around, walking back and forth in front of me, momentarily breaking our eye contact. When our gazes met again, I gave him one last long look before making my way through the press of bodies toward the back door.

      As I stepped out into the cold Boston night, the chill hit me hard. It wasn’t enough to cool the heat raging through my veins, but the shock to my system felt good.

      My heart beat hard and fast as I made my way deeper into the alley behind the warehouse.

      But I had barely taken two steps when a pair of rough hands grabbed me from behind and pushed me up against the wall, pinning me there tightly.
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      “Ye should be more careful when ye step out into a dark alley, lass,” Lachlan’s accented voice whispered in my ear.

      I smiled, grabbing his hand and swiftly knocking it away from my shoulder. I spun around, swapping positions with him in a flash and pinning him to the wall, my hands on his broad chest.

      “And you should be more careful about who you walk up behind,” I murmured, my voice rough and breathy. “I could’ve killed you.”

      He leaned in, his lips just inches from mine, one corner twitching into a smile. “I think I might enjoy ye tryin’.”

      With that, he knocked my hands away, grabbing my wrists. Our positions changed again, and I yanked free of his hold and whipped up my arm, attempting to send a bit of magic at him, but he grabbed my wrist and pushed it back against the cinderblock wall.

      My heart was thundering in my chest, and I smiled, purring, “I think I might enjoy that too.”

      This time, I pushed against his hold to rub my chest against his, letting him keep my wrists pinned to the wall. He groaned as our bodies touched, heat sparking between us despite the layers of clothing that separated us. I pressed against him even harder, and he leaned down and crashed his lips against mine.

      All the sexual tension that had built up between us during the fight exploded like a bomb in the dark alleyway. He pushed against me, grinding his hips against mine, and I pushed back, kissing him deeply. His hand ran up to the back of my head and wrapped around my hair, gripping it tightly. Our tongues swirled back and forth in each other’s mouths, and my hand drifted to his thigh, dragging my fingernails just inches shy of his crotch.

      Lifting one leg, I wrapped it around him, opening myself up to feel him press even further against me. He wrenched his lips away from mine, trailing them down along my jaw and neck, lighting my skin on fire.

      “Fuck, I missed you,” I groaned as he feasted on me like a starving man.

      “Same,” he grunted, his mouth moving even lower as one large hand tugged open my jacket, giving him access to more of me.

      The passion between us was insane, and I was pretty sure if things kept going the way they were, I would end up fucking him right there in the alleyway. Actually, I really didn’t have a problem with that idea at all, but the sound of a semi truck’s horn blowing loudly as it drove past on the street finally broke the tension that coursed between us.

      Lachlan chuckled, releasing the pressure against me and stepping back. He grabbed his junk and rearranged himself as we both breathed heavily, trying to collect what little bit of control we had left. I ran my hands through my hair, pulling out the knots that he had just twisted.

      My clit was throbbing, and every bit of friction from my clothes seemed to push my body even higher, making me bite my lip.

      The feeling inside of me was more than just want or need. There was something solid and more to it. I’d been attracted to Lachlan and the other two men from the start, but now it was about a lot more than physical desire. I was starting to truly care about them. It was strange and new to me, since I’d made a point of being a loner ever since my dad had died when I was young.

      I’d kept to myself, and I’d kept my emotions pretty well locked down. I hadn’t wanted to get attached to anyone, which was precisely why I’d ghosted Merrick when things had gotten serious between us the first time.

      I was determined not to make that same mistake again. Not to let my emotionally closed off nature ruin what was developing between me and the three men in my life. What was happening between us was exciting, but it also terrified me in a lot of ways.

      Lachlan had stepped back far enough that there was a foot of space between us, but I could still feel the heat radiating from his body as I looked up at him. I was no little waif, but he towered over me anyway, and I secretly loved it.

      His arm muscles filled out his leather jacket perfectly, and his dark jeans clung to his thick legs. He looked good enough to fucking eat, and the hungry look in his eyes made me think maybe he might return that sentiment.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, my tongue darting out to lick my lips. “I thought you were going back to Ireland.”

      His emerald gaze never left mine, and even though he wasn’t touching me, I could sense the coiled tension in his body.

      “Thought about it. But I missed Boston more than Ireland when it came down to it. I’ve gotten used to this place, and it feels like home now. I missed my bike, and my club is here. I missed the guys. Besides,” he added, his voice growing deeper. “I thought maybe I’d run into a certain lass. One with black hair, milky skin, and fuckin’ gorgeous eyes.”

      Something I couldn’t quite describe swelled in my chest as he admitted that he’d come back to Boston for me.

      “Yeah?” I grinned. “Well, she’s glad you found her.”

      “Aye.”

      He nodded once, a predatory look entering his eyes, and my pussy clenched.

      Fuck. I want him so damn bad.

      I’d kissed him a few times before, and he, Merrick, and Trace had worshipped my body in a cave in the godly realm—until a collapsing ceiling had interrupted our fun. Stupid clam-jamming gods.

      “Where are you staying while you’re here?” I asked.

      He nodded in a random direction, presumably toward his place. “Staying at the clubhouse. They had an extra room, and it’s nice to be around the blokes.”

      I chuckled. His place sounded a lot nicer than mine, but his reasons for coming back were eerily similar to mine, although I hadn’t even known there was a chance of running into him here. But we were both craving the normalcy of our old lives, it seemed.

      “Makes it harder to want to go back to the academy, that’s for damn sure,” I said.

      Lachlan shook his head, stepping closer to me and running his knuckles down my cheek. Goose bumps traveled across my skin, and I leaned into his touch unconsciously.

      “It does,” he murmured. “But it’s not like we’ve got a lot of choice in the matter.”

      Irritation flared inside me, dousing some of the lust coursing through my veins. I wasn’t pissed at Lachlan, but at this entire fucked up situation.

      “I was serious last time I talked to you guys,” I said, my voice hard. “We have to do the Gods’ Challenge again. We have to go back there. There’s something seriously fucked up going on at the school, and it’s costing people their lives.”

      Lachlan chuckled. “Ye sound like some kind of superhero trying to rid the world of evil. But I agree, we need to go back. And if I didn’t agree, there’s no fuckin’ way any of us would let ye go to the godly realm on your own. I told ye we’ve got yer back, and I meant it.”

      My hands landed on his chest again, grabbing the supple leather and pulling him closer. I could feel the press of his cock against me as his body caged mine against the wall again, and my breath came a little faster.

      “It just makes me so angry,” I muttered, continuing our conversation even as I moved against him, sparking sensations everywhere in my body. “None of this is our fault. The gods are the ones who gave us these powers, and now we’re being forced to go to a school that apparently wants to kill its students. That’s some fucked up shit, and I won’t stand for it.”

      Lachlan’s hands moved down to cup my ass, and he hiked me against him, grinding his hard-on against my swollen clit. I groaned, he smiled wickedly, squeezing my ass cheeks hard. “While I appreciate yer motivation to save the world, Ari, part of me thinks ye just want to do this because ye love a good fight.” His chuckle rumbled in his chest. “Don’t try to deny it, I’ve seen it in yer eyes.”

      I smirked, rolling my eyes. But he knew me too well already.

      “Okay, maybe just a bit of it is because I love a good fight.”

      I tilted my head a little as Lachlan dropped his lips to my neck again, smiling up at the dark sky. I couldn’t see the stars through the clouds, but I didn’t really give a fuck.

      When Lach trailed his lips over my jaw, I grabbed his face in both hands, pulling him up to kiss me again. Our tongues battled desperately as he slipped a thick leg between mine, grinding his thigh against my clit. I pushed back against him, riding his leg, groping him shamelessly as we kissed.

      It was a struggle of brute strength, and a perfect representation of exactly what type of relationship we had. We were both physical beings with aggressive personalities, and foreplay was a wrestle to the finish.

      With my back against the wall, and his strength winning out over mine, he slid his hand up my throat and grabbed my chin in a tight grip, holding me in place as he kissed the breath out of me. When his lips finally released mine, he stared at me intently, dominance and lust in his gaze.

      “Why don’t ye come back to my place?” I whispered against his lips, my chest rising and falling fast. “It’s nothing special, a temporary rental, but it’s better than a damn alley.”

      I didn’t care so much about the idea of fucking in public or the worry about getting caught. But I wanted room to maneuver. To appreciate every fucking inch of the solid, devastatingly handsome man before me. I wanted Lachlan completely naked, not just with his pants slung low enough on his hips to pull his dick out.

      His eyes, sparkling green, scanned over me for a moment as his mouth tipped up in a slight grin. As his hand released my chin, he nodded. “We’ll take my bike.”

      It seemed to take him physical effort to step away from me, and only my determination to tear all of his clothes off kept me from pulling him back and demanding he fuck me right here and now.

      We made our way out of the alley and headed toward Lachlan’s bike. I could see the visible bulge straining his pants, and my fingers itched to touch it. To wrap around it and feel the smooth heat brand my palm.

      “Fuck, Ari.” Lachlan’s groan drew my attention, and I snapped my head up to meet his gaze. He looked tortured. “Ye keep lookin’ at me like that, I’ll bend ye over my fuckin’ bike and take ye right now.”

      My toes practically curled inside the heavy boots I was wearing, and my pace quickened.

      “Then get us the hell back to my place. Now.”

      He climbed onto the large motorcycle, and I got on behind him. I slid forward, my thighs tight against his, my body pressed against him. He started up the bike, and it rumbled between us as I wrapped my arms around his waist. I wasn’t used to being on a bike, but I loved it, every second of it—the wind whipping across my skin, the vibration of the powerful machine beneath me, and the man clutched between my thighs.

      We rumbled loudly down the street, and I gripped onto Lach, scooting my hips forward and running my hands down to his thighs. It was a tease, my fingers lingering on each side of his cock, every once in a while pressing firmly into his thigh.

      “Fuck,” I heard him mutter, and I felt the sound vibrate against my chest. “Ye’re gonna kill me, woman.”

      By the time the bike pulled up in front of my rental, the heat between us was almost unbearable. He jumped off first and grabbed me by the waist, picking me up as if I weighed nothing. I wrapped my legs and arms around him, relishing the feel of his hard, muscular body against mine.

      He walked straight for the door as I ran my lips over the light stubble on his jaw, breathing in his whiskey and ginger scent. It combined with his natural musk to create such a potent aphrodisiac that I thought I might come just from the fucking smell of this man.

      “Keys, Ari,” he grunted when we reached the door, his voice low and strained.

      “Back pocket.” My answer was breathless as I tightened my grip on him, squeezing him with my legs.

      With one hand holding me up, he used the other to delve into the back pocket of my jeans, massaging me with a firm, hungry touch.

      Oh, gods. Fuck the keys. He can just keep doing that forever.

      I barely cared anymore if we made it inside the door or not. Hell, we’d made out like horny teenagers in an alley less than an hour ago. It wouldn’t be that big of a jump for us to fuck against the door outside my apartment, right?

      But we were so damn close. We could make it.

      “Lachlan.” I drew my head back, my pussy throbbing and my voice hoarse. “Open the godsdamn door.”

      His emerald eyes flashed with heat, and he yanked the key out of my pocket, jamming it into the lock. A second later, the door opened and closed behind us with a bang. Darkness shrouded us, and Lach didn’t bother to turn on a light. He spun around, slamming my back against the door and pinning it there with his massive body.

      Then he devoured me.
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      Whatever had happened between me and Lachlan in the alley, whatever chemistry had burned white-hot between us, it was nothing compared to this.

      His cock was hot and hard against my core as he ground against me, slanting his lips over mine in a searing kiss. I sucked in oxygen through my nose, threading my fingers through his shaggy red-brown hair and matching each stroke of his tongue with my own, giving back as good as I got. His kiss was about to burn me down, but I wouldn’t be the only one going up in flames.

      “Fuck, Ari. Fuckin’ hell, sweetheart,” he groaned as he finally broke the connection between our lips, breathing just as hard as I was. His large, calloused hands found the hem of my shirt and slipped up underneath it, sliding over the skin of my stomach and waist.

      “I guess you missed me,” I shot back, quirking a smile.

      I was partly joking. After all, it’d only been a short time since we had all left Magic Blessed Academy for the break.

      But Lachlan’s response didn’t have an ounce of humor in it. That same look I had seen in his eyes outside lit the bright green of his irises from within, making them glint like gemstones.

      “Ye have no fuckin’ idea.” His nostrils flared, and before I knew what was happening, he was stepping away from the door and setting me on my feet.

      My body missed the warmth of his pressed flush against it, the feel of his cock, the hardness of his muscles. But I didn’t have time to dwell on that, because his hands seemed to be everywhere—tugging at the zipper of my jacket and sliding it off my shoulders, pulling my shirt over my head, palming and groping my breasts.

      He pinched my nipples through the soft fabric of my bra, and I let out a low moan. I followed his lead, grabbing for his clothes and yanking them from his body, indulging in the feel of his warm skin beneath my palms. We kept trying to kiss, but our lips broke apart as we tore at each other’s clothes, wild need filling the space between us.

      My fingers fumbled with the button of his jeans, and when I slid the zipper down and reached in to wrap my hand around his cock, he grabbed my chin in a punishing grip.

      He was hard, like velvet covered steel, pulsing lightly against my palm. My lips and tongue ached to taste him, and it made slick wetness gather in my pussy.

      When I slid my hand up and down his thick length, his grip on me tightened, his body growing taut as a bowstring.

      I did it again, and his lips curled on a growl.

      “I’m not comin’ in yer hand, sweetheart,” he grunted. “Or that pretty fuckin’ mouth.” He stepped toward me, crowding my body with his larger one as he tilted my head up, holding it at the perfect angle to drown me in another kiss. His hips pressed into the movement of my hand, and he tore his lips from mine to brush them against the shell of my ear. “When I come, I’m gonna fill up yer hot little pussy. I want every fuckin’ inch of my cock inside you when I let go.”

      His words were like an atomic bomb, setting off a wave of desire inside me that made me whimper.

      Lach must’ve liked that sound, because he finally stopped teasing me. My hand was pulled from his pants a second before he spun me in his embrace, wrapping his arms around me with my back pressed to his front. He walked us through the small apartment to the bedroom, stopping a few feet from the bed before roughly shoving down my jeans and panties in one swift motion.

      The fabric bunched at my knees, and his hands skimmed back up my body, unclasping my bra and letting it fall. His large hands palmed my breasts, kneading and massaging them until they felt heavy and swollen, my nipples hard against his palms.

      Then one hand strayed lower, sliding down the plane of my stomach and over my mound. His fingertips grazed my clit, and an involuntary sound fell from my lips. I was panting, on the edge of flying apart, as one thick finger slid through my folds, gathering my wetness before bringing it back up to play with my clit again.

      “Lachlan…” The groan was half plea, half warning, and I heard him laugh darkly behind me.

      “Yeah, sweetheart? Somethin’ ye need?”

      “You know there fucking is.”

      His lips brushed my ear, his fingers moving harder and faster on my clit. “What would that be, then?”

      “Give me your fucking cock, unless you want me to come on your hand.”

      “Fuck.”

      The sound was tortured, and the circling fingers on my clit stopped. He finished what I had started, shoving his own pants down enough to free his cock and dragging the thick length back and forth through my pussy lips, wetting himself in my arousal.

      “Hands on the bed, Ari. Bend over for me.”

      Under normal circumstances, I’d dick punch a guy for telling me what to do. But Lach’s low purr made more wetness seep from my core, bathing his cock, and my body was moving before I had even decided to obey the command. I hinged at the waist, planting my palms on the bedspread in front of me.

      The feral Irishman behind me made another low noise of approval, running possessive hands up and down my back, over the curve of my ass, cupping my breasts as they swayed slightly.

      “Ye’re beautiful like this, sweetheart, ye know that?” he groaned. “Hot as hell. And fuckin’ mine.”

      My heart skipped a beat, my stomach clenching with a mixture of arousal, panic, and… something else. The same Ari who would’ve punched a guy in the junk for bossing her around would’ve run for the hills if any man had uttered that word around her.

      But the old Ari wasn’t here right now.

      And this wasn’t just any man.

      This was Lachlan O’Shae.

      The cocky, frustrating, gorgeous Irishman who had saved my life more than once during the Gods’ Challenge last semester. The man who fought with me, who pushed all my damn buttons, and who had my back. Always.

      Heat flared inside me, and I bit my lip as I craned my neck to look over my shoulder, my tousled dark hair falling over my face. “Am I yours, Lach?”

      “Aye,” he rasped.

      “Then prove it.”

      A muscle in his jaw twitched. His gaze stayed locked on mine as he drew back, fisting his cock and lining himself up. I felt the smooth, rounded head breach my entrance, stretching me deliciously. Then he surged forward, bottoming out inside me in one stroke.

      He was big. Thick and long.

      And I felt him everywhere.

      My back arched, a raw cry wrenched from me as sensations overwhelmed me. Lachlan’s strong fingers dug into the flesh of my hips, holding me steady as he withdrew and thrust in again, grunting like an animal as he began to fuck me hard and fast.

      His hips crashed into my ass with every thrust, and the sounds of our slapping flesh and heavy breaths filled the room, a soundtrack that drowned out every other thought in my head.

      There was no logic.

      There was no reason.

      Hell, there was no tomorrow.

      There was just this.

      Just the feel of Lachlan filling me with every stroke, of my legs shaking as I worked to keep my balance, of my clit throbbing as pleasure surged inside me.

      “Do ye believe me now, Ari?” he grunted. “That yer mine?”

      My pussy clenched hard around him, a groan falling from my lips.

      Gods. How the hell could I deny it? I couldn’t even fucking speak.

      The answer was written all over my damn body. In the bruise marks on my ass I was sure his fingers were leaving, and in the cream sliding down my thighs from the place where he impaled me.

      I would never admit it later, but in this moment, Lachlan fucking owned me.

      Maybe he could read the confirmation in my silence, because the tempo of his thrusts grew even more brutal and demanding. I swore I could feel him thickening inside me, and I dropped my head, my arms shaking as much as my legs as the bed squeaked from the force of our movement.

      Keeping a firm grip on one hip, he released the other and slipped his hand down to massage my clit.

      “Gods. Fuck. Lachlan!”

      The words burst from me as my world exploded into sharp splinters of pleasure. My body shook, and Lachlan growled low in his throat as he pounded into me, finally burying himself to the hilt and grinding his hips against my ass.

      I could feel his cock pulsing and throbbing inside me, and I clenched around him, milking every drop as hot jets of cum filled me. When the rush of sensation finally faded, we were both breathing like we’d sprinted all the way here from the fight ring.

      Lachlan looped his arms around my waist, lifting my upper body and pulling me up to stand. His broad chest pressed against my back, and he tilted my head so he could kiss me, his tongue sliding sensually against mine.

      “I love to hear ye scream, lass,” he rumbled as we broke apart.

      Then he slid out of me, scooped me up, and tossed me onto the bed. I let out a yelp as my back hit the soft, slightly springy mattress, but before the sound was even all the way out of my mouth, Lachlan was on me again, his large body draped over mine, his narrow hips pressing my legs apart.

      “Ye didn’t think I was done with ye, did ye?” A wicked smile curved his lips as he slid back inside my still throbbing core.

      He hadn’t softened at all, and we both groaned as he bottomed out inside me, his pelvis grinding against my clit. Our rough fuck earlier had taken a little of the desperate edge off, but I could feel need building steadily inside me again, a fire rising up from the ashes of my previous orgasm.

      “Gods, are you always this fucking good?” I groaned, arching my back to get more pressure on my clit as Lach captured my wrists, pinning them to the mattress beside my head.

      He didn’t answer with words. Instead, he dropped his head and lapped at my nipple, his warm tongue sending jolts of pleasure sparking through me. When he closed his mouth around my breast and sucked, flicking my nipple with his tongue, I bit my lip, wrapping my legs around him.

      His thrusts were long and deep, and even though I pressed my heels against his round, muscled ass, urging him to go faster, he kept up the same pace. He was as stubborn as I was—and I fucking loved it.

      He kept up his delicious torment of my breasts until I was writhing beneath him, lost in a haze of sensations. When he finally released my wrists, I wrapped my arms around him, holding on tight as the bed rocked beneath us. My fingernails dragged down his back, and he gave a low growl, shifting upward to capture my lips in a fierce kiss. His tongue plunged into my mouth as his cock drove into my pussy, each thrust driving me higher and higher.

      As my entire body began to shake with my impending orgasm, Lach broke our kiss and braced himself on his forearms, finally picking up his tempo as he pistoned his hips hard and fast.

      Fuck, yes.

      My shitty little short-term rental, which had seemed small and cold when I’d first arrived, had been transformed into a little slice of paradise by the man who moved above me, his large frame covering mine as his sweat-dampened skin gleamed in the dim light coming through the window. His coppery brown hair appeared almost black, and his features were cut by deep shadows. He looked powerful and dangerous and so fucking sexy.

      And he’s mine.

      The thought surprised me almost as much as the wave of emotion that followed it, and as my eyes widened in shock, I came hard, my pussy walls clamping around his cock as bright lights danced at the edges of my vision.

      “Fuck, yes, Ari. Fuck. Ye’re so damn tight.”

      He pounded into me harder—short, choppy strokes as he neared his own release. Then he threw back his head on a roar, his hips grinding against mine as his cock lashed my womb with jets of cum. The corded muscles of his neck stood out in stark relief, and my orgasm rolled on and on as I gazed up at the shadowy beast of a man above me, my bottom lip clamped between my teeth.

      Finally, the flood of sensation began to fade, and my body went limp, my tight muscles loosening as I sank into the mattress beneath me. We were both breathing hard, our bodies warm and slicked with sweat, cum leaking from my pussy. I was thoroughly fucked and completely relaxed for the first time since I had overheard Dean Frost and Miss Avery speaking in that meeting room back at Magic Blessed Academy.

      “Well, I’m glad to see you too,” I drawled, and Lachlan barked a laugh before dropping his head to kiss me again. He rolled us so that he was on his back and I was draped over him, his cock still buried inside me.

      “Oh, I’m more than glad, sweetheart.” His smile flashed in the darkness. “And I’m still not done with ye.”

      I grinned, my sated body sparking to life again as I wriggled against him.

      “No complaints here.”
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      “Merrick and Trace both went back home, right?” I asked, raising my voice a little so Lach would hear me in the other room. I was sitting at the dining room table, my feet propped up on another chair.

      The tall Irishman walked from the bathroom, rubbing his hair with a towel. “Yeah, they both went home.” He grinned sinfully at me. “My choice to come to Boston was a last-minute change of plans, but maybe I was bein’ a bit selfish too. I wanted some time alone with ye.”

      His words made my body ache pleasantly as a barrage of memories flooded me. I was sore in the best places and still ravenous for more.

      More of him.

      More of everything.

      “Although…” Lachlan tilted his head to the side, considering. “Now that I think about it, maybe they should’ve come too. It would’ve given us a chance to come up with a plan.”

      I shrugged. “We’ll have time when we get back to school, we just have to be careful about it. The Gods’ Challenge and the preliminary competition won’t happen for at least a month.”

      We only had one week left before classes started, and Lachlan and I had pretty much been inseparable since we’d found each other at the underground fight ring. It was strange for me to want to spend that much time with someone, but I hadn’t had any desire to leave his side—and I was pretty sure he felt the same way. He didn’t cling, but I could tell he wanted to keep me close. I never thought that I would feel comforted by a man wanting to protect me, but things were different now. Besides, if any bad shit went down, I would protect him right back, so that made us even.

      We were stronger together, and it’d taken me way too long to realize that.

      Lachlan grunted in acknowledgement of my words, then strode over to me, grabbing a fistful of my hair and tilting my head back so he could devour my lips in a searing kiss. My body sparked to life instantly at his touch, and I pulled my feet off the chair and looped a hand around his neck, stroking his tongue with mine.

      “Why don’t we head back over to the club,” he murmured when he pulled back. “I want to get a change of clothes, and the guys are having a cookout today.”

      I wrinkled my forehead. “It’s cold outside.”

      He chuckled, releasing his hold on my hair and grabbing his keys. “They open the garage and cook out, and then we all hang out inside. It’s kind of a thing that they do. I think they cling to the idea of summer so that they don’t feel so depressed when the Boston snow comes and makes ridin’ a drag.”

      We headed out on his bike, cold wind whipping over us even as our combined body heat created a bubble of warmth between us. The clubhouse was about thirty minutes from my squat little rental, on the outskirts of Boston. I had met several of the guys over the last week, and they were all very welcoming. There was nothing but laughter inside the place—and a whole bunch of macho personalities just like Lachlan’s.

      It’d been eye-opening to meet his club brothers, and it gave me a different perspective on how non-magical people handled it when their friends suddenly developed magic. Vincent had tried to be accepting and supportive when I’d been “blessed” with magic, but as I’d been reminded when I’d visited the fight ring, he just couldn’t look at me the same way anymore. It hurt more than I wanted to admit that my old life had rejected me so thoroughly just because I had magic now.

      But not everyone was like that. Lachlan’s motorcycle club hadn’t kicked him out—and no one seemed to look at him with distrust or fear. They treated him as if he was still one of them, no different than any of their other members.

      It was nice.

      The cookout was freezing but fun. There was loud music, free-flowing beer, but mostly friendship and family. I hoped that whatever the hell happened at Magic Blessed, I would be able to come back to Boston to be around people like this again. My old life was gone, and I needed to start building a new one.

      Maybe even one that includes Lachlan, Merrick, and Trace, and the people in their lives.

      As I brought my beer bottle to my lips, Lachlan wrapped his thick arms around me from behind, pulling me in close against his body. Once, such an overt display of possessiveness and public affection would’ve made me stiffen in panic, but instead, I sank back into his touch, smiling as he brushed his lips over the curve of my neck. We both watched his club brothers and their women talking and laughing around us, and Lachlan lifted his head to whisper in my ear.

      “I’m glad ye’re here with me, lass. Thank ye.”

      I turned my head a little to meet his gaze. “For what?”

      “For letting me show ye this part of myself.”

      A little thrill ran through me at his words. At the realness of them. He was serious about this—serious about me.

      Turning a little in his embrace, I lifted my chin and pressed my lips to his. I could feel him getting hard behind me, his cock pressing against my ass, and I grinned.

      “Take me back to your room.” I rolled my ass against him. “I kinda want you to show me more parts of yourself.”

      He tipped his head back and laughed, the deep, boisterous sound filling the large room. I swore the sound traveled straight to my clit.

      Gods. A girl could get used to this.
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        * * *

      

      “You got everything?” Lachlan asked as I zipped up my bag.

      I nodded, tension already gathering in my muscles.

      The second week of our break had flown by, and I was torn between dragging my heels and rushing as Lach and I got ready to return to Magic Blessed Academy. Part of me wanted the break to last forever, but now that school was starting back up, I found my focus sharpening, resolve growing in my chest.

      “Where’s your portal gonna be?” I asked, shooting a glance at the tall redheaded man. “Back at the club house?”

      He’d slept over at my little rental last night, although we hadn’t done a lot of sleeping.

      “Nah.” Lachlan pulled an envelope out of his pack, cocking an eyebrow at me. “Representatives from the school must keep an eye on all the students who go home for the break. They’ve obviously been watchin’ us. When I left the clubhouse to come here yesterday, I found this note on the door telling me that our portals would be near each other. Yers and mine. Thought that was interestin’.”

      “Huh.” I shook my head and walked over to stand next to him. My portal was due to appear any moment, and I supposed his was too. “Doesn’t surprise me all that much, I guess, even though it’s creepy as hell.”

      “Yeah.

      We both glanced up at the clock and then over at the space where the portal was to appear. This time there was no delay, and the swirling and hissing of the magic arrived quickly. I nodded at Lachlan, who pulled me in for a hard kiss before stepping through his own portal.

      Gritting my teeth, I stepped through mine too. I was getting used to the feeling of my feet leaving the ground, and this time I didn’t stumble as badly when I was spat out on the other side. Looking to my right, I caught sight of Lachlan as he arrived. He shook himself, brushing off his arms and rolling his shoulders as he stood straight. We were in a large open chamber, and there were multiple other students arriving at the same time as us.

      “Welcome, students! Welcome!” Miss Avery, the woman who worked in Student Affairs, was greeting everyone as they arrived, ushering returning students out of the portal room and greeting new first-years with a short, prepared speech.

      As Lachlan and I followed the flow of students out the door, Dean Frost’s voice resonated throughout the chamber, magically amplified as if on a PA system.

      “Welcome back, Magic Blessed students. We’re glad to see you. Please check in and then find your way back to the dormitories where you were housed last semester. If you are a new student, please speak to Miss Avery or one of her staff members to receive your room assignment. As always, get a good night’s sleep. Classes will start first thing tomorrow.”

      My reaction to the dean’s voice was a bit different this time than it’d been the first time I had heard it. This time, it sent chills down my spine.

      “Watch out,” Lachlan commented mildly as we turned a corner in the hallway.

      “Wha—?”

      Before I could finish the word, I was bombarded by a body. I tensed for a second, my fighter’s instincts putting me on alert. But blonde hair flashed in my vision, and I recognized the scent of Eden’s lavender shampoo. I smiled as I hugged my friend back, surprised at how happy I was to see her.

      “I’ve been waiting and waiting for you!” The petite girl was smiling from ear to ear as she leaned back. “I was seriously waiting for my portal for about two hours before it arrived. I couldn’t wait to get back. My family was driving me absolutely crazy.”

      I laughed, although I honestly couldn’t relate to what she was saying. I hadn’t had a family to drive me nuts in years. My dad had died when I was twelve, and it’d been only the two of us for years before that. My mom had passed away when I was really young, leaving me with pretty much no memories of her.

      “How was your break?” Eden asked, her gaze flicking curiously from Lachlan to me.

      I could feel the unspoken questions hovering in the air. Up until right before the break, the guys and I had been sort of avoiding each other—well, I’d been avoiding them. Eden knew things had changed between the four of us, but I could tell she was dying to ask just how much they’d changed.

      “It was… good,” I said evasively.

      Honestly, I wasn’t quite sure what to tell her, and I definitely didn’t want to talk about it in front of Lachlan. I wasn’t big on “girl talk,” but I knew I’d have to tell Eden at least some of what was going on. There was already so much I couldn’t tell her. I hadn’t told her what I’d overheard Dean Frost and Miss Avery talking about, or suspected about the school. She was so innocent and sweet, and her magic wasn’t nearly strong enough to face some of the things that we had faced in the Gods’ Challenge. I figured keeping her out of the loop would keep her safe—or at least safer—for the time being.

      “You should’ve seen the place I rented in Boston,” I said, sticking to a safe, easy topics for the time being. “I’m pretty sure someone died in there, or maybe several someones.”

      Eden wrinkled her nose, giggling. “Next time you need to just come stay with me. You can help me avoid my parents, and you won’t have to live in a murder house.”

      Lachlan chuckled at that, stepping a little closer to me until his arm brushed mine. He didn’t mention that we’d spent our entire break together either, and I was glad he followed my lead on that. I’d tell Eden when I was ready.

      As the three of us spoke, a large group of students elbowed their way past us in the hall. My gaze lifted as one of the guys at the front, Wesley Marshall, muttered something under his breath.

      He was tall, with dirty blonde hair and a sneering look on his face. There hadn’t been a time since I’d arrived at Magic Blessed when I’d seen him smile, at least not in my direction. After the other competitors and I had returned from the Gods’ Challenge last semester, he had made it perfectly clear that he wanted nothing to do with me. He’d made sure not to be my partner in anything, and he’d glared at me from across the room pretty much every day.

      I had never paid much attention to it, not giving two shits what he thought about me—and too distracted by my own shit as I tried to process everything that’d happened in the godly realm.

      It looks like nothing changed over the break.

      “Ugh. Wesley. He’s kind of an asshole,” Eden said in a quiet voice, noticing me watch him walk past. “I’m not really sure who his friends are, but whoever they are, they have to be assholes too. I’m convinced of it.”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged. I had real things to take care of this semester, actual life and death stuff. I didn’t have time to get dragged into petty high school bullshit.

      As I turned back toward Eden, my gaze caught on two figures striding toward us. My heart seemed to skip a beat in my chest, as if my whole body had frozen in time for a second.

      Merrick and Trace were each a perfect counterpoint to each other. Merrick had white-blond hair, a lean, muscled frame, and shining amber eyes. Trace, on the other hand, had black hair that flopped down over his forehead, piercing blue eyes, and enough tattoos that I could spend hours poring over them, examining each one. Some of them had been partially burned off when he’d been attacked by a fire dragon in the godly realm, but that didn’t detract from their allure.

      I could feel Lachlan react as the two men approached us, his body tensing as he shifted a little closer to me.

      Ah, fuck.

      They’d agreed not to fight over me, but old habits would be a bit hard to shake, it seemed.

      I half-expected him to step in front of me like a lion protecting his mate, but as Trace and Merrick reached us, Lach surprised the fuck out of me by stepping to the side, allowing Merrick to pull me into his arms.

      We were in full view of all the students in the hallway, but he didn’t seem to give a shit. His arms banded around me, and I could feel his breath against the skin of my neck as he let out a low noise, half sigh and half moan.

      My stomach clenched with a sudden onslaught of emotions, and just like Lachlan had, I fought against my knee-jerk instinct. His had been to fight, and so was mine—to fight the feelings that stirred inside me as I held Merrick, as I inhaled his bergamot and honey scent. But although my instincts had kept me alive and safe for years on the dangerous streets of Boston, I was finally starting to realize that some of them didn’t serve me well.

      “Missed you,” Merrick murmured in a low voice, and then he let go of me, yielding me into Trace’s waiting hold.

      The ex-rock star grabbed me and pulled me into a hug. “There she fuckin’ is. Glad you made it back in one piece, Snow White.”

      Our bodies pressed tightly together, and the memories of what’d felt like to be this close to him with nothing between us made fire lick through my veins.

      I hugged him back, letting myself indulge in the feel and scent of him. He was right. In a way, it was amazing that any of us had made it back there at all. Given what we’d learned last semester, it wouldn’t have surprised me if somebody had tried to take us out before we got back to the academy. But here we were, all back together, preparing to face a new semester.

      “Glad you did too.”

      “Good to see ye, ye fuckin’ eejits!” Lachlan accentuated his Irish accent, and Trace released me as he burst into laughter.

      The men greeted each other with slaps on the back, and despite Lachlan’s moment of tension when the other two had touched me, I could tell they were happy to see each other. They’d been close friends before all four of us had ended up competing in the godly realm, and I was glad they hadn’t let this thing between all of us drive them apart. Anymore.

      A second later, Eden bobbed over, waving at the guys. “You guys ready to get this over with? I think we have to check in before we head up to our rooms.”

      “Right.” I nodded.

      As the four of us turned and headed down the hallway, which was still packed with students, a surge of anticipation and nerves filled me.

      Ready or not, here we go.
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      All five of us went through the tedious process of checking in and getting our class schedules for the coming semester. It felt strange to be doing something so normal, to be going through the motions of getting settled in for the semester when the men and I had plans far beyond simple classwork.

      We were going to infiltrate the godly realm.

      We were going to find answers.

      But to do that, we had to pretend everything was fine. We had to make sure Dean Frost and the other admins didn’t suspect us of having ulterior motives for wanting to compete in the Gods’ Challenge again this semester.

      I had never been great at hiding my emotions, but I was going to have to become a good actress if we wanted to pull this off.

      After checking in, we split up to go to our respective dorm rooms. Eden followed me to mine, keeping up a lively patter of conversation the whole way. It was good to see her. I had missed Trace and Merrick over the break, but I was surprised to realize I’d missed her too. We were complete opposites in so many ways, but I’d come to genuinely like the perky blonde girl. She had a good heart, something I had come to realize a long time ago was a rarity in this world.

      “I’m glad you’re back. I’m glad we’re all back,” she said excitedly as I opened the door to my dorm room. “I can’t wait to see what this semester brings!”

      I wanted to caution her not to be too excited and warn her not to trust the school staff, but I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t want to put her in danger by keeping her in the dark, but I also didn’t want to risk her getting dragged under with me and the guys if the admins found out what we were doing.

      “Yeah.” I smiled a little stiffly. “Me… too.”

      Once she had traipsed down the hall to her own room, I surveyed my small dorm. Then I plopped my bag onto the bed and began unpacking. I had stuffed the medal I’d received for winning the Gods’ Challenge into a drawer, not wanting to look at it, and it glinted at me as I shoved some clothes inside the drawer.

      It didn’t take me long to unpack—I hadn’t brought that much back to Boston with me, just the basic necessities.

      Once I was done, I stood with my hands on my hips, chewing on my lip. I could already feel tension building inside me, an eagerness to act, to do something. I’d never really been known for my patience; it was something Vin had lectured me about plenty of times. I needed to do something to blow off this steam before it started pouring out of my ears.

      Turning, I slipped back out of my room. Without even consciously thinking about it, my feet carried me down the winding hallways until I reached Trace’s room. As I raised my hand to knock, memories of the last time I had come to his room made my skin flush.

      That had been the night I’d finally admitted to myself—and to the men too—that I needed them. That I wanted them. That I wanted this thing between us to be more than a partnership of survival.

      To someone else, that may have seemed like a pretty obvious admission, but it had taken me several weeks of wrestling with myself to finally reach that conclusion. I had spent my life as a lone wolf, unattached to anyone else and wary of emotional connections.

      So the fact that I’d been falling for three men at the same time?

      Three dominant, powerful men who actually stood a chance of matching me, of being my equals.

      And that had scared the shit out of me.

      It still did sometimes, but honestly, that hardly mattered anymore. I had leapt off the cliff, and I was free falling now.

      My knuckles rapped against the door three times, and a moment later, Trace opened it. His curious expression morphed into a wide smile as he caught sight of me, and he caught me around the waist, pulling me into the room.

      I was vaguely aware of the door shutting behind me, but everything else faded away as Trace’s lips crashed into mine.

      Our greeting downstairs had been incredibly restrained, I realized now. I hadn’t known how fiercely my body and soul had missed him until I was free to express that fully. We stumbled across the room, hands groping and tongues colliding as our lips stayed locked in a deep kiss. When the backs of his legs hit the mattress, Trace sank down onto it, pulling me with him.

      “Damn, I’ve been going crazy without you, Snow,” he murmured, tracing the line of my jaw with his lips. “I never knew I could miss someone so much.”

      “Same,” I admitted on a whisper, butterflies flapping in my stomach at the admission. I had faced down men twice my size in the ring without an ounce of fear, but this was something else entirely.

      I pulled back just enough to tug his shirt over his head, smiling at the sight of his familiar tattoos. Some of them were only half-formed, since the skin that’d regrown from the healing potion Merrick had given him hadn’t replaced the ink that had once been imprinted on it. But it made the tattoos more beautifully striking, as far as I was concerned.

      Too beautiful to just look at.

      Shifting my hips, I rolled us over on the bed, straddling Trace and leaning down to run my tongue over the rough edges of ink that decorated his skin. The burns had been worst on his back, but there were patches of ink missing on his arms and pecs too.

      He groaned, his chest vibrating beneath my lips as his fingers threaded through my hair. I could feel his cock pressing against my core, and I rocked against him.

      How the hell had I ever thought I could resist this?

      Trace’s hands move to the hem of my shirt, tugging it up. “Let me look at you, gorgeous. Let me see you.”

      I sat up just enough to let him rid me of the garment, and he unhooked my bra and tossed it aside too. He cupped my breasts, the bright blue of his irises darkening with desire as he licked his lips.

      Then he sat up, surprising me as he latched his lips around one of my nipples and sucked hard. I threw my head back on a loud moan and felt him chuckle.

      A second later, we were off the bed as he surged to his feet, his hands cupping my ass and thighs to hold me up. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he carried me across the room, his lips devouring the skin of my neck and shoulder.

      Trace wasn’t as broad-shouldered as Lachlan, but he was solidly built. Pure, lean muscle. Holding me up with one hand, he used the other to open the door to the small, attached bathroom each dorm was equipped with.

      He set me down once we were inside, his fingers finding their way to the button of my jeans.

      Anticipation made my pussy clench, and I returned the favor, helping Trace out of his clothes until we both stood naked before each other.

      He stepped back and opened the shower stall door, turning the water on. The hiss of the shower spray filled the small room, and he turned back to face me, a sinful grin tugging at one corner of his mouth as his heated gaze traveled up and down my body. “Fuck, Ari. I feel bad for every man in the world who doesn’t get to see this. Not that I’d ever fucking let them.”

      I cocked an eyebrow, running my hands provocatively down my sides, over the swell of my hips, before bringing them toward my bare pussy. I slid one finger between my folds, and Trace’s cocky grin disappeared, replaced by a look of hunger.

      “Except Merrick and Lach, right?” I teased, sliding my finger inside myself, teasing my entrance.

      Trace dragged his gaze up from the spot where I played with myself, his voice thick and raspy.

      “Except them.” Then he shook his head, his chest rising and falling with deep breaths. “But right now, Snow, I want you all to myself.”

      Without another word, he strode toward me, hauling me into his arms. His cock was hard as steel and hot as a brand against my stomach as he kissed me hard and deep. I wrapped my legs around him again as he lifted me and carried me into the shower, stepping under the spray in the small, enclosed space.

      The water only made my heated skin feel hotter, and steam was already beginning to float through the air around us. It caught Trace’s scent and brought it to my nostrils, and I inhaled greedily as if I were trying to take in his entire essence.

      When Trace set me down again, my legs felt a little wobbly, and I reached out to brace myself against the shower walls. It was a good fucking thing I did, because the second my feet hit the floor, Trace dropped to his knees in front of me, burying his face in the apex of my thighs and lapping at my wet pussy like he’d been dying for a taste.

      My fingers splayed against the wall as I threw my head back, my hips jerking as his hot, supple tongue played across my clit. I could feel my own wetness mixing with the water from the shower, and when he found my entrance with his fingers and pushed two thick digits inside, I let out a loud cry.

      “So responsive.” His words were muttered against my pussy, so low I almost couldn’t hear them over the sound of the shower. “So fucking beautiful.”

      My fingers slid through his dark, wet hair, holding his head just where I needed it as I writhed against his face. I wasn’t sure how the poor man was even breathing anymore, but he didn’t seem to have a single complaint as he fucked me with his fingers and sucked at my clit, making electric shocks of pleasure shoot through me.

      “Trace,” I panted. “I’m gonna… oh, fuck, I’m gonna…”

      “Yeah. Come for me, Snow. Come on my fucking face.”

      The ravenous hunger in his words pushed me over the edge, and I did exactly what he’d commanded. I came like a freight train all over his face.

      He pulled his fingers out of me and grabbed onto my hips with both hands, holding me steady and helping me stay upright as he drank from me, his tongue and lips and teeth devouring me as my body quaked with the force of my orgasm. He lapped up every bit of my cream, dragging his tongue through my folds and dipping it inside my channel, feasting on me until my body sagged against him.

      Still holding me firmly to keep me from sliding to the ground, he tilted his head. Water droplets made his dark lashes cling together, and his lips glistened with my arousal. His chin was wet with it.

      “Sorry, Snow.” He chuckled. “I got a little distracted. What did you come to my room for?”

      “That,” I murmured breathlessly, grinning back at him. “Exactly that.”

      “Well, in that case…”

      I caught the wicked gleam in his eye a second before he buried his face between my legs again, making my already sensitive clit throb as he lashed it with his tongue.

      He made me come like that again before he finally surged to his feet and lifted me into his arms, pinning my back against the cool tiles of the shower wall as he drove into me with his cock, stretching and filling me.

      We fucked until the water started to run cold and the steam faded around us, but I didn’t feel anything but heat as Trace buried his face in my neck, licking and sucking at my skin as he came inside me.

      My muscles felt like jelly as we cleaned each other quickly, teasing and groping each other and ignoring the chill that was creeping into the water. Then Trace toweled me off—which I was pretty sure was just a thinly veiled excuse to grope me some more—and we returned to the bedroom, crawling beneath the covers on his bed and tangling our legs together as I rested my head on his chest.

      “That was really what you came to my room for?” he asked, a smile in his voice as he stroked my wet hair.

      “Well, that… and this.” I grinned tiredly, tracing the lines of his tattoos with one finger as I listened to his heartbeat. My tension had evaporated, and now I felt like I was floating in a hazy, sated daze.

      “I’m glad you came,” he admitted.

      “How was your break?”

      “Eh.” I could feel him shrug beneath me. “My old manager tried to get me to do some promo for the band. They’re trying to spin this whole story about how an ex-member of the band has magic now, use it to generate some press for the tour that’s coming up. I told him to go fuck himself. He told me I was a liability when he first found out; now he wants to use me to sell tickets? Fuck that shit.”

      I lifted my head, resting my palms on his chest as I looked up at him. “That sucks. I’m sorry. People can be assholes. I never particularly trusted magic users, but that was also because I didn’t know them. Vincent, my old trainer? He’s known me for over seven years, and he looks at me like I’m a stranger now. Nothing’s different about me, except for the fact that I’ve got powers I didn’t even ask for.”

      “Yeah.” Trace sighed, running his knuckles over the curve of my cheekbone. “Guess things’ll never really go back to how they were, will they?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Y’know,” he said thoughtfully, cocking his head to the side a little. “Part of me hates that. And I hate that even though we’re part of the magic community now, we still don’t fit in. The gods themselves are working with the school admins to orchestrate the deaths of students, for fuck’s sake.”

      His blue eyes warmed, and he caught my chin, pulling me up for a kiss. With our faces just inches apart, his eyes bounced between mine, and his breath ghosted over my lips when he spoke again. “But then again, all this bullshit led me to you. And no matter what else happens, I’ll never be sorry about that.”

      I rubbed against him like a cat, feeling him begin to harden beneath me as I did, and I kissed him again, our bodies moving together underneath the blankets.

      I wasn’t sorry about it either.

      And as I faced the deadly threats in the godly realm and the hidden threats inside the walls of the school, at least I wouldn’t be alone.

      I would have my three men with me every step of the way.
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      “That’s exactly right, Aria,” Professor Wist said. “You want to lift and then push.”

      I nodded, focusing on the magic that was flowing from my hands.

      There was a large stone wall, magical of course, in the center of the floor. The challenge was to lift it with our magic and then put it in the correct position.

      My arms shook as I fought to control my magic. I was still getting used to the fact that I didn’t have the same level of power that I’d had in the god’s realm. I felt half as strong in my magic here on earth, and it was more than a bit frustrating.

      But I was determined to do well in all my classes, to absorb all the knowledge and training I could before the preliminary competition next month. Every new skill I could learn would help me in the Gods’ Challenge, and on top of that, whoever competed in the challenge missed a hell of a lot of school. Last semester, I’d struggled to catch up by the end of it, especially with all of the unanswered questions roiling in my mind.

      Come on, Ari. Focus. You can do this.

      I sent two large streams of magic outward, wrapping them around the stone wall horizontally. With a tug and a low groan, I lifted the wall up and continued upward until it hovered a foot above the floor. From there, I pushed forward, moving it backward and then carefully setting it down. I was the only one who hadn’t dragged it across the floor, making a terrible sound and crumbling the foundation of the wall.

      “Very good!” Professor Wist nodded approvingly, and several other students shot me disgruntled looks. I caught Wesley glaring at me, and I was tempted to pick the wall up again and crush his foot with it.

      Professor Wist moved closer to inspect my handiwork, then glanced back at me. “Well done, Aria. You not only managed to put it in the right position, you did it without damaging any other structures in the room. For those who decide to use their magic for building and construction purposes, this will be incredibly important. Precision, everyone. That’s the key.”

      Personally, I saw it more as a tactic that could be useful in a fight. If I could lift a wall, I could lift a person, and that could be a very helpful skill in magical battle. I had already been practicing my gag spells, a way to keep the person from speaking unless I allowed it.

      “Looks like somebody’s been practicing,” Eden said, nudging me with a smile.

      I shrugged. “I figured it would probably be helpful if I’m gonna compete in the Gods’ Challenge again. I’ll need to know as much as I possibly can. They were hard as fuck last time, and I know we would’ve done better and almost died less often if I’d known some of this stuff.”

      “Again?” Eden’s eyes bugged wide, and I grimaced internally. Oops. I’d forgotten she didn’t know that part of my plan. “You want to go back to that place again? Is that even allowed? You already won the challenge once. You got the gem, so you’ve won the honor of meeting the gods after graduation. What happens if you win twice? Do you get a second meeting with them?”

      “I dunno.” I lifted a shoulder, pulling a face. That wasn’t why I wanted to compete at all. The medal I’d won last semester had felt like a lead weight around my neck, and although I definitely wanted to meet the gods, I wanted to do it on my terms, not because I’d won some rigged contest.

      “Do you think they’ll let you?” she whispered, still looking scandalized.

      “They better,” I growled grimly. “I asked around, and there’s no rule against it. No one’s ever competed more than once before, but fuck it. First time for everything, right?”

      “If you say so…”

      Eden looked far from convinced.

      Wesley was standing next to the blonde girl, practicing his magic. I could see him look over his shoulder and narrow his eyes at me before returning to his drills. I wanted to slap the look off of his face, but I figured the first week of classes was a little early to start getting into fist fights in class. Especially since I was pretty sure I’d be rocking the boat anyway by competing in the preliminaries for the right to return to the godly realm—no need to start the semester with Dean Frost pissed at me.

      Still, I couldn’t resist poking him a little.

      “Besides,” I told Eden, lifting my voice to be sure Wesley could overhear. He was obviously eavesdropping already anyway. “It’s not like there’s a ton of competition. Getting through the preliminaries should be a breeze. There are far too many people in the school who can’t even do simple magic. They struggle with the simplest things, like even lifting a little stone wall off the floor. You can do that, and you’re half the size of some of the guys in this room.”

      She grinned, completely missing the subtle shade I was throwing at Wesley, who was struggling to lift the wall up as Professor Wist stepped back to watch.

      “That’s right.” Eden beamed. “I’m small but mighty.”

      “Yeah, you are.” I grinned and glanced over her shoulder, then grabbed her elbow and tugged her farther away from the wall. “Uh, let’s move this way a little.”

      “Why?”

      A second later, she got the answer to her questions. Wesley growled and turned his head toward me with a look of rage as he let the wall fall and break into huge shards of stone on the floor. Large pieces of it rolled across the floor and ground to a stop in front of Professor Wist.

      She blinked down at the chunks of rock, then looked up with pursed lips. “Wesley, I think you need to try that again. Concentrate harder next time, and if you can’t get the wall where you want it, at least keep it in one piece. Otherwise, it’s a zero.”

      Looking vaguely disappointed, she sent out a whirl of magic, putting the wall back together in seconds. But Wesley’s gaze was still glued to mine. I gave him a dark smile and turned back to Eden, ignoring the sounds of his muttered curses.

      Yeah, fuck you too, buddy. Sorry I’m better at magic than you are.

      I wasn’t as powerful as I’d been in the godly realm, but over the next couple weeks, I reminded myself constantly that effort and focus could make up for a lot of what I was missing in my power. And just because I didn’t have the same magical boost that seemed to infuse the atmosphere of the godly realm, it didn’t mean my power was weak. I was still stronger than a lot of other students in my year, and I was working my ass off to get better and better.

      Being a physical person, and an impatient person, I had always gravitated a lot more toward the practical classes—Magical Combat, Power and Precision, things like that—than the theoretical ones. I’d much rather work up a sweat than crack a textbook any day, but I had started to apply myself equally hard in all my classes. My time in the challenge last semester had made me realize how powerful knowledge could be. There were actually times it was better to problem-solve than to fight.

      And I wanted to know everything I could find out about the gods and their magic before I returned to their realm.

      “Has everyone finished unit three in their textbooks?” The history professor asked on a cold Tuesday in late January as he paced back and forth in front of the class.

      His name was Professor Twine, and he was a short stocky man, with a comb-over, and a nervous twitch that forced him to push his glasses up his nose every five seconds or so. I wasn’t actually convinced that his glasses were ever falling down; the gesture seemed more like an ingrained habit at this point. Professor Twine had been my professor the semester before too, and I was pretty sure he was the only history teacher in the school. Students only learned history during their first year before shifting to other things in their second and third years.

      The students around me all mumbled their assent, flipping to the appropriate pages in their textbooks.

      “All right then, let’s review quickly,” he said, shoving his glasses up his nose. “Last semester, you learned that long ago, the gods blessed humans with magic. Those humans who had been gifted with power then procreated, and so on, and so on. Their ancestors are the magic users of today.”

      He had a slight accent, but I couldn’t place it. It definitely wasn’t Bostonian, and it was far too nasally for southern. It made it hard to focus on his words, but I shook my head and leaned my elbows on the desk, concentrating on him as he continued.

      “Of course, none of you fit that mold.” His gaze swept the class. “None of you come from a line of magic users. You all developed magic, transforming from an ordinary human to mage as power sparked within you. That’s because every once in a while, the gods will bless new people with magic—usually young adults in their late teens or early twenties. Those who are given the gift of magic come to this academy to learn what their old magic counterparts have been learning since birth. Namely, how to utilize and control their powers. That’s why you are all here.”

      I shifted in my seat, glancing back and forth, questions on the tip of my tongue. Everyone else was nodding along dully, and I wondered if none of them were at all curious, or if they were too afraid to ask.

      Well, I’m not.

      My hand shot up in the air. Professor Twine glanced over his shoulder at me as he wrote on the chalkboard at the front of the class. He nodded. “Yes, Aria?”

      “So… why don’t all humans have magic?”

      The hand that was raised to write on the board quickly stopped. Slowly, he lowered it to his side and turned to face me again. He clutched his hands nervously in front of him and looked around the room as if the gods themselves were going to barge in and answer the question.

      Finally, he looked at me, the look on his face hard to read. “That would be a question for the gods, wouldn’t it? And it is not our place to question them. About anything.”

      Before he could turn back around, I asked another question. Actually, I asked several questions in a row.

      “But how did the gods decide who deserves magic and who doesn’t? I mean, do they just choose randomly, or is there some kind of system? Like a lottery?”

      The professor’s face changed quickly, and I knew that I had pressed the wrong button. He pulled down on his tight vest, still not managing to get it over the bottom of his belly. “As I said. It is not your place, or my place, or anyone’s place to question the choices of the gods.”

      I was a bit taken aback by his reaction. I’d blurted out my questions because I was genuinely curious, and although I had no problem ruffling feathers or pissing people off, I hadn’t actually been intending to do that at the moment. Not only was Twine angry, but the way his hands scraped against each other, the way his knuckles turned white, and the way his gaze shifted wildly around the room made me think he was… afraid.

      I opened my mouth for a third time, but he shushed me before I could even speak.

      “Let me ask you this, Aria,” he said, pushing his glasses up his nose as he drew himself to his full height. “Would you rather have not been given magic at all?”

      He didn’t even wait for me to answer before turning back to the board and continuing to write. The tone of his voice had rubbed me the wrong way—it felt like there was a threat hidden in there somewhere. Did he want an honest answer to that? My answer changed daily, sometimes hourly. While having magic was amazing in some ways, it was terrifying in others. And I missed my old life.

      But I’m not sure the question was entirely rhetorical.

      That vague threat in his tone had made it sound like my magic could be taken away if I didn’t prove myself properly grateful to have it. Would the gods do that? Could they? Could they strip someone of their magic with a snap of their fingers?

      If they could grant it, there was no reason to think they couldn’t take it away just as easily. And despite my misgivings about having been given powers, I didn’t like the idea of losing them.

      Without even bothering to raise my hand, I spoke again. By this point, I was trying to push Professor Twine’s buttons. I wanted to hear what else he had to say, what else he knew.

      “It says here on page sixty-three,” I said, reading from my textbook. “‘The gods will decide using the great authority…’”

      His arm flung back and shot a burst of magic toward me, slamming my book shut so hard it sounded like a gunshot.

      Silence fell in the room, heavy and ominous.

      Okay, okay, I get the message.

      If I wanted to learn more about the subject, there were probably better ways than asking a professor. It was obvious from Twine’s reaction that it wasn’t something he wanted to talk about, and I had a feeling that not many would. Asking professors and going through official channels was only going to draw more attention that I didn’t want anyway. It would be better just to keep my head down and dig up the answers for myself, though I wasn’t exactly sure where I was going to find them.

      After several moments of silence within the class, with my fellow students shifting their gaze uncomfortably between me and Twine—some looking curious and others irritated—the portly man turned and continued his lecture.

      He didn’t look at me again for the rest of the class, nor did he accept me raising my hand to answer any questions. Every time he glanced toward me, his gaze darted away as if there would be some sort of punishment for even recognizing my existence.

      What the fuck is his deal?

      Whatever I had said had struck fear in him. I was pretty sure he would’ve kicked me out of the classroom if he could have. He wasn’t known for being the bravest of men, but I couldn’t figure out what he was afraid of.

      Was he scared of me? Or of someone else?

      I had asked my first question out of simple curiosity, and although Twine had never answered it, he had given me more information than he’d meant to.

      He had shown me I was digging in the right spot.
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      “You could at least get the hell out of the way,” Wesley barked as he brushed past me in the hallway.

      Ugh. Fucking dick.

      I rolled my eyes, irritation prickling my skin. I hadn’t even been in the jackass’s way, but that was an unimportant detail to him. He definitely seemed to hate me even more than he had last semester.

      We were almost four weeks into classes, and with the preliminary competition coming up soon, I had kept my head down, learning everything I could. Usually, I did my best to ignore Wesley, but I was so sick of his shit that I couldn’t help the annoyed scoff that fell from my lips as he strode away from me.

      At the sound, he stopped charging down the hallway and turned back to me, his eyes narrowed. “Did you just scoff at me?”

      Good gods. Who actually says shit like that?

      My lips curled into a snarl as dropped my bag from my shoulder. It hit the floor with a dull thud as I bent my knees in a fighter’s stance, my hands balling into fists as my chin tilted up slightly. It was the same posture I adopted in the ring when I was facing somebody who thought they were far better than they actually were.

      “Yeah, dumbass,” I drawled. “You were being a total dick. So I would have to say that scoff was definitely directed at you. That scoff and about fifty others.”

      Walking back toward me, he dropped his bag to the floor just like I had, and the students began to move to the sides. He stood just a foot away from me, his face turning more and more red with every breath.

      He pushed his finger into my shoulder, and I heard several gasps around me. They were right to gasp. When people touched me without my permission, it never ended well for them.

      “You think you’re better than everyone. Aria Fucking Banks. But you know what, little girl? You’re not shit. I know for sure you cheated somehow in the Gods’ Challenge last semester. You’re nothing but a piece of trash, some Boston nobody who for some reason was given the gift of magic. A gift you never deserved in the first place.”

      I rolled my neck lightly, working the kinks out as I intertwined my fingers and stretched them out as well. Then I lowered my hands down by my sides and bounced a bit, rolling my shoulders.

      “Okay, asshole. You think you know me so well. You think you know what it was like inside the Gods’ Challenge? You wouldn’t survive two seconds in there. So, I’ll give you a little bit of a handicap. Why don’t we see what you can do here on earth?” I let magic spark between my fingers, the thrill of a fight already surging through me. “I mean, this is child’s play for me, but I figure it’ll be more your speed.”

      Wesley growled loudly, flinging a ball of magic straight at me. Without thought, I pulled my hands apart, bringing a shield of magic out in front of me. The swirling ball of energy slammed into it, pushing my feet back just a few inches. I moved my other hand sharply downward, creating a long, twisted whip of magic. I snapped it in the air, the sound reverberating through the hallway.

      Red whirling energy swirled around Wesley’s knuckles. The magic sparked and hissed, but whatever spell he’d been about to cast seemed to have fizzled out. Probably because it was hard as fuck summoning and maintaining the concentration to do powerful spells in the adrenaline-fueled middle of a fight. I’d learned that the hard way in the godly realm, and I’d gotten a shit-ton of practice at it.

      Wesley’s muscles tensed and released, and a trickle of sweat crept down the side of his forehead. Pulling my arm back, I whipped the magical rope at him again, letting it wrap around his wrist before yanking hard downward. It threw him off balance as magic simmered out of his hands, and a second later, his palms slapped against the ground.

      He was up before I knew it though, his energy back on, the gathered students watching in nervous awe as we continued to fight.

      Suddenly, a loud crackle and then a boom erupted from down the hallway.

      Wesley and I both froze, turning toward the sound as we breathed hard.

      It had come from four doors down.

      From the portal room.

      As we all watched in silence, sparks flew out of the door and flashes of light lit up the hallway. A moment later, several figures emerged and came sweeping through the hallway.

      Students immediately backed up to press themselves against the walls, watching the robed figures whose feet never even touched the ground. Those who were unfortunate enough to be caught in the middle of the corridor, like me and Wesley, were pushed back by a gust of magic unlike anything I’d ever felt. It didn’t slam me against the wall, but the force of the power that moved me out of the way made a shiver run up my spine.

      As they passed, one of the newcomers turned their head toward me, but all I could see was glowing blue eyes from inside the dark shadow of his hood. Goose bumps erupted over my skin, and I rubbed at my arms as the tall man turned away. Angela, a girl I knew from several of my classes, put her hand on my shoulder and pulled me back even farther until we were both pressed tight against the wall.

      “They’re messengers of the gods,” she whispered, awe and fear in her voice. “They are some of the oldest and most powerful mages in existence. Some of them live with the gods in the godly realm, and some of them are very old. People say that most of them are barely even human at all anymore.”

      Several of the school admins, including the dean, hurried down the hallway, stopping to bow in front of the visitors. Their groveling obsequiousness made my stomach turn. I mean, sure, maybe we should be grateful to the gods for giving us magic, but it wasn’t in my nature to bow to anyone.

      “Welcome,” Dean Frost said, her tone totally different than the one she took with us. “If you would follow us this way, we’ll go to a meeting room where we can speak in private.”

      “I wonder what they want,” Eden whispered, sidling up beside me. She must’ve been on her way to class. “They don’t come to the earthly realm just for anything.”

      I watched as the messengers followed the admins down the hallway toward the meeting room. Several of our professors started to shoo us back toward our classrooms, trying to break up the gaping crowd.

      Messengers of the gods, huh?

      Curiosity burned in my gut. My mind replayed the conversation I had overheard between Miss Avery and Dean Frost after the Gods’ Challenge last semester.

      They aren’t happy about how it went. They expected far more from us than this.

      I was almost positive the “they” in that sentence referred to the gods themselves. And the thing they’d expected more of? Death.

      Yeah. Fucked up. Give people magic then kill them for it.

      But if these were messengers of the gods, then maybe they were here to discuss the challenge. It couldn’t be a coincidence that the preliminaries were coming up soon and now they were here. It had to have something to do with the Gods’ Challenge, and the fact that all of those people had died. The messengers could be my key to understanding what exactly was going on here.

      Biting my lip, I shot a glance at Eden, who was talking in whispered voices with Angela.

      I knew I had to sneak off. I had to try to find a way to eavesdrop on the meeting, and I couldn’t risk her getting into trouble with me. As she and Angela stared after the messengers, I stepped back and hurried down the hallway into the crowd of people heading to class. Wesley had disappeared in the crowd too, and although I kind of wanted to finish our fight, this was way more important.

      When I emerged through an archway into a common area, I slipped around the corner and hid, allowing the rest of the students around me to continue moving on. Once the hallways were quiet, I stepped out, trying to find the best route to reach the messengers.

      As I headed down the hallway in a new direction, a heavy a hand fell on my shoulder. My heart leapt in my chest, and I spun around, hands rising to attack.

      But it wasn’t one of the messengers, or a professor, or even Wesley.

      It was Merrick. And he was flanked by the other two men. They were all standing in almost identical postures, their chins tilted down and their eyebrows lifted.

      Gods. They really do share a fucking brain sometimes.

      I let out a breath and shook my head. “Fucking hell. You could’ve said something. You scared the shit out of me.”

      Merrick crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, like you could’ve said something?”

      My brows pulled together. “What do you mean?”

      His amber eyes burned, and he chuckled softly. “Where are you going, Aria?”

      Oh. Oops. Busted.

      “Um, nowhere. Just for a walk.”

      Lachlan let out a full laugh at that. Then he lowered his voice, stepping forward. “Nah, lass. Come on now. We know ye far too well to believe that shite. As soon as we heard the messengers had come, we knew ye’d try to go and find out what they were talking about.”

      I stared at them for a moment, then decided not even to try to deny it. They did know me too well, and they definitely wouldn’t believe me if I said I didn’t plan to do anything.

      So instead I said, “Well, are you going to come with me or not?”

      Trace, Lachlan, and Merrick all glanced at each other for a moment. Then Trace shrugged, nodding toward the front door. “Yeah. Of course, Snow.”

      My heart warmed, and a little smile tugged at my lips. Of course they were willing to go with me. They wanted to know the truth about this place just as much as I did; and just like Lachlan had said, they wouldn’t let me walk into danger alone no matter what.

      “We need to get close, but we can’t get caught,” I murmured, stepping closer to the three of them. “If we get caught, everything ends. They will know we’re on to them, and they’ll never let us compete in the challenge.”

      Carefully, we eased our way out of the front doors and down the steps, then moved around to the side of the large, castle-like building. We hid next to a large stone staircase, looking up two floors to where the meeting room was. I could hear muffled voices from above us, but I couldn’t make out the distinct sounds. But if we could get closer to the room’s window, we might be able to hear something.

      Turning to the guys, I leaned in and whispered. “We can use the balcony from the bottom floor to hoist ourselves up near the window so that we can hear what the admins are saying. We should be able to use our magic to climb the side of the building. Just like that dome back in the Gods’ Challenge.”

      All three men nodded, their expressions serious. I went first, heading over to the first-floor balcony and carefully climbing up onto the rail that surrounded it. When I was balanced on the low stone railing, I pulsed some energy through my hands, creating the same sticky feeling that I had when I had climbed the dome in the godly realm.

      Of course, the guys were all assholes and raced up the wall around me. They might be developing feelings for me, but that didn’t mean they weren’t all competitive as fuck.

      I rolled my eyes and shook my head as they waited, hovering around the window. I took my time, not wanting to make a mistake.

      As I approached the window, I kept myself pressed tightly to the wall. When I was level with the large window, I craned my neck slightly, trying to peer inside the room without being seen.

      Miss Avery’s face appeared at the window, looking out across the school grounds. My heart lurched into my throat, and I swiftly moved to the side, my hands slipping.

      “Fuck!”

      The word was barely more than a whisper, but Lachlan heard it. His hand shot down and grabbed me by the shirt, holding me in the air as I pressed my body against the wall, my pulse fluttering like a hummingbird. All four of us clung to the wall, trying desperately not to be seen.

      Miss Avery looked back and forth for several moments before finally walking away from the window. I was able to put my hands back together, bringing the magic forward, and then I climbed up alongside the guys again.

      I gave Lachlan an exhausted look of thanks and rolled my eyes, annoyed at myself for losing my magical grip like that. He grinned and shook his head. The four of us stayed perfectly still, hanging from the walls of the school, trying to listen in on the conversation inside the room. Because it’d taken us time to sneak around the building and climb up the wall, we had missed what seemed to be a good portion of the conversation. Not to mention the fact that the voices were still so fucking muffled it was difficult to put together the bits and pieces of people’s words.

      “Keep sending us your best and strongest,” a deep voice echoed out.

      One of the messengers. It must be. There was something almost inhuman about it.

      My eyes narrowed at that statement, anger burning through me. So they wanted the admins to send the best and strongest of us, and they also wanted to make sure that a good portion of the competitors died?

      How fucked up is that?

      One of the admin’s voices replied to the messenger. I didn’t think it was Miss Avery or Dean Frost, but whoever as speaking sounded shrill and nervous. The powerful resonance of the messenger’s voice had carried through the windowpane, but this voice didn’t boom in the same way, so I couldn’t make out the words.

      But whatever the person said, it didn’t go over well.

      There was a bit of commotion inside and a clap of thunder that sent a wave of energy reverberating through the window. Cold sweat bathed my body, and all four of us held on strongly, trying not to be forced off the wall. When the power settled down, I had a feeling something had happened inside the room. Probably something I didn’t want to know about.

      “It’s not a perfect system, but it’s the only way.”

      That was Dean Frost, and she sounded like she was trying to convince someone. But who was she talking to? The other admins? Or the gods’ messengers?

      I furrowed my brow and looked over at the guys, trying to piece together what Frost’s pronouncement meant. What “system” was she talking about? Just another question to add to my long list of unknowns.

      The one thing I did know, though, was that I was unusually strong. Several of my teachers had mentioned it along the way. That meant the admins and messengers were talking about people like me.

      They were talking about people like Merrick, Trace, and Lachlan.

      The messengers wanted them to send the best and most talented students into a deadly challenge in the godly realm.

      Fear chilled my skin at the same time a grim smile spread across my face. Eden had been worried that the admins wouldn’t let me compete in the preliminary again, since I’d already won the challenge once.

      But from the sounds of it, they’d be all too willing to give me another chance to go to the godly realm.

      Another chance to die there.
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      Leaning back in my chair, I let my eyes drift shut for a moment.

      I hadn’t slept more than a few hours last night. I had snuck into Merrick’s room for two rounds of toe-curling sex, which had helped calm my whirling thoughts for a while. But the calm hadn’t lasted long. I’d had confusing, terrifying dreams, and had spent a good portion of the night staring up at the ceiling.

      The preliminary competition for the Gods’ Challenge was growing nearer and nearer. I was trying so hard to stay focused, to continue working hard in my classes and absorb everything our professors were teaching us. But with everything going on, it was hard to focus. Even though I’d only gotten to hear a portion of it, what the messengers had said during that meeting had really messed with my head.

      It was like I had fifty pieces of a thousand piece puzzle, and I kept shuffling them around in my head, trying to make them fit without knowing the shapes of any of the pieces that should connect to them.

      There was so much I didn’t know, and what I did made no sense.

      Why would the gods request the best magic users the school had and then express disappointment when more of them didn’t die in the Gods’ Challenge?

      Are we meant to be some sort of… sacrifice?

      The thought sent chills running down my spine, and my eyes popped open. Professor Cantwell scowled at me before resuming his lecture, obviously having caught me dozing in his class.

      I scrubbed a hand down my face. Fuck. I don’t know. I wanted to unravel the secrets that surrounded this place, but I knew it would take time. And I knew the real answers weren’t buried here anyway.

      The answers were in the godly realm, and I was more determined than ever to get there.

      Class finally let out, and I met up with Eden in the hall. She beamed at me, but her smile faltered as she got a good look at me. “Are you okay, Ari? You don’t look great.”

      I shrugged, not even able to come up with the energy to make up a proper lie. “I’m exhausted. I don’t know why today, maybe because it’s raining outside, but I feel beat down today. Like I got run over by a truck.”

      Eden snorted. “If you feel beat down, imagine what the rest of us feel like. You’re one of the strongest students at the academy.”

      We made our way down the hall, and I cut my gaze to her, pulling a face. “Sure, except the teachers don’t seem to be very happy about that. I thought it was a good thing to do well in school. That’s what I always heard anyway.”

      My grades in high school hadn’t exactly been stellar. I’d had bigger things to worry about. Like, you know, staying alive.

      Eden shrugged. “Maybe they’re jealous. You could probably be more powerful than a lot of professors here someday. Or maybe they see it a lot, and it doesn’t faze them. Or maybe they just don’t pay attention. I mean, have you met some of our teachers?”

      I chuckled, slowing as we passed by a window and watching water droplets run down the pane. “You’re right. Still doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better about today.”

      “Are you nervous about the preliminaries?” she asked quietly.

      She had given up trying to talk me and the men out of competing again, but I knew she didn’t think it was a great idea. I couldn’t blame her. I’d been a wreck after last semester’s challenge, and she’d had a front-row seat to my turmoil.

      “Nah. You know I can kick ass at that.” I grinned, nudging her shoulder in what I hoped was a reassuring gesture. “The guys and I will be fine.”

      She nodded, not looking convinced.

      I hefted my bag higher on my shoulder, turning from the window. “Come on. We should probably get going. I don’t want to be late and get the stink eye from Professor Wist.”

      Eden, in an amazing show of sass, shrugged her narrow shoulders. “What are they gonna do, kick us out? It’s kind of a requirement that we get through this.”

      I gave her a forced smile, but in the back of my mind, I couldn’t help but think that they could do much worse than kick us out. The treachery and darkness of this place ran so deep that I couldn’t help but wonder if the “school” part of it was even important at all. There was another reason we were all here—I was sure of it.

      “Damn. What’s with all the poison darts being thrown at you?” Eden whispered as we made our way down the corridor toward Wist’s classroom.

      “Oh.” I grimaced. “That.”

      It’d been getting worse and worse over the past week. More students than just Wesley were shooting me unhappy glares as I walked past, and whispered voices seemed to trail in my wake, people putting their heads together and talking in voices too low for me to hear. It was annoying as fuck, but I kept my chin up stubbornly and ignored it.

      “Who knows,” I went on. “It’s raining, and I blame that for everything. Plus, I seem to rub a lot of people the wrong way, so it’s not surprising.”

      The look Eden shot me told me I hadn’t alleviated her concern about this either, but she didn’t press the issue.

      Wist’s class seemed to fly by, and I pointedly ignored Wesley’s burning looks. We still needed to finish our fight, but I wasn’t gonna do it in front of one of the few professors at school I actually respected.

      After class, Eden gave me a hurried wave and headed out toward her next class. I had a free period, so I grabbed my books and headed for the library, wanting to do some more research on the history of magic. After my altercation with Professor Twine, I’d learned that asking anyone here was a bad choice. The library was disgracefully small, and I hadn’t been able to find any useful books there yet. But I was convinced that something worthwhile must be hidden in the stacks.

      The hallways were relatively quiet, and I held my books close to my chest as I walked through the halls.

      Rounding a corner, I slowed my pace as I heard my name whispered just a few feet away from me—voices coming from a small alcove in the hallway up ahead. I backed up quickly, hiding out of sight as I craned my neck to listen.

      “There are a lot of us involved in this, you don’t have to be worried.”

      “I don’t want you to think I’m scared of Aria, because I’m not,” another voice whispered. Oh, fuck. That’s Wesley. “I just think it’s dangerous to let her do the challenge again. Someone has to stop them.”

      A female voice piped in. “Exactly. Someone has to stop them. And no matter how powerful she or her little harem are, we’ll have power in numbers. We’ve got a whole group that’s committed to sabotaging Aria and her men. They can’t win the preliminary competition. It’s fucking unacceptable that she and three men teamed up.”

      The first speaker agreed. “I don’t know what they were thinking. These competitions have been going on for years, and no one’s ever done that in previous challenges. Each person competes against the others, individually. It’s not meant to be a team effort.”

      Wesley snorted. “Exactly. I mean, joining forces isn’t against the rules, but I think it should be. At least there are enough people who feel the same way as us. We’ll stop them before they even make it to the Gods’ Challenge. Then the competition for the real prize can be among people who will do it right. Who won’t fucking cheat.”

      “I agree,” the girl said. “So we’re working on the plan right now, and we’ll be ready for the preliminary competition.” She giggled softly. “Honestly, it shouldn’t be that hard to drive a wedge between them. Seriously, she thinks she can keep three men on the hook like that? It’s a disaster waiting to happen. We’ll just make sure it happens.”

      I stood there and listened, trying to gather as many details of what they were planning as I possibly could, but it was hard to hear over the rushing in my ears.

      My hands clenched into fists so tight that my nails dug into my palms. I wanted to storm around the corner, yank them out of the nook, and beat them senseless. I was fucking fuming.

      Why would anybody try to sabotage us? We were the ones who were trying to help everyone else. These idiots had no idea that the school was trying to hurt them, and we were trying to save them. Instead, they were mad at us because their feelings were hurt because we did something no one else had done? Because we actually helped each other instead of turning on each other?

      How childish and juvenile is that? Is this what happens when you take grown adults and put them back into school? They regress?

      I listened for as long as I could—long enough to get a solid sense of what they had planned.

      When the sound of other people heading down the hallway met my ears, I moved quickly, veering away down the hall in the opposite direction from the students I’d been eavesdropping on. Instead of going to the library, I headed straight for the guys. They had a free period too, so I was almost certain I’d find them studying in the common room.

      Sure enough, Lachlan and Trace were sitting in the center of the room. “Where’s Merrick?”

      “His dorm room, I think.” Lachlan closed his textbook and stretched, making the thick muscles of his biceps flex and shift. He cocked his head at me. “What’s goin’ on, Ari?”

      I shook my head, anger ratcheting up inside me again. “Come on, I have to talk to you guys about something. It’s important.”

      The two slowly got up and followed me to Merrick’s room. I knocked, and a second later, the blond man opened the door. He looked like he’d been sleeping, and I suddenly wondered how much of my tossing and turning last night he’d been privy to. Had I kept him awake? Fuck.

      His sleepy gaze sharpened as he regarded us, his brows pinching together. “I thought you two were studying,” he told the other two men. Then his gaze shifted to me. “What’s up?”

      I pushed into his room, shaking my head. “Are you alone?”

      “Really?”

      He raised an eyebrow at me, and I rolled my eyes. “Okay, fine. Dumb question. I just need to know that what we’re saying is between us.”

      “Of course.”

      I could see concern replace the teasing smile on Merrick’s face, and he allowed the other two to step in. I waited until Trace had shut the door behind him, then squared off with the three of them, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “I was walking down the hallway just now, and I overheard voices whispering around the corner. They were talking about how a bunch of students are going to team up against us, how they’re planning on sabotaging us at the preliminary competition. I’m so livid. Apparently, they didn’t like the fact that we teamed up for the last Gods’ Challenge. They thought it was cheating, just because no one else has ever done it. Even though it’s not against the rules.”

      “What the fuck?” Lachlan said angrily.

      “You’re a better person than I am, Ari.” Merrick ran a hand over his chin, scowling. “I would have told them exactly where they could shove that.”

      Trace didn’t say anything. Instead, he did his usual, pulling me into his lap as he sat on the bed and calming me a bit. I could feel the tension knotting my shoulders release and my anger dissipate a little.

      I loved and hated that he could do that. That his touch soothed me like that. It was very strange to me. A foreign sensation.

      “So, I think we need to figure out a plan,” I said as my anger dissipated even more. “We need to get back to the godly realm. We can’t afford to be thwarted by our own people. These idiots have no idea why we’re here. They have no idea that someone is trying to kill us off.”

      Merrick nodded, irritation sparking in his eyes. “They have no idea that we’re trying to save them from it. Assholes.”

      Trace pulled me a little closer, his hands roaming possessively over my body. “So how exactly do we do that?”

      Lachlan shot him a feral smile. “We give them exactly what they’re looking for. We make it look like the sabotage worked at first. We make it seem like we’re splintered completely. They’ll think we’re weakened, and we can use that to our advantage.”

      I nodded, biting the inside of my cheek. “That’s a good idea. They don’t have any idea we know about their plans, so we can get the jump on them. Give them a taste of their own fucking medicine.”

      Lach’s gaze caught mine, and he grinned at me. “You’re a little bit scary, Aria. And I fuckin’ love it.”
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      The sound of the trumpets blaring woke me up on the morning of the preliminary competition.

      It wasn’t my normal groggy wake up or a gradual rolling out of bed. Instead, I was instantly awake, alert and on-edge. Excitement buzzed through my veins, making me feel both determined and giddy. I wasn’t thrilled to go put my life on the line, but I was ready to show the other students that we wouldn’t cave under their sabotage. And I was desperate to find out the truth. To delve deeper into the world of the gods and find out why they were trying to kill off the strong magic users among us.

      On top of all of that, I’d been itching for a good fight. It had been too long since I was able to get a little wild and put my survival instincts to the test. It wasn’t quite the same as fighting in the ring, but it would still scratch the itch.

      I met up with Eden in the hallway, and we joined the crowd of students heading downstairs.

      “Well,” she said quietly, “today’s the big day.”

      I shot her a sideways look. “Are you excited to compete?”

      The blonde girl rolled her eyes. “Not really. Honestly, I’m just mad that they’re making me do it. The rules last year were that you could compete if you wanted to, not that you had to. And I don’t want to win. I don’t want to have to go to the godly realm and compete in the challenge. I saw what happened last year, and we both know my magic isn’t strong enough to survive something like that.”

      I smiled at her, putting my hand on her shoulder. “Hey, I get why you feel that way. There’s no judgment here. In fact, it’s probably the smartest way to look at it. It’s dangerous in there, more dangerous than you could believe. The shit I saw…”

      Eden turned to me with a perceptive look on her face. “Sure. But you want to go back, don’t you? I know you want to win.”

      It was a statement, not a question. Eden knew me far better than I’d thought she did. I took in a deep breath and nodded.

      “I guess I do.” I grinned. “You know me, I’m the kind of girl who loves competition, and since the admins said there are no rules against me competing again, I have to go for it. I could win another audience with the gods, and the way everyone talks about them, that’s worth its weight in gold.”

      I figured that was the best answer to give her; I certainly couldn’t tell her I wanted to win so that I could infiltrate the godly realm and dig for answers. It would only be dangerous for her to know more than she had to, and I didn’t want to drag her into this until I had a better idea what was going on.

      “Yeah.”  She pulled a face, and I could practically feel worry radiating from her. “Well, just be careful, okay?”

      “Always.”

      I wrapped my arm around her shoulder in a quick hug. I wasn’t much of a hugger, but Eden definitely was, so I hoped it would soothe her a little.

      As we rounded a corner, I saw all three of the men standing there talking to some of the other Magic Blessed students. They barely glanced at me as Eden and I passed, and I didn’t let my gaze linger on them either.

      The two of us headed down the hallway toward the common area.

      “Hey, I’ll see you in there, okay?” I said, slowing my steps.

      “Sure.”

      With a final worried look, Eden went ahead of me, and I slipped into an empty classroom, using my magic to put a glowing star on the outside of the door, hopefully one that only the guys could see. I hadn’t been able to practice that magic much, but I was pretty sure it worked.

      Within a few minutes, the door cracked open, and Trace’s head appeared in the gap. He opened the door wider when he saw me, letting the other two men slip in behind him.

      Trace dusted his hands together as if wiping them clean. “I knocked the star off just in case someone else could see it.”

      I nodded in thanks. “I just wanted to confirm with you guys one last time before the competition starts. So, we’re splitting up at the beginning to make it look like we’re fractured, and then we’ll use that ruse to help us take out our competitors. Do you all know where you’re supposed to go?”

      All three of them nodded. Fire burned in their eyes, and I could see the tension in their bodies. They were as ramped up for the upcoming fight as I was. My gaze shifted around to each one of them, and I let out a long deep breath.

      “All right, let’s get this over with. The sooner we get to the end of this, the sooner we can reach the godly realm.”

      Lachlan nodded once, then pulled me toward him with an arm around my waist, pressing a hard kiss to my lips. He released me, and Trace caught my chin in his hands and kissed me too. The second we split apart, Merrick spun me to face him. For a moment, he just gazed at me. Then he slid his hands through my hair and angled my face, kissing me long and slow and deep.

      Holy fuck.

      My legs actually went a little weak. I had been with each of these men, and they each lit my blood on fire. But I hadn’t been kissed by them in quick succession like this since our interrupted tryst in the cave in the godly realm.

      It was fucking incredible.

      Shit. Focus, Aria.

      Wrenching my attention back to the upcoming challenge, I cleared my throat. “Stay safe. Be smart.”

      “Aye, lass. And ye.”

      Each one of us left the room individually, making sure none of us were seen together. We headed out into the cool air, and I let the chill sharpen my concentration even more. The preliminary competition would be held on the grounds outside of the school. There was a large, open-air stadium that led to a massive maze. Just like last time, the maze would contain a variety of challenging tests.

      But unlike last time, the stadium stands were almost entirely empty. Apparently, the gods’ messengers had demanded that all students participate in the preliminary competition. We’d missed that part of their conversation when we had eavesdropped at the window, but I assumed it was their command, because the day after their visit, Dean Frost had made the announcement.

      The Gods’ Challenge preliminaries were no longer voluntary.

      A lot of the students around me seemed nervous as fuck—understandable, since they didn’t want to be doing this in the first place—but my nerves were calm. I knew that whatever I was going to face in the maze would be dangerous. Everything out there would be trying to take us down, including our fellow classmates. Hell, even the few people in the stands were probably plotting against us.

      But it didn’t matter. The guys and I wouldn’t let any of them stop us.

      Dean Frost gave her usual speech, which I tuned out. When the maze finally opened, I glanced over at Lachlan, who gave me a knowing look. With a deep breath, I stepped into the massive maze.

      Immediately, the four of us moved, splitting up as we’d planned.

      If I had learned anything from the year before, it was that you didn’t want to stay in one place. You couldn’t even get a bearing on where you were until you were out of the initial clog of students. I sprinted forward, straight into the thick white fog that I remembered from last time. We would all be transported to a separate part of the maze, but with so many students competing this semester, I was sure I wouldn’t be alone wherever I ended up.

      As the fog broke, I caught sight of Lachlan in my periphery, but I ran in the other direction. Several other students had ended up in this quadrant of the maze too, and as the students around me began to break away from each other, I jumped over a large rock and landed in a crouch.

      I cast a look around and caught sight of Merrick and Trace too. We had all ended up in   the same quadrant of the maze, which would come in handy when we were ready to pool our strength again.

      But for now, I had to pretend I wasn’t on their team.

      I could see each of them going after the people we had determined were the ringleaders of our detractors, which meant that everything was going to plan.

      Well… almost everything.

      From behind me, I caught the sound of a low grunt. As I looked back, Wesley took off after me, hurling a blast of magic.

      Fuck!

      My feet dug into the ground, and I shot forward, ducking and diving around the magic he was throwing at me. They exploded like grenades all around me, throwing dust and dirt into my face. To my right, I could see Trace running along the edge of the jungle-like maze, watching Wesley with angry eyes. He was supposed to draw Wesley’s fire so that the others could take him down, but Wesley was coming after me, and he was hell bent on blowing me up with his magic.

      I whirled around, throwing a chain of energy at the dickbag on my tail. As soon as it wrapped around his waist, I yanked and then released the magic, watching him as he stumbled sideways. Before he could hit the ground though, he got his footing and took off again.

      Dammit. He’s better than I thought.

      Wesley was a giant asshole, but I couldn’t deny that he was a decent fighter and quick on his feet. But whatever. I could handle him.

      With swift movements, I dodged back and forth, finally leaping up and standing on the top of a large jagged stone. From this vantage point, I could launch my own attacks on Wesley. But as I turned, the smile on my face faded as I watched Merrick, angry as hell, run straight at Wesley.

      “Godsdammit, Merrick, you’re abandoning your position,” I growled to myself. He was supposed to be targeting another student, not Wesley.

      Try telling that to Merrick though.

      He launched himself into the air, tackling Wesley, rolling head over foot across the hard ground. Wesley cursed, screaming for backup.

      Motherfucker.

      Merrick had given away that we were working together too soon, and now all of Wesley’s followers were going to come after us at once.

      “Trace! Lachlan!” I bellowed, leaping off the rock and diving into the fray.

      I wrenched Wesley away from Merrick, but a second later, two of Wesley’s buddies descended on us. One grabbed me around the waist, and I shot out a bolt of magic to break his hold on me.

      “Fuckin’ hell! So much for our godsdamn plan, eh?” Lachlan grunted, joining in the fight. Trace stepped in a second later, but as soon as he did, five more of our competitors circled around us.

      “This fuckhead was going after Ari,” Merrick growled, still eyeing Wesley with rage in his eyes. They had broken apart, but Wesley was obviously looking for another opening, bolder now that he had backup.

      Fuck it. We couldn’t afford to get locked into a fight with these assholes. We were outnumbered, and even if we won the fight, what we really needed to win was the competition. We couldn’t afford to blow this.

      “The trees!” I yelled. “Get up high! We need to get out of here.”

      Without waiting to make sure the guys knew what I was getting at, I demonstrated, throwing out a rope of magic that wrapped around the trunk of a strange metal-like tree nearby. It attached to the tree about twenty feet up, and I wrapped my hands around the magic rope, using my power to shorten the line and lift me toward the tree.

      Before I even landed on a branch, I could see other lines of magic extending up to nearby trees, and I knew the three men had figured out what I was doing.

      Of course, so had the other competitors.

      Luckily, not all of them had the magical ability to do what we’d just done, so only a few of them were able to follow us. I sent a burst of magic at Wesley as he swung through the air, knocking him back. Then the guys and I shot out new ropes, swinging away to other trees. We moved fast, and I felt like a magical version of Tarzan as I swung from branch to branch.

      Once we were well away from Wesley and his groupies, I used my magic to climb higher up one of the thin metallic trees that were placed all around. I looked out over the land, trying to get my bearings.

      Down below, one of the girls who had wanted to take us out of the competition scampered by. Trace growled and threw a string of magic down at her, wrapping it around her body and flipping her upside down as if she was in a cocoon. He wrapped the magic around the tree limb and let her hang there. Then he turned back to me and grinned.

      “That ought to keep her out of commission for a while.”

      I grinned back. “Let’s go.”

      After I jumped down, I gazed up at the girl for a moment, my top lip twitching. Then the guys all landed beside me, and we moved quickly across the forest floor. The landscape around us was strange and wild, and I had noticed something particularly odd when I’d looked around from the vantage of the tall tree.

      Doors.

      There were several freestanding doors arrayed around the forest, seemingly leading to nowhere. But I knew better than to assume that in a place like this. Magic was most definitely a part of whatever these doors were here for.

      I pointed at one of the random doors that was sitting out in the open. “I think we need to take one of these.”

      Trace nodded. “Agreed. They must be here for a reason, right? By my guess, we need to take the ones with the stars on the corner of the door. It’s actually the same star that you put on the door for us to meet you.”

      My forehead wrinkled. “Well, that’s not strange or anything.”

      Trace shrugged. “From what I’ve heard, they create the playing field based on the ideas and thoughts of the people that are competing. I guess it doesn’t make sense to the others, but for you, it makes perfect sense.”

      “All right.” I nodded. “Stay close.”

      We approached the door with the glimmering star on it, but before I could grab the handle, several people burst out of the foliage around us.

      Wesley and his crew had caught up to us.

      “Dammit! Go, go, go!”

      I yanked open the door, and the men dived through after me. Lachlan closed it hard the second he was through, but there was no way to lock it. Seconds later, our pursuers were on us again.

      And they weren’t the only ones out for blood.

      Everywhere we went, there was some kind of strange animal trying to kill us. There were beasts with spikes down the backs of their heads and along their large flailing tails. There were manlike creatures that had no eyes in their sockets—but despite being blind, they were capable of throwing magic darts with almost pristine precision.

      The magical creatures slowed our human attackers, but several of our competitors still found chances to lob blasts of magic at us. Anger and adrenaline poured through me. Our plan had unraveled at the fucking seams, and now we were improvising for our lives.

      “The next door!” Trace yelled, skidding to a stop next to a large golden door with a star imprinted on the left corner. “Come on!”

      He didn’t wait for us, just jumped through the door. We all went through as soon as we reached it, fighting off our pursuers. We had lost Wesley at least, but several other Magic Blessed students were still on our heels.

      I was the last to pass through the doorway, and as I leapt through it, my throat closed in panic.

      There was nothing for my foot to connect with on the other side.

      I was hurtling through empty space. Falling through an endless black abyss.

      Holy fuck. Maybe this door idea was all wrong.

      My arms pinwheeled as I cursed the fact that we’d been running blindly, fueled by panic and adrenaline.

      Then I caught sight of something in the blackness. A small, shimmering scroll, just like the one I had nabbed during the preliminary competition last semester.

      “Guys!” I screamed out toward the bodies I could barely see in the darkness ahead of me. “Scrolls! There are scrolls down here! Grab them!”

      Wind tore at my hair as I continued to fall, and as terrifying as the long drop was, it was even more horrifying to know that it would stop at some point—with me in a giant splat if I didn’t get out of here.

      But I wouldn’t end this until the men were out. I waited, straining my eyes as I peered into the darkness. I saw Lachlan then Trace each grab a scroll, and as soon as they did, they vanished from below me. Merrick glanced up, hardly more than a blur in the darkness.

      “Take a scroll, Ari.”

      His voice was hard, and I could hear the anger and worry in it. Those twin emotions burned in my chest too, and I shook my head. If my arms hadn’t been too busy flailing as I fell, I would’ve crossed them over my chest stubbornly.

      Merrick gave a growl of frustration and finally reached out, snatching a scroll as he fell past it.

      Relief flooded me, and I began searching the darkness for my own scroll.

      But I couldn’t see any more. I fell and fell and fell, covering what felt like an endless distance, but no flashes of light caught my eye.

      Motherfucker. Had I waited too long?

      My heart beat against my ribs like a drum, and panic began to claw at my throat. Then, finally, a small scroll appeared in the darkness below me. My whole body tensed, and I reached out, straining from the tips of my toes to my fingers as I fought to move through space.

      My hand wrapped around the slim roll of paper, and I felt a strange pop.

      Everything went white, and when I opened my eyes, I was back in the amphitheater. Back on solid ground. The few people in the stands were cheering, and several students were gathered in a cluster off to the side, nursing injuries that ranged from mild to severe as the school healing staff tended to them. They must’ve bailed on the challenge early, or been disqualified.

      The dean cleared her throat, looking at me and the three men standing next to me. Wesley stood on my other side, a scroll clutched in his hand, and beyond him were a few other people who had teamed up with him to try to take us down.

      My blood boiled. We’d had a fucking plan to deal with these assholes, but Merrick had gone after Wesley and given our game away too early. Now the asshole and his asshole buddies would be competing against us in the Gods’ Challenge.

      All because Merrick couldn’t control himself.

      “The preliminary competition is complete!” Dean Frost’s voice echoed through the stadium. “These are your champions.”

      Lachlan shrugged, leaning down to whisper in my ear, “Hey, at least we made it here. Now we can move on to the next part of our plan.”

      My jaw clenched.

      Sure, we had won, but I was angrier than hell at Merrick.

      As soon as each of our names was called and Dean Frost finished her speech, I stormed out of the amphitheater toward the school building, anger turning my veins red-hot. Merrick split away from the other men, but I threw a bolt of energy straight at him as he tried to follow me.

      I didn’t need a godsdamn babysitter.
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      Fuck!

      If I could have slammed my feet down harder on the ground, I would have. It took everything in my power not to turn around and just knock Merrick right out. I was so pissed at him, more than I’d ever been before.

      Why couldn’t he have stuck to our plan? Why did he have to go after Wesley? I’d had it under control.

      The fact that he thought even for a second that I wasn’t able to defend myself, that I was some damsel in distress who needed rescuing, was absolutely enraging. He knew me better than anyone else there. Better even than Lachlan and Trace in some ways, since I had actually known Merrick long before coming to Magic Blessed Academy.

      He, of all people, should have known that I didn’t need someone’s help. If I did, if I truly thought my life was in danger, I would have asked for it, but instead he took it upon himself to break rank, basically ruin our plan, and come try to be a shining knight to save me.

      He could’ve gotten himself killed, but since he hadn’t, I was about three seconds away from doing it myself.

      “Slow down,” Merrick said roughly, reaching out for my arm as I raced toward the school.

      I pulled my arm away and gave him a narrow-eyed stare. “Don’t touch me. Do not. Touch. Me.”

      His forehead wrinkled, and he looked furious. My lips pressed together.

      As if he has any right to be angry.

      “I don’t know why you’re so pissed, Ari.” He shook his head, running a hand through his blond hair. “It’s fucking stupid. I couldn’t let Wesley go after you like that, and I know what I did wasn’t part of the damn plan, but it all worked out in the end. We all won. We’re all moving on to the Gods’ Challenge.”

      I skidded to a stop at the foot of the steps to the school and stared at him with wild eyes.

      “You don’t know why I’m pissed? Oh, I don’t know, maybe because we had an entire plan, and you fucked it up within the first three seconds? Or maybe it’s because you think I’m a weak and defenseless little girl who can’t defend herself against some idiot who thinks he’s bigger and better than me. What did you learn in the time we knew each other in Boston? What did you actually think I did for a living? I faced stupid boys in the ring all the time who thought they were stronger than me just because I’m a woman. And I’ll have you know, I took down every single one of them.”

      Before he could say anything else, I started up the steps toward the door. He grabbed me by the arm and spun me around. I snarled and jabbed him in the shoulder with my finger.

      “Touch me one more time. Go ahead, do it. I will lay you out so fast your head will spin.”

      Something gleamed in his amber eyes, and he stepped closer, pressing against my finger. “You’re being so dramatic, Ari.”

      Heat radiated from him, and my body’s response to his proximity only made me angrier. I didn’t want to want him right now. I just wanted to be pissed at him.

      Turning, I headed up the stairs to the front door and flung it open, trying to hit him in the face with it. Unfortunately, he caught it, barely breaking stride as he followed me into the academy building.

      “I put my life on the line to help save you from that asshole Wesley, and you’re the one who’s pissed,” he argued. “I could’ve gotten killed. And you’re mad because I tried to help you.”

      I shook my head as I stalked down the hallway. “Wesley is an idiot, and there’s no way he would’ve killed me. He’s better than I thought, I’ll give you that, but I had him. I was handling it. I did not need you to come rolling out of the jungle, leaping through the air like you were fucking Rambo. I don’t need a man to protect me. When will the three of you get that through your head? We are a team, not three guys trying to save the helpless little girl.”

      I was getting closer and closer to my room, hoping to make it there and lock myself inside. But when I was about two paces from my door, Merrick grabbed my arm again and whipped me around.

      Shoving at his chest, I broke his hold on me, ignoring the feel of his muscled pecs beneath my hands.

      “You better not pull any shit like that when we’re in the godly realm, or you could get all of us killed,” I hissed.

      Merrick scoffed and shook his head. “Oh, we’re a team, are we? You might want to send yourself that fucking memo, Ari. Because you don’t act like we have a team. You act like you’re a lone wolf who got forced into a pack against your will.”

      His words stung. Partly because they felt true, and partly because I knew they weren’t true. These three men meant more to me than anyone had in my life, and I trusted them—something that still felt strange to me.

      But I needed Merrick to understand that he wasn’t allowed to be my savior. My rescuer. He needed to have faith in me to handle myself.

      Just as I reached the door to my room, I turned around and grabbed Merrick, using my magic to brace him. With one swift move, I lifted him up and slammed him down on the floor on his back. I followed his body down to the floor, straddling him and pinning his arms to  sides. I let my face stop just inches from his, angry breaths heaving in my chest.

      “I’m going to tell you this one last time,” I said quietly. “I don’t need you, Trace, Lachlan, or anyone else protecting me. I’m no weak little girl.”

      For a moment, he lay still beneath me, staring at me with his too-damn-handsome face and his striking amber eyes. Our faces were so close that I felt the whisper of his breath on my face as he murmured, “I don’t think you’re weak, Ari. And I don’t think you’re a girl. You’re the strongest fucking woman I’ve ever met. But in case you haven’t noticed, we care about you. We’re going to protect you if we can. And you just need to learn to deal with that.”

      His words seemed to invade my soul, shocking me like an electric current. My grip on him loosened slightly—and the second it did, he flipped his arms, breaking the hold I had on him. He shoved me off roughly, using his magic to settle me on my feet as he stood quickly. Instinctively, I put my hands up as he took several steps toward me. Waiting for him to strike. If he wanted a fight, I was ready for it.

      Instead, he grabbed me by both arms and yanked me toward him, pressing his lips hard against mine. At first, I fought against it, moving right and left with my shoulders, but the familiar scent and taste of Merrick’s lips was too much to resist.

      The tension between us began to boil higher and higher, and I finally broke my arms free, grabbing his face with my hands. I sank deeper into the kiss and pushed him up against the wall next to my door. We kissed desperately, and his hands pulled at my shirt, yanking it up so his fingertips could run across my skin. As I kissed him, I grabbed the key out of my back pocket and began to grope for the keyhole in the door. After stabbing the key into the wood several times, I finally managed to find the lock, and the door sprang open.

      We tumbled backward into my room, a flurry of lips and hands and teeth.

      Residual anger toward each other seemed to spur both of us on, not to mention the adrenaline still coursing through us from the preliminary competition. My body felt like a frayed wire, sparking with electric energy and needing just the smallest push to explode.

      When Merrick shoved his hand down the front of my pants, his fingers landing directly on my clit, that was all the push I needed.

      I bucked in his arms, crying out into his mouth as pleasure rocketed through me.

      He didn’t take any mercy on me, pinching my clit between two fingers and making a new wave of sensation slam into me. It was ecstasy tinged with a bite of pain, and it rolled my first orgasm into a second, pleasure spiraling in on itself until I was panting for breath.

      When the world finally came back into focus, all I could concentrate on was the bright amber of Merrick’s eyes as he watched me. There was a look of satisfaction on his face that made annoyance and arousal rise inside me in equal measure.

      He was so fucking cocky.

      But then again, he had every damn right to be.

      Still, I couldn’t let him think he was in charge here, so even though my heart was still racing and my body quivering from the two mind-blowing orgasms, I gave him a taunting smirk as my hand found the bulge straining the front of his pants. I squeezed his thick length, running my palm up and down the steely heat, and a little of the cockiness faded from his face as his jaw clenched, his neck muscles tensing as he fought for control.

      That’s right, buddy. Two can play this game.

      Moving lightning-fast, I swept his legs, bringing him down to the floor. He grunted in surprise, and I held back a laugh as I followed him down, pinning his body with mine before slowly sliding down the length of him. I let my breasts rub against his chest, and even through the layers of our clothes, I knew he could feel my peaked nipples, feel how hard they were for him.

      When I reached the waistband of his pants, I glanced up, holding eye contact with him as I very deliberately flicked open the button.

      Pulled down the zipper.

      Tugged the fabric down over his hips.

      His cock sprang free as I pulled his boxer briefs out of the way, and I licked my lips, trying to hide the fact that I was practically drooling at the sight. Merrick had a fucking gorgeous cock. Thick and long, with a velvety smooth head and veins the pulsed angrily when I teased him with my mouth.

      Darting my tongue out, I flicked just the tip of it over his slit, lapping up the small bead of precum that gathered there. The salty taste made my pussy throb as a fierce hunger built deep inside me.

      My gaze darted up to meet Merrick’s as he watched me with hooded eyes.

      “You pissed me off today,” I murmured roughly, licking him again. “You got me all worked up. And now I’m gonna have to take out all that aggression on someone.”

      His laugh turned into a tortured groan as I wrapped my lips around him, taking him as deep in my mouth as I could. I chuckled, letting him feel the vibrations in my throat.

      He had pissed me off. And even though I was no longer angry, I planned on making him pay for it.

      Again.

      And again.

      And again.
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      My attention was so focused on the task in front of me that I didn’t even hear the bell go off.

      I stared at the magical apparition in front of me, energy swirling from my fingertips. I had learned how to separate the stream of magic that came from my palms, moving the separate threads in all directions.

      Focusing hard on the wavering shadow in front of me, I sent a spiral of energy outward. As it moved toward the apparition, it split off in several directions, wrapping itself around the ghostly creature’s body, then piercing it through the top of the what seemed like a head. A loud, echoing scream reverberated through the classroom, and the apparition disappeared.

      As I let the magic curl back into my hands, I twisted my neck from side to side, dispelling the tension that had gathered in my shoulders.

      Professor Howes walked up next to me and clapped her hands. “You’ve come a long way. I like to see that you’re able to separate the threads of your magic. That will help you a lot in the Gods’ Challenge.”

      As she said the word “challenge,” her voice trailed off. I looked around the room as the other students in my Combat class began to trickle out of the large room. I cleared my throat, flicking my fingers as pricks of magic made them tingle. Then I turned to face my professor. “Anything that will help, I guess.”

      She nodded, her large eyes seeming to grow even wider as she regarded me. “Just a few days left before the challenge.”

      I shook my head, looking at the spot where the apparition had once stood. “I’ve been preparing the best that I can. Though, I have to admit, it’s hard to prepare for the unknown. They don’t really give you any kind of clue as to what you’ll be facing. It doesn’t even go along with your training.”

      I didn’t expect anything from my teachers; none of them had even spoken to me about the challenge. But Professor Howes seemed almost sympathetic. Maybe even… worried.

      She let out a long sigh and nodded. “It always seems that the best students are selected for the Gods’ Challenge. It’s a shame that they don’t all come back.”

      Her words took me by surprise. No teacher had ever said that to me before. I tilted my head to the side and stepped toward her. “Do you know what happens to the students? Why so many people don’t make it back?”

      I could see a tightness suddenly appear in her shoulders. I pushed onward though, hoping for something, anything that would help me when I reached the godly plane.

      “I…” She winced slightly, her voice growing quieter. Then she shook her head. “I really can’t speak to you about this. But I do wish you all the luck. They send students to the godly realm every semester, and they will continue for as long as necessary.”

      I stepped forward again, closing the space between us. “And how many years have they happened? Why does the Gods’ Challenge even exist? What’s the purpose of it?”

      She fidgeted nervously, and I got the sense she was afraid of something; as if all the teachers were afraid of something. They refused to speak to me about it, or about anything having to do with the gods, and this was the closest I had gotten to getting any answers. It was obvious that my questions were making her incredibly nervous, and I couldn’t help but wonder why. What was it about the Gods’ Challenge that made the teachers here so absolutely terrified?

      Professor Howes shook her head and glanced up at the door as if somebody were watching. She leaned toward me, keeping her gaze down.

      “I can’t speak to you about this anymore. However, if you go to the school library, down the third row to the end, take a left—on your right-hand side will be an empty section of the wall. Use your magic to tap three times right in the center and a door will appear. Only those that know the spell are allowed in, and no one will know that you’re there. You should find the answers to your questions, or at least some of them, inside. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to prepare for my next class. Good luck with the challenge.”

      I moved out of the way as she hurried from the classroom, my heart beating faster. I’d just learned about a portion of the school library that I hadn’t even known existed. Not to mention the fact that apparently it held answers to the secrets that I had been searching for this whole time.

      I waited until that evening, when the rest of the students were either eating or studying in their rooms, then headed off to the library. Inside, students sat along the tables, their heads buried in their textbooks. Over top of them was a glimmering veil of magic, a shield of silence. It kept the noise out if someone entered and exited the room, which served my purposes well. No one even knew I’d walked in.

      The librarian, a squat little woman who I was pretty sure was more gnome than witch, sat at a large desk. She glanced up at me, but paid me no attention as I walked down the third aisle of the library shelves. The bookshelves rose up high toward the ceiling, far beyond anyone’s reach without magic.

      I hurried through to the back and followed the instructions Howes had given me until I found the barren space at the back corner. Summoning my magic, I focused in to make sure that it wouldn’t shimmer or shine and draw anyone’s attention. As it surged from my fingertips, I tapped three times on the wall.

      Without a sound, the wall shifted, forming into an old wooden door with a handle right in the center. Carefully, I reached out and grabbed the handle, twisting it to the right and opening up the door. I walked inside into the dusty room, finding an extension of the same library I had been in.

      This section was incredibly sparse though. There were only five books lining the shelves, and they were all so large they looked almost too heavy to carry.

      Closing the door behind me, I used my magic to lift one off the shelf, setting it carefully down on the small table in the middle of the room and flipping it open.

      I didn’t have a ton of time, and I didn’t want to risk getting caught in this hidden room, so I began skimming through the books, looking for any information that I could. The first section gave a short history of Magic Blessed Academy, and my brows furrowed as I read.

      The school is less than a hundred years old?

      I wondered what those who acquired magic later in life had done before Magic Blessed Academy had formed.

      The first sign of magic developing in a non-magical person occurred in 1931, the first line of the second chapter read. The next occurrence was less than a year later.

      I furrowed my brow and looked around the library. That didn’t make any sense. Why would the gods have just recently started giving out new magic? Did it have something to do with the humans who had magic in their bloodlines? Were they losing it? Or was their power weakening?

      I continued to skim through the books, but I couldn’t find the answer anywhere. But it was glaringly obvious that ordinary humans receiving magical gifts was a fairly new thing. That definitely wasn’t something the professors taught us in our history classes.

      My fingers itched to grab another book and keep poring over the pages, but I had already been in this little room for a while. I needed to get back before anyone noticed I was missing.

      Reluctantly, I put the books back on the shelf and carefully let myself out of the back room, watching the door as it disappeared into a blank wall like before. By the time I made it back to the library entrance, the whole place was nearly deserted.

      I walked through the doorway and stopped short before I crashed into a broad, male chest.

      Trace’s distinct scent tickled my nostrils, and I looked up to meet his gaze.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Looking for you.” His lips tilted in a grin, and my heart sped up a little.

      We stared at each other for a moment, a familiar heat filling the air between us. Then he slid his hand down my arm and grabbed me by the wrist, pulling me to the right and into an empty study room. When the door was shut, he sent a flickering light to the center, bathing the room in soft light.

      He tugged me into his arms, and I allowed myself to give in with no resistance. I wrapped my arms around him and lay my head against his chest, savoring the quiet before the storm. He held me tightly, and I could feel his heart beating against mine. I wasn’t used to holding a guy like this without expecting it to turn into sex—wasn’t used to the simple comfort of just being close to someone.

      But I liked it.

      I liked it so fucking much it terrified me.

      Pulling back, Trace cupped my face in his hands and tilted my chin to meet my gaze. “You nervous?”

      A low chuckle fell from my lips. “Fuck yeah.”

      “Everything’s going to be okay, Ari. We’re going to get through this.” He pressed a kiss to my hair. “There is a lot against all of us, but we believe in what you’re looking for, and we believe in finding the truth. None of us would’ve stuck around this long if we didn’t. You are an extraordinary person.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. I could take a punch like any good fighter, but I still sucked at taking compliments. “Thank you.”

      The dark-haired rock star smiled and leaned down, kissing me softly on the lips. “I mean it, Snow. We’d follow you to hell and back.”

      He meant it. I could hear the truth in his voice.

      My arms tightened around him, my fingers digging into the firm muscles of his back as I deepened the kiss, sliding my tongue between his lips to taste him. Trace responded instantly, our bodies attuned to each other in a way I still couldn’t quite believe. He met each stroke of my tongue with one of his own, angling his head as he walked me backward. We didn’t come up for air even when my ass bumped against the small table behind me.

      What had started out sweet and comforting was quickly morphing into something much hotter. Much wetter. Much more demanding.

      “Gods, Snow. How do you do this to me?” Trace groaned, moving his hands down to my hips and holding them steady as his hardening cock pressed against me. I could feel an answering flush of arousal in my pussy, my body clamoring for more of his touch, his taste, his scent.

      I was hungry for these men all the time. A constant craving that never seemed to be fully sated.

      “Fuck, Trace. I want you.”

      The words were muffled, swallowed up by another deep kiss, but he heard them anyway.

      Or maybe he didn’t need to hear them. Maybe he just knew.

      Wrenching his lips from mine, he used his grip on my hips to spin me around, bending me over the table. A prickle of excitement darted up my spine as I arched my back, urging him on with a low moan.

      This wasn’t what we’d come in here for, but I wasn’t leaving this room until I’d felt Trace’s cock inside me. I needed it more than I needed fucking air right now.

      Eager to feel his bare skin against mine, I fumbled with the button and fly of my pants, shoving them down as I heard Trace do the same with his clothes behind me. My breath shuddered when he put his hands on me again, his large palms caressing the rounded curves of my ass.

      When he spread my cheeks and pressed a thumb into the tight ring of muscles around my asshole, my fingernails clawed at the table. The jolt of sensation had my toes curling in my shoes, and I groaned loudly—louder than I should have for a quickie in a study room. But Trace didn’t seem inclined to try to shut me up. His thumb probed deeper, the sudden intrusion making my core clench and my clit throb.

      “Oh, holy shit,” I grunted, and he chuckled.

      “I still think about what you told me the first time we fucked, Snow,” he murmured quietly, his other hand sliding through my folds, dipping into my channel, testing my readiness. When he felt how wet I was, he groaned appreciatively. “I remember how you said you’d take us all at once. Me, Lachlan, Merrick, and you. All together. One in your pussy. One in your mouth. And one in this tight, dark hole.”

      As he spoke, he pressed his thumb deeper, fucking me with the fingers of his other hand. My eyes were practically rolling back in my head. I had thought this was going to be a fast, hard fuck, but Trace was turning it into something else entirely.

      Something delicious and debauched.

      Anyone could walk in at any moment and see me bent over the table, my legs spread for the man behind me, his thumb in my ass and his fingers in my dripping pussy. The odds of another student coming in here were low, but the very fact that we could get caught only heightened my awareness, making every sensation seem to surge through my body with the force of a tidal wave.

      “I’ve made myself come thinking about it,” Trace admitted, and I could hear the raw truth in his words. “I’m getting harder right now just thinking about it. So hard precum is spilling out of me. So hard it hurts. My cock is dying for you, Snow. It’s fucking dying.”

      “Let me have it,” I rasped, bumping my hips back against him, begging for more. “Please.”

      His fingers left my pussy, but he kept his thumb right where he was as he grabbed my hip with one hand, smearing my cream all over my skin. I felt the rounded head of his cock breach my entrance, and then he drove forward, impaling me in a single hard stroke.

      And it turned out I hadn’t been wrong after all.

      It was a hot, hard fuck.

      With his thumb relentlessly teasing my back hole, he thrust into me again and again, setting up a tempo that made the table wobble beneath me. His hips slapped against my thighs every time he plunged into me, and the distinctive sound of flesh on flesh mingled with our harsh breaths.

      We weren’t being quiet.

      We weren’t being subtle.

      But I didn’t give even a single fuck about that.

      My pussy walls gripped his cock so tightly I swore I could feel the contour of every vein and ridge on his thick length. I arched my back even more, going up onto my elbows as my mouth hung open and I panted breathlessly.

      “It would feel like this, Ari. With me inside you and Lach or Merrick in your ass,” he murmured, his voice rough. “Only bigger. So much bigger. And so much deeper. But you could take all of us, couldn’t you? You’re a fucking fighter.”

      Gods, I couldn’t even imagine it. The overload of sensations from just his thumb was about to do me in, making speech practically impossible.

      But the thought of it being Lachlan or Merrick… of having two of these men’s cocks inside me at once, while I teased and licked and sucked the third man’s shaft?

      “Fuck!” I choked out as my whole body locked up, sweet ecstasy bursting through me. The orgasm took no fucking prisoners, tearing through me as filthy, sexy images danced in my vision.

      Trace drove into me so hard and fast that the table began to scrape across the floor, and then he stopped, grinding his hips against me as he emptied himself inside my tight channel.

      The noises in the room faded until only our deep breaths filled the space. My upper body was limp against the table, and Trace bent over me, sliding his thumb out of my ass as he reached up with his other hand to brush the wild dark hair out of my face. He kissed my cheek and my jaw, then captured my lips in a kiss that was just as sweet as the one he had given me when he’d first pulled me into the room.

      From sweet to dirty and back to sweet. Only Trace could bounce back and forth between the two extremes with such ease. And the truth was, I loved both of those things from him.

      “You’re a very dirty girl,” he murmured, amusement and heat in his voice.

      “You love it,” I shot back, and he laughed and kissed me again.

      “Yup. You got that right.”

      He withdrew and helped me clean myself up a bit before spinning me around to kiss me again. Then we both straightened our clothes as best we could, although I was pretty sure anyone who caught sight of us right now would be able to guess what we’d been doing.

      Ah, well. Fuck ’em if they don’t like it. I’m not sorry.

      “You ready?” Trace asked, catching my gaze.

      “Yeah.” I nodded, and he took me by the hand and opened the door, leading me out to the hallway. We walked along quietly, our fingers laced together, not really caring if anybody saw us at that point.

      I was really starting to care about those men, and I hoped that their willingness to follow me into hell wouldn’t end with us all getting burned.

      My stomach clenched with nerves at the thought. I had a feeling that after the last challenge, we were going to be a target for the gods and everyone else. I just hoped that the guys and I were ready for it.

      Brushing the hair from my face as we stood in front of my dorm room door, Trace kissed my forehead and nodded once before turning away. I watched him until he disappeared around the corner before I entered the room.

      Less than two minutes later, a knock came at the door. It was peppy and sharp, and just from the sound of it, I guessed who it was even before I opened the door. Eden burst into my room in a whirlwind.

      “There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Seriously, where were you hiding? Some secret room?”

      I lifted an eyebrow at her and chuckled as she enveloped me in a surprisingly hard hug. She was little, but she could pack some punch.

      “I was just doing a little bit of last minute… uh, studying,” I said, disentangling myself from her arms with a smile.

      “Yeah?” Her face grew pensive. “Cramming for the challenge? Are you worried about it?”

      We sat down on the bed and I turned toward her, feeling the need to at least confide in her a bit.

      “A little, I guess.” I shrugged. “There’s so much going on here. It just feels so much deeper than some silly challenge. With everything that I’ve learned, I feel like there’s something weird going on. There’s… something that they’re not telling us.”

      Eden shifted nervously. “Are you sure you want to do the Gods’ Challenge again? Maybe you can still get out of it. It might be too late to back out, but if you can, maybe you should. If you don’t think it’s safe, don’t go.”

      I shook my head and put a hand on her shoulder, trying to reassure her. “Eden, take a deep breath. Everything is going to be fine. I’m going to be fine. I’ve been training really hard, and I’ve got the guys behind me. Together, we can do anything.”

      She let out a shaky breath, looking a little more confident. As her forehead smoothed, a small smirk pulled at her lips. “So, on that subject… what’s going on with all of you? At first, I thought you were dating one of them, but I could never figure out which one it was. Are you… dating all of them?”

      I chuckled at the scandalized sound of her life. “Well, it’s kinda hard to go on a date with anyone when we can’t even leave the school grounds. And, I don’t know, dating doesn’t really cover it. But yeah, I guess you could say I’m with all of them. I like them. I trust them.”

      Eden’s eyes opened wide, her cheeks flushing. “Holy crap, Ari! That’s—that’s—whoa.” Her voice dropped, as if this was the hottest piece of gossip she’d gotten in weeks. “You have three of the hottest guys in the school. And they’re okay with it? With… I dunno, sharing?”

      “Yeah.” I chuckled, thinking back to our moment in the cave. “They’re okay with it.”

      “Ho-ly. Fuck.”

      Her shocked face made me laugh harder, and I held up my hand and snapped my fingers, letting magic swirl around my wrist. “A year ago, I couldn’t do this. It’s absolutely insane that I can do it now. How is dating three guys any crazier than this?”

      Eden opened and closed her mouth, her brows drawing together. Then she tilted her head back and guffawed. “I guess it’s not. Not even in the least.”
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      The next few days flew by in a whirlwind, until finally, the day I’d been both waiting for and dreading arrived.

      Sleep didn’t find me the night before the Gods’ Challenge, but I didn’t go to any of the guys’ rooms, hoping they were at least able to get some rest. The last thing I wanted to think about was how exhausted all of us were after the last challenge; I had far too many other things to worry about. There were people trying to kill us and gods trying to annihilate us.

      So, no pressure.

      Eden walked me to The Hill, where all of the competitors would be sent off through portals to the godly realm. When we reached the edge of the platform where I would join the other competitors, she kissed me on the cheek and nodded, finding no words. I knew she would be watching on the magical screens erected by the admins, and I gave her a confident smile, punching her lightly on the arm.

      “I’ll kick ass. Don’t you worry.”

      “I know you will.” She smiled, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      We weren’t allowed to bring anything with us—nothing but the clothes on our backs—so I emptied my pockets before heading into the center of the pavilion to join the others. The guys were all gathered together, and I came to stand in between them. We had given up trying to pretend we weren’t a team. Wesley and his groupies might not like it, but that was their damn problem.

      Lachlan nodded, his hand coming to rest on my lower back. “Here we are again.”

      Merrick sniffed. “I always seem to be in some sort of trouble with you guys.”

      Trace was rolling his shoulders as if limbering up for a fight. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      Merrick rolled his eyes. “If you say that one more time, I’m going to punch you in the teeth.” He glanced over at me. “He’s seriously said that at least fifty times since we got here.”

      It was no surprise that all three of them were tense and on-edge. I was too. But we couldn’t let that get us in our heads.

      “He’s right.” I held Merrick’s gaze, squaring my shoulders. “We all need to take deep breaths. Remember, we’re all good fighters. We’re going to be just fine.”

      Those words weren’t just for them, they were a reminder for me too. Still, I couldn’t help but remember how many people hadn’t returned from the challenge the year before. They had all been good fighters too, possibly even better than any of us.

      Like Brielle and Shane, the two students who were right behind us in our final dash for the gem. They were badasses, and what we’d done to hold them off our tails shouldn’t have kept them from making it back. But they had never come back through the portals.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe success in the challenge didn’t have anything to do with how good of a fighter someone was. Maybe it had more to do with what the gods wanted, and what they were looking for.

      Stepping up to face all of the competitors, Dean Frost cleared her throat and waved one arm. The cheering crowds in the stands around us grew quiet, and the dean nodded to each one of us as we took our places. One by one, we stepped through our portals, and I closed my eyes as I felt a familiar rush of energy and a booster shot of magic as I fell through the ether.

      A second later, I emerged on the other side. Back in the godly realm.

      When I opened my eyes and looked around, I found myself in a more desert-like area than before. We were all standing in a rough line, staring at the space around us. Every one of us jumped as the dean’s loud, booming voice echoed in the air above us.

      Her magically amplified voice seemed to spread out in all directions, repeating the exact same thing she had said the semester before.

      “Welcome to a new Gods’ Challenge. You are the ones who have surpassed all expectations. You dug deep in the initial challenge and combined your skill with your intellect to win the game. But beware, from here on out, it will take a lot more 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 set in the desert of the gods. Each of you is going for the same gem and whoever gets to it first will be the winner. You are not only competing against the trials, tests, and dangers of the gods’ desert, but against each other as well.”

      Glancing down the row of people around me, my attention was snagged quickly by the unwavering and angry stare Wesley was directing my way.

      The dean continued, bidding us farewell and good luck, and ending her speech with the magical community saying, mageía mésa, ísos se óli, “Magic Within, Might Throughout.”

      Just like last year, I knew there would be a threat right away, and I braced myself, ready to face whatever it was.

      But the threat came from a completely different place than I expected.

      I assumed there would be some sort of flying beast, something huge attempting to trample over us, or a wave of magic that morphed itself into just about any horrible thing I could imagine.

      But this threat? It came more in the form of flesh and blood.

      As the other contestants began to move, Wesley ran out in front of me and my men. He stopped, gripping his fists tightly at his sides. His eyes narrowed as he slowly uncurled his fingers, revealing a small glass vial hidden in one of his hands. His lips curled into a cruel smile as he threw it down on the ground. The vial smashed, and a swirling purple fog shot out, sending shards of what looked like magical glass straight at us.

      “Get down!” I screamed, throwing myself to the ground.

      All four of us hit the sandy ground, wincing as the shards flew just inches away from us.

      “He cheated,” I choked out, covering my face with my sleeve. “He’s fucking cheating.”

      Trace growled, glaring up at him. “He smuggled in charms. He’s using them to try to beat us because he’s not strong enough to beat us himself.”

      Lachlan cracked his knuckles as he drew himself up to his feet. The glass shards had settled by now, and I wanted to mock Wesley for sneaking in such a lame charm, but I was too fucking pissed to even come up with a good insult.

      “He’s not gonna know what beatin’ is until I’m done with him,” Lach grunted. “He won’t even make it two steps into the desert. Do you hear that, Wesley? Ye’re a fuckin’ coward, and ye’ve no skill in magic at all. Ye have to cheat in order to try to beat us. But I can promise ye that by the end of this competition, I will break ye in half with my own hands.”

      I jumped to my feet too, glancing around quickly. Several of the other contestants had already scattered, and the last few were bolting off in other directions. But not Wesley. That fuckwad barely even seemed to care about the men who stood with me. His gaze pierced through me as if his only intent was to take me down—and probably hoping to take the guys down too if he was lucky enough.

      Does he even care about winning the Gods’ Challenge? Or is he here for another reason?

      Maybe he had been sent here by someone inside the school to kill us before we even had a chance to compete.

      Well, good fucking luck with that, asshole.

      My men and I all began sending out magic toward him, slashing him and pushing him backward. His face trembled with fear, and he grunted, each stroke of energy whipping him hard and fast. I stepped forward, letting my anger begin to take over. I grabbed him with a strand of my energy and began to shake him back and forth as hard as I could.

      But as I took another step, the ground beneath my feet roared and cracked.

      I had been so obsessed with stopping Wesley in his tracks that I had completely forgotten there was a real threat at hand. The gods hadn’t forgotten that we were in their territory.

      All around us, the ground opened up, breaking into what looked like small fissures. Through each one, a giant fist smashed up and grabbed the ground, large stone fingers latching onto the edges of the cracks.

      A second later, large stone monsters began pulling themselves up through the crust. Some of the monsters had several heads, while others were enormous giants carrying large heavy mallets. They left caverns in their wake, and heat billowed out from beneath the sand. Merrick, Trace, Lachlan, and I clustered together, not even caring about Wesley in that moment.

      He was trying to get his footing, his arms flailing. The look on his face was one of complete terror as he watched the beasts rise up around him.

      Merrick’s eyebrows rose, and he glanced over at me. “Fuck. This is already more intense than last time.”

      I nodded, magic bursting between my fingertips as I surveyed the oncoming threat. “Yeah. You can say that again.”

      This is bad.
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      Looking up, I could see the sky begin to change color, morphing from purple to blue to orange.

      Large bolts of lightning cracked across the fluttering, translucent clouds, seemingly just above the giant stone monsters’ heads. I turned to my right, watching as one of the fleeing competitors tripped. Before he could regain his feet, a hand smashed up through the ground and grabbed him.

      He screamed out as the giant yanked its arm back down, taking him to whatever depths it had come from. My stomach lurched in horror, and I turned away. I couldn’t save him now. But I could make sure a similar fate didn’t befall any of my men.

      We’d barely been here five minutes, and the gods already seemed to be making a concerted effort to kill us.

      Once the monsters pulled themselves fully out of the fissures around us, they began to move toward us, shaking the ground with each step.

      Dammit. This sucks balls.

      We were in a fucking standoff with Wesley, but we were going to have to fight the monsters off at the same time. We all gathered into a tight cluster, putting our backs together.

      “Lachlan,” I muttered, “you start attacking Wesley with everything you have. I’ve got your back. Merrick and Trace, you guys keep the monsters away from us the best you can.”

      Merrick’s face set in grim determination as he flexed his fingers, spinning magic from his hands. “I’ve got this. These big ass motherfuckers are going down.”

      Lachlan sneered, glaring at Wesley. “This little weaselly fucker is goin’ to get what he deserves.”

      Trace didn’t say a word. He just began sending out large swaths of magic. The first one twisted and contorted into a large net, spinning toward the three-headed stone beast. The net wrapped around the massive monster and took it down to the ground, pinning it to the sand.

      I turned toward Wesley, my eyes narrowing as my anger boiled over.

      He had created a shield around him, a strong enough one that it kept the monsters at bay. Every time one got too near, the shield emitted a sharp burst of electricity, sending the creature stumbling back.

      I had to admit, Wesley was a sneaky little fuck-weasel, but he was no slouch at magic. That was a pretty good spell.

      Not good enough to beat me though.

      I focused my energy on him as Lachlan began beating down on the shield around him. I sent daggers of magic toward him, hitting the spots in his shield where the rock monsters had already cracked it. It took a couple tries, but I finally hit the widest crack in a direct hit. The shield splintered even more, hairline cracks extending over the entire surface.

      Wesley’s eyes went wide, and he reached into his pocket—probably to grab another charm.

      Just as he did, I threw a large spear of energy straight for him. When it reached the shield, the spear splintered, creating hundreds of smaller weapons that pierced through the magical shield and shattered it like glass.

      I followed up with another burst, sending it straight for the fucker’s crotch. If he was storing weapons in his pockets, I needed to get rid of them. And if he lost his dick and balls in the process? Well, that was his own fault for putting valuable shit so close to his junk.

      He twisted to the side just before my blast hit him, probably saving his micro-dick from evisceration, but not managing to save his charms. My blast hit him in the hip, and the charms exploded outward from him as if he were the epicenter of a bomb.

      Not wasting a second, I ran forward, jumping off a jagged piece of land sticking up from one of the gullies. I leapt through the air, using my magic to boost me. Wesley looked up in panic as I fell toward him. He put up his arms too late, and I tackled him to the ground, throwing him fifteen feet in the opposite direction. I heard his body hit the sand with a thud, and I was on my feet in a half-second, chasing after him again.

      “You think you can get away with this shit? You think you can attack your own people?” I screamed at him. “I’ve got something to teach you, Wesley, and it’s called fucking manners.”

      I grabbed the little weasel by the neck and tossed him to the ground, ramming my knee into his chest. He coughed and sputtered, grabbing me by the leg and throwing me to the other side. I felt something in my back crack as a hit the ground and skidded to a stop.

      Ow. That fucking hurt.

      Rage was still burning through me though, making my injuries feel like nothing more than minor distractions. Nothing was broken, and that was all that mattered.

      Grimacing, I stood up and turned to face Wesley. He laughed loudly, shaking his head. His voice rose in pitch as he spoke until it was practically a screech.

      “You stupid bitch. You think you can beat me? You think you can get one over on me? I’m better than you! I’m better than all of you. You think I’m cheating? I saw what you did in the last challenge. Teaming up together, letting those men protect you so you could fucking win. My charms are just magic. Magical tools.”

      With that, he raised one arm and opened his palm, revealing one last vial of black churning magic.

      Fuck!

      I leapt forward, but before I could stop him, he slammed the vial down on the ground. Coming to a skidding stop, I put my arms up, watching in horror as a massive flying creature swirled out of smoke and erupted from the ground. Its wings hit me hard, throwing me back, but I put my arms down and shot out magic to keep me on my feet. The flying magical creature swung around, and I ducked low, watching as it took flight. It headed straight for the guys, who were all still fighting the stone monsters.

      Oh, no, you don’t!

      I threw my hand out, sending a stream of magic straight for Wesley’s creature. But my magic wasn’t strong enough. The creature’s wing slapped it away before the blast could hit its body.

      “Watch out!” I screamed.

      The men all stopped and turned as the flying beast raced toward them. Lachlan put his arms up to defend himself, but even as magic sparked on his fingertips, the flying creature hit him hard in the head with its large talons. Then the creepy winged beast snatched him up in its talons and carried him off into the distance.

      My mouth dropped open, my heart thudding so hard in my chest that it felt like it would punch through my ribs. Choking back a pained cry, I raced toward the guys, sending a blast of energy toward Wesley. The fucking coward was already running off in the other direction, following after the last of the competitors as they all fled. They had taken down several of the stone monsters, and the ones that remained showed signs of the fight—their stone bodies were cracked and charred from the blasts they’d taken.

      To the east, a cloud of billowing smoke rose up, a pulsating light emanating from it. Everyone was running in that direction, but I couldn’t chase after them. I couldn’t even move. I stood between Trace and Merrick, joining them in holding off the stone monsters as I watched the flying creature disappear off into the distance.

      “Lach… Lachlan.” My throat was so tight that it hurt to speak. “We have to go after him.”

      Merrick sent out a rope of magic to wrap around a stone creature’s legs. “Of course, we have to. We’ll make Wesley pay for this shit, but that can wait. We need to go after Lach while we can still track him.”

      Trace grimaced, wiping sweat off his brow. His shirt was torn, and I could see blood through the rip in the fabric, but it didn’t look like the wound was too bad.

      Godsdammit, they’re already getting hurt. I shouldn’t have let them come with me.

      “Don’t worry about Lachlan,” Trace said, his voice hard. “He’s a fighter, and by the time we get to him he’ll probably be roasting that bird.”

      Normally, I would’ve laughed, but I could tell from the tone of his voice that even he wasn’t quite as confident as he tried to sound. Lachlan had been unconscious or close to it when that bird thing had snatched him up.

      I had gotten the guys into this. I had convinced them we needed the answers we would find here, despite the danger we’d put ourselves in just by coming back. I had made them feel like they were part of something bigger. But it was also quite possible that what I had actually done was given them a path straight to their deaths.

      Turning back toward Wesley as he disappeared into the distance, I clenched my hands into fists. The walking bag of dicks stopped suddenly and stared directly at me. There was a smirk on his face, and he put two fingers to his forehead, tipping them toward me before running off again. I could feel the blood boiling in my veins, and all I wanted to do was chase after him and rip his head right off his shoulders.

      For whatever reason, he had it out for me, and he’d had a plan to take me out from the beginning.

      But Merrick was right. Revenge on Wesley would have to wait.

      I joined two men beside me in fighting a path through the stone monsters. Our combined magic took out the final beast that stood in our way. As the ground reverberated from the shock of its heavy body, the three of us looked at each other and nodded before taking off through the sand as fast as we could.

      It was hotter than hell, hotter than the jungle had been last semester, but nothing was going to keep me from saving Lachlan. Not even that piece of shit Wesley, who had thought for sure he had it in the bag from the beginning.

      I hope like hell that when he tries to sleep tonight, he’s plagued by nightmares. I hope he knows I’ll be coming for him.

      The only hope Wesley had at this point was to pray that Lachlan was still alive by the time I found him.

      If he wasn’t, I swore to the gods and to everyone else who was watching us from the earthly plane, I would make Wesley’s death slow and painful.
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      “Look,” Merrick said, pointing up at the sky in the distance. “There it is. I can still see the streaks of smoke following behind that bird thing.”

      We had stopped for just a moment to collect our breaths. We’d been running across the shifting sands for what felt like hours as the creature ahead of us went in and out of view.

      I nodded and sucked a bunch of air into my lungs, knowing I could keep pushing. I had run longer and harder before, especially when Vin had wanted to teach me a lesson for staying out too late the night before and being late to practice. The only difference here was the fact that I was running through sand, and it was hotter than hell.

      “Up ahead,” Trace replied, nodding toward the horizon. “It looks like a forest. Hopefully it’ll be a little bit cooler there.”

      I grimaced, wiping sweat off my brow. “It might be hot out here, but at least we can see in all directions. In there, we’re going to have to look out for a whole other level of things trying to eat us.” Then I shook my head determinedly. “Doesn’t matter, Lachlan needs us. Come on.”

      The three of us picked up the pace again, running toward the slowly creeping foliage that led into the forest. The leaves were larger than anything I’d seen on our last trip here, and the vines that wrapped around the tree trunks were thick and covered in spines. We all called upon our magic, creating weapons that could push through the thick undergrowth as quickly as possible.

      I’d been right. There were multiple threats hiding in the thick foliage. Nothing like the stone monsters we’d encountered on our arrival—the new threats came in the form of man eating plants and insects that darted back and forth, attempting to take a bite out of each of us.

      But there was no time to stop.

      We swung our magical weapons, fighting them off as they appeared, trying to keep our feet moving as fast as possible. It was harder to keep an eye on the bird up above with the thick leaves and swaying limbs of the trees over our heads, but we managed to follow the bird-like creature up a large embankment and into a clearing.

      Both Merrick and Trace put their arms out, slowing me to a stop. I looked over at them, slightly confused. “What?” I gasped. “What are we stopping for?”

      Merrick pointed straight up into the sky. I squinted upward, trying to find the bird within the bright streaking light of the sun. It was directly above us, and I could just barely make out Lachlan’s form clutched in its talons.

      “There’s something wrong with the bird,” Trace said, hope mingling with fear in his voice. “It looks like it’s struggling.”

      We all put our hands up, shielding the light and watching as the bird weaved back and forth, calling out loudly. Suddenly, there was a shimmer of a bright blade and one of the bird’s massive talons came plummeting down toward the ground. We jumped out of the way as it landed, indenting the soil next to us.

      Quickly looking back up, we watched as Lachlan, looking as small as an ant from this distance, was released from the bird creature’s hold and came plummeting toward the ground.

      My entire body jolted with shock. Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.

      I leapt into action, sending out bursts of energy. “We have to make a landing spot for him! He’s going to die if he hits the ground.”

      Trace and Merrick joined me, interweaving their magic with mine. Every time Lachlan reached one of our nets or hovering cushions, he plowed right through it as if he had jumped from a hundred story building or been tossed out of an airplane. As he grew closer to the ground, panic surged in my chest, and I sent out an enormous burst of energy. It was so bright that it lit up the entire forest floor. I could hear the men around me, but it sounded like they were far away in a tunnel. The energy surged through my whole entire body as I did everything I could to create something to catch Lachlan before he hit the solid ground.

      I could feel the power burning through me, like gasoline fumes burning hot and bright. But it died just as quickly. When the energy had run out, I dropped my hands, and the light dimmed back to normal. Trace put his hand on my shoulder as I sucked in ragged breaths. I felt about ready to collapse.

      “Ari, it’s okay.” Trace’s words finally came into focus, the muffled sound fading. “You got him!”

      I looked up, blinking away the stars in my vision and finally seeing Lachlan’s body on the ground several yards away.

      Fuck. It was a good godsdamn thing Trace had told me my spell had worked. Otherwise, I might’ve passed out for real. Lach looked like he was fucking dead.

      The three of us raced toward him, our strides eating up the ground. As I approached, my heart pounded hard in my chest, and came to a stop next to the Irishman’s prone form. I put my hand out, stopping Merrick from reaching out and grabbing him.

      “He’s hurt. Shit, he’s very hurt. He’s still alive though.”

      Trace bent down next to me and used magic to scan Lachlan’s body. “Dammit. I think your magic definitely saved him, but he’s in rough shape. Between the fall and whatever the bird did to him when it attacked, he’s going to need something, anything that will help his healing accelerate. Otherwise…”

      When he paused, my stomach clenched so hard I felt like I might barf up everything I’d ever eaten.

      “Say it,” I grated.

      Trace swallowed hard, his blue eyes glinting. “If we don’t find something, Lachlan will die.”

      My jaw tightened. Trace and I locked gazes for a moment, and I could feel the shared fear that traveled between us like an electric current. Lach was important to both of us. To all of us.

      We were a team. A group. A partnership. And it wouldn’t work if we were missing a piece.

      Merrick snapped his fingers, drawing my attention. When I turned to him, he was glancing at the forest around us. “There are packs. Packs that have supplies in them, and useful charms hidden throughout the course for the Gods’ Challenge. Pretty sure if we search, we’ll be able to find something that can help, something like a healing potion. Like last semester.”

      Standing up, I nodded, forcing my fear down. Fear wouldn’t help Lachlan. Action would.

      “Trace, can you create something that will help us carry him?”

      The dark-haired man nodded, standing up and rubbing his hands together. He sent out a slow stream of energy that wrapped itself around Lachlan’s torn and shattered body. It cradled him gently, lifting him up into the air.

      “We should be able to move him this way,” he said quietly. “We’ll be able to move quicker and protect him better. I’ll only be able to hold this magic for an hour or two, and then someone else will have to take over so I can recharge.”

      Merrick and I both nodded. We headed deeper into the forest, not really caring where the rest of the students had gone. We searched high and low, hunting for anything that could save Lachlan’s life. Most of the time, he was unconscious, and as worried as I was, I was almost glad for it. I could tell he was in an immense amount of pain, but I wasn’t even sure that he was conscious enough to understand it.

      We searched for hours, combing through every inch of the forest around us as the sun sank beneath the horizon, moving out into the desert and then back into the woods again. All of us were dead on our feet, but Merrick and I traded off with Trace, creating spells that would help protect Lachlan as we carried him with us.

      Frustrated, I cut through a bunch of moving vines and grunted, screaming my rage at them as they retracted. Behind me, Lachlan groaned. I turned around and pressed my hand to his forehead. “I know, I know, Lach. I just need you to hang on a little bit longer. I know we’re so close to finding what you need.”

      Trace came to stand next to me, his body tense. “How’s he doing?”

      I shook my head, blinking back the tears that stung my eyes. “I don’t see him surviving much longer. We need to find something, and we need to do it fucking fast.”

      “Here. Finally. Here!” Merrick’s excited cry drew our attention, and he emerged from the underbrush a second later. He had a large pack slung over his back, and as soon as he reached us, he handed over a small blue packet with three vials inside. “I knew it as soon as I saw it. It’s a healing potion.”

      My eyes went wide, and I smiled at Merrick as I took the packet, disbelief and happiness making my blood pump faster. I looked to Trace, and he squinted slightly as he considered. “Yeah, Merrick’s right. You have to give him all three, starting with the green, the red, and then the yellow. This is one of the best healing potions there is.”

      We laid Lach down gently on the forest bed and unwrapped him from the magic that had been holding him in the air. I winced at just how black and blue and bloody his body really was. Trace tilted his head back as I administered each bottle to him, making sure that he swallowed before moving on to the next.

      When it was done, we all grew still, our focus entirely on Lachlan.

      Thank fuck for magic.

      There were still days when I resented this “gift” the gods had foisted on me, but at the moment, I was more grateful to magic than I could say. Because it was saving Lach’s life.

      It was amazing. As soon as the potion hit his system, he began to heal. Color came back to his cheeks, replacing the dull sallowness, and the black and blue bruises started to fade.

      All three of us settled in around him and watched every second of his crawl back to life. It took over an hour, which let me know how bad his injuries really had been. When his body no longer looked ragged and twisted, when the bones looked to be reconnected, and whatever bleeding was happening on the inside no longer showed through bruises and cuts, he began to regain consciousness.

      All three of us scooted closer to him, and I grabbed his hand. “Lach? Can you hear me?”

      He groaned loudly. “Bloody hell. What kind of… godforsaken birds do they have in this realm? I hate fuckin’ birds.”

      All three of us laughed, and tears began to flood down my cheeks. I’d held them back during our entire search for a healing potion, but abject relief broke down all my emotional barriers. I didn’t care if I looked weak, I was just happy as fuck to have him back.

      Lach tried to sit up, but Trace put a hand on his shoulder and pressed him back down. “Hold on there, buddy. Let the potion work just a little bit longer before you get up.”

      Lachlan relaxed back into the softness of the leaves beneath him. “Yeah, yeah. Thanks, ma.”

      I chuckled, grabbing one of the large man’s hands and pressing it between mine.

      As Lachlan rested, Merrick opened his hand, revealing a small piece of paper.

      “I found this too. It’s a clue. It looks like a small part of the map.” He held it aloft, tilting it slightly so that Lachlan could see it too. “It’s hard to make out what’s going on here; part of the map is missing pieces. But from what I can make out, the lower portion is where we started, Giant’s Pass. The others went to the right, and we went to the left. This, in the upper left-hand corner—I believe that’s where we are now, and from the looks of it, the gem is somewhere in this general direction. That means the others went the wrong way, but we went the right way.”

      “I knew that all along. All part of my master plan.” Lachlan laughed as he sat up slowly, his lips quirking up in a devilish grin.

      “Yeah, good thinking, Lach,” Trace said.

      “That’s not what we’re here for though, is it?” the Irishman asked, rolling his shoulders experimentally, as if making sure everything truly was healed.

      “No,” I agreed. “It’s not. Let the others fight over the gem if they want to. I want answers, and to get those, we need to find the gods.”

      “That means we need to get out of the Gods’ Challenge playing field,” Merrick said, glancing down at the map piece again. “Maybe we can use this to get closer to where we want to go.”

      “You good?” I asked, glancing at Lach. I wanted to tell him to lie back and rest more, but I knew he’d never go for that. I wouldn’t either in his shoes.

      We gathered our things, and I helped Lachlan to his feet.

      His skin was healed and unbroken, as if he had never been injured. He seemed to have even more energy than he did before the bird took him. My heart squeezed with happiness, something warm and sweet spreading through my stomach.

      There was no denying it anymore. I cared about these men so much more than I had expected to in the beginning.

      Merrick shouldered the pack again, and the four of us kept our magic ready at our fingertips as we turned away from where the clue was pointing us, and instead headed toward the outskirts of the Gods’ Challenge playing area.

      We were heading deeper into the godly realm, with no idea what we would find… or what would find us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting down on the edge of a rock, I pulled open the pack I had found.

      The men gathered around, waiting to see what exactly was inside. Merrick’s pack was mostly practical items—charms and healing potions, and wilderness gear. I had found a second pack earlier in the day, but with the man-eating plants everywhere we turned, we’d decided not to stop until we found a safer area. It was midday, and aside from a small break to nap around dawn, none of us had slept. We had been hiking for what felt like a million years.

      Since we knew that traveling in the opposite direction of the gem would draw unwanted attention and suspicion, we had created illusions of ourselves that would move slowly toward the gem. I wasn’t sure how convincing they would be, but hopefully they would keep focus off the four of us until we made it out of the challenge playing area. I was fairly certain the magical surveillance wouldn’t follow us beyond that.

      Because no students were expected to leave the playing area. Ever.

      “So, what’ve we got in there?” Merrick asked excitedly, drawing my attention back to the pack in my hands.

      Trace chuckled. “It’s amazing how out here in the jungle, and the desert, finding a backpack with some random shit in it could actually make us excited.”

      “At least while we’re out here, we can appreciate the small things.” Merrick shrugged.  “When we get back though, I’ll appreciate large plates of bacon, orange juice, and clean sheets.”

      Lachlan scoffed. “The first day we were back last semester, I just appreciated walkin’ around the corner and not havin’ some sort of creature try to eat my fuckin’ face.”

      We all chuckled as I began to pull things out of the pack. “A canteen that seems to already have water in it, a knife, some rope, and…”

      Everyone sat there staring at me, waiting to see what else I was about the say. I pulled out a black satchel and opened it up, reaching my arm elbow deep inside even though originally it fit in the palm of my hand. I smiled as I gripped what I knew had to be rations and pulled them out, tossing one to each of the men.

      “It might not be plates of bacon and orange juice, but I’m starving enough to eat anything. If I had to eat another bug, or the insides of a moving vine, I told myself that Trace’s arm would be the next thing to go.”

      Trace wrinkled his nose, then brightened. He gave me a bawdy wink as he opened up his rations. “I’m going to take the fact that you’d eat me first as a compliment, Snow.”

      We all laughed and sat there comfortably as we ate the same tasteless granola bar-type things that we’d had last time. Whatever. They were just as gross as always, but I hadn’t been kidding about being hungry enough to eat anything. After I’d finished my share, I leaned back against a nearby boulder.

      “So, how long have we been walking?” I asked.

      Merrick took a sip of the water and wiped the back of his hand over his mouth “A little over a week since we got Lach back. I didn’t even think it was possible to walk through the godly realm for that long.”

      I nodded. “From what I read in the library back at the school, the godly realm is roughly the size of earth. A portion of it is given to the Gods’ Challenge, and while it’s not a relatively large piece, it’s very broad and spread out. Only here, it’s constantly changing and someone else has control of what we see.”

      Everyone sat in silence for a moment, thinking about just how large of an area we had traveled. Exhaustion seeped through my bones like lead, and I groaned. “As good as it feels to just sit here, we’ve got to get going. Remember, once one of the actual contestants finds the gem and claims it, we’ll all be brought back to the academy. So we need to find what we’re looking for before that happens. Last time, we were here for almost a month, but it’s already been a week. I really don’t want to have come all of this way just to miss out on it because we took too long.”

      All the men grunted and nodded, and we heaved ourselves to our feet. Sitting for too long was dangerous. We needed to get a move on, and we had to find that same sense of urgency we’d had at the beginning. The answers to our questions were so close, it was almost as if I could feel it. There was a pulling in my chest, a strange sort of surety that filled me, growing stronger every day; I wasn’t even sure where it was coming from.

      I packed all the things we had found back into the bag, and Lachlan swept it out of my hands, throwing it over his back before heading out. I swatted his well-toned ass, but didn’t object. He’d let me carry it for the past several hours, so I could accept his chivalrous gesture without feeling like a slacker.

      The next hour or so of hiking passed in almost complete silence, but as we crested another hill and came into a clearing, we all stopped, speechless. Our gazes scanned the area, finding what looked like an invisible but very powerful barrier separating us from the rest of the godly realm.

      “Well,” I muttered. “I think we found the end.”

      Merrick began to walk forward. “Or the beginning. Whichever way you want to look at it.”

      I lifted my eyebrows and followed after him, reaching out and pulling him back before he could touch the shimmering shield that plummeted into the ground in front of us. It moved as if it were alive, and it was so thick and foggy that I couldn’t see to the other side.

      Lachlan scowled at the barrier. “So, exactly what are we supposed to do now? Is there some sort of challenge to this? Are we supposed to figure out the right way to get through it?”

      Trace shook his head. “No. This is a barrier to keep us away from the gods. None of us were even supposed to reach it. This isn’t a test. There’s a good chance that this barrier could instantly kill all of us, or at least spit us out back where we started. In fact, I have no real clue what it does. All I know is this is our side, and that’s their side. I can’t imagine they’ll be too happy when we get over there.”

      I shrugged, not giving two shits what the gods wanted. “They’ll just have to deal with it. They’re the ones who have all these fucking secrets, who made us need to search for answers, so they’ll have to deal with us coming into their territory.”

      The guys looked at me for a moment as if I was crazy, and then Merrick laughed. “You’re the fucking best, Aria.”

      I bit back a grin. I’d never admit it, but I loved that the men all seemed to like my fiery temper. I didn’t need to hold back with them or pretend to be anything but what I was.

      We all went to work, pacing back and forth in front of the barrier as we tried to figure out a way through it. We stood just a few feet apart from each other, reaching out toward it but never quite touching it. It didn’t seem to hurt any of us, but at the same time, no magic that we cast was able to part it or move it aside.

      Trace chuckled. “It reminds me of the slime in those movies. The stuff that comes off of the ghosts.”

      Merrick laughed. “Ecto-plasm.”

      Suddenly and without warning, the barrier began to swell and expand. Before any of us could move, it had wrapped itself around our arms and was sucking us in like invisible, powerful Jell-O. I yelped and struggled hard, trying to reach for the men. They reached back, grunting hoarsely as they tried to lock arms. But the strange magical material was far too strong. The substance ripped us apart, and before I could put up any more resistance, I was completely immersed in it.

      I opened my eyes, holding my breath. It was literally like floating in a sea of Jell-O. I knew I couldn’t suck it into my lungs—I couldn’t breathe it like air. I’d never been hugely claustrophobic, but the feeling was so fucking foreign, so strange, that it made panic beat in my chest. I renewed my struggles, flailing my arms back and forth. My limbs moved too slowly through the substance, and I couldn’t pull my magic to my fingertips.

      You’re going to die. You came all of this way and you’re going to die in a fucking vat of Jell-O.

      No way. I shushed the stupid voice in my head that kept insisting this was the end. There was no way I was going to let the godly take me down like this.

      I had to calm down. I had to use the very finite second I had left to figure out a way out of this.

      I stopped my body from moving and allowed myself to stay suspended in the magical barrier. Closing my eyes, I drew power from within myself, picturing my magic inside of me, searching for anything that I could use to fight through this. The gods may have control over a lot of things, but the magic inside me was mine.

      My magic spun and turned inside of me, and I began to push it out into my limbs. I imagined heat, a fire inside me that burned so hot it cut right through the gods’ shield around me. Even with my eyes closed, I could see the bright red burning light that emanated from my skin. I could feel the thick substance pulling back from my body, and suddenly, I felt a yank. My entire body flew forward, emerging from the barrier and tumbling down onto the ground. As I landed, steam hissed from all around me, and I released the magic from my skin.

      The barrier had spat me out, apparently in reaction to the magic that I had used. I leapt to my feet and spun around. Inside the barrier, I could see my three guys all struggling. I wished I could tell them what I’d done to get out, but I honestly wasn’t even sure what it was. I couldn’t describe it. I could only do it.

      Stepping forward, I shoved my hand back into the barrier and began to pull the magic to my skin, using the same spell I’d used to get myself out. This time, I kept my eyes open, watching as the barrier began to bubble and spit, moving back from my arm. It tried to push me out, but I wouldn’t let it. Instead, I grabbed Lachlan by the shirt and yanked him free, tossing him to the ground. I didn’t have time to see if he was okay. The other two couldn’t hold their breath much longer. Working quickly, I moved on to Trace and then Merrick.

      They both stumbled as they burst free, and by the time they regained their balance, Lach was on his feet too. All three of them looked at me with something like awe in their eyes.

      “What was that, Ari?” Merrick asked, his amber eyes shining with curiosity.

      Lachlan shook his head, smiling at me. “Fuckin’ impressive shite, whatever it was. Though yer skin was on fire, did you know that?”

      I chuckled and smiled, holding up my arm to show that there was no damage. Trace walked over next to me, lifting my arm to examine it closer, his fingertips making a new kind of fire flare in my veins as he examined my skin.

      “I wonder how many gods you pissed off with that one,” he murmured. “It was brilliant.”

      When we’d all regained our equilibrium, we stood shoulder-to-shoulder outside of the barrier, scanning the wilderness around us.

      “It’s still the same landscape,” I said, not sure if I should feel happy or sad about that.

      Merrick nodded. “It’s the same world, but I won’t lie, it all seems a bit more threatening and ominous on this side.”

      Just as he said that, a large bird dove from the sky several yards away from us. Its talons closed around what looked like some kind of large magical cat, grabbing the animal by the throat and ripping it in half as it flew off.

      Cringing, Lachlan looked over at us. “Ye think?”
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      “Kill it!” Merrick yelled across the clearing.

      I grabbed both straps of the magical weapon that I had created out of nothing and yanked hard, not really sure what to expect. We had gotten very creative in our time on the other side of the gods’ boundary wall. As I yanked, the jagged edges of my magical weapon sliced through the three-headed beast’s neck, dropping it to the ground. Immediately, the men all sent blasts of magical fire at it, burning the thing almost instantly to ash.

      Trace walked up next to me, brushing off his hands. “It’s a good thing we figured out that we have to actually burn the beasts to ash or they regenerate. I’m pretty sure on the first day, that rhinoceros-like creature was the same one over and over again. We just kept killing it, and it just kept coming back and hunting us down.”

      I chuckled and nodded. “You’re probably right. Live and learn, right?”

      Lachlan strode up to the top of the crest ahead of us and then turned, pulling a face. “Hey ladies, why don’t ye take a look at what I found. I’m not sure if this is good news or bad.”

      I shoved my knife back into the pocket on the side of my bag and sighed. “I really hate it when he starts a sentence off like that. None of us are ladies here.”

      Trace just laughed as we headed toward Lach, climbing up the embankment. Standing side-by-side, we stared down at an enormous rushing river in front of us. It was wide, and so deep that it made the water look almost black. I smiled, realizing that I knew exactly what that was. “It’s the River of Souls.”

      Trace wrinkled his nose. “Is that like the River Styx?”

      I trotted down the embankment toward the river, shaking my head. “Not really. But it means we have to be on the right track. According to what I read in the library, the seat of godly powers is contained within a river that flows like a giant circle around the place all the gods call their home. Which means, if this is that river and not some sort of trick, we just have to get across it. The gods’ city should be on the other side.

      Merrick lifted an eyebrow. “You know you just said we need to figure out some way to get across this giant river, right? The fucking enormous one in front of us?”

      Lachlan rolled up his sleeves and walked toward it. “Eh. It can’t be that hard.”

      He sent out streaks of magic, watching as the pieces weaved themselves together into a bridge that went up and over from one bank to the next. Then he held out his hands and grinned, turning to us. “See? Not that hard.”

      But as he turned back, the water in the river raced even faster, rising up. The bridge he had created trembled and crumpled under the pressure.

      I chuckled and patted him on the shoulder, feeling his muscles tense in frustration. “Yeah, sorry, big guy. It’s not going to be that easy. They really don’t want us in their homes.”

      Merrick pulled off his shirt, his muscles glistening against the reflections of light from the river. Working quickly, he tied the garment to his belt loop. “I guess we’re just going to have to swim.”

      I shrugged, figuring there was nothing in my pack that couldn’t get wet. Fear of entering the raging water made my heart beat faster, but I couldn’t let fear win. We could use our magic to help pull us across, keeping the rough current from sweeping us away.

      One by one, we began to wade into the river, sticking close to each other. Trace sent out a long stream of magic that curled around each of us, not tight enough to restrain us from swimming, but firm enough to keep us close together.

      As I swam, I noticed how dark the river water was, and how incredibly wide it was from shore to shore. I was already exhausted, but this is going to take the last bit of energy I had left in me.

      “Did you see that?” Merrick asked, his steady strokes stopping as he treaded water for a moment.

      We all looked around, breathing hard as the water carried us downstream. At first, I didn’t see anything, but then small flutters beneath the surface of the water caught my eye. At first, I thought it was just fish much like we had on earth, but as another flash of movement popped up right in front of me, I realized it was a large fin. Before I could turn to the others, something that felt like a hand wrapped around my ankle and pulled me underwater. I kicked mercilessly at whatever had grabbed me, my lungs burning as terror filled me, finally finding a solid place to smash my heel into. I heard a muffled screech, and the hand released my ankle.

      From above, Trace grabbed me by the shoulder and lifted me above the water. I sputtered and spat, gasping for air. Once I’d gotten my breath back, I realized the guys had swum closer to me, creating a circle and facing outward in all directions. All around us were mermaid-like creatures, their bodies scaled and their teeth pointy and jagged. They hissed at us, clearly threatened by our entrance into their water.

      “We don’t mean you any harm,” I sputtered, putting up my hands as the water pulled at us, dragging us farther downstream. Despite the fact that we were all moving, the mer-people seemed to have no trouble keeping us surrounded. “We just want to get to the other side.”

      In answer, one of the mer-people lunged at me. Merrick sent a stream of magic out, knocking her fifteen feet in the other direction.

      Lachlan raised an eyebrow, pushing his coppery red hair out of his eyes. “I don’t think they care what we want.”

      Suddenly, they all converged on us, squealing and screeching in voices so loud it hurt my ears. Without thought, the four of us began to fight, functioning like a well-oiled team. Where one person was weak, the other filled in, and we all watched each other’s backs even as we hurtled through the water.

      I could deny it until I was blue in the face, but it didn’t change the truth—these men and I were meant for each other. We just fucking worked. The one thing we had, the strength that kept us all together, was the trust we had in each other. Not once did I worry that any of the men would leave me hanging.

      Still, that didn’t mean I was confident we’d win this fight.

      We were only halfway across the river, still swimming in water so deep I had no idea where the bottom was. And it became very apparent about ten minutes into the battle that we were going to have to fight underwater.

      I used my magic to create a sort of bubble around my head, something that would hold oxygen in it at least for a few minutes longer than my lungs could. My men did the same, and we all looked at each other before diving below the surface. The bands of magic that kept us from separating glowed brightly around our ankles, lighting up the dark water around us.

      Being underwater in the river was unlike anything I’d experienced before. It was different somehow from water on earth. I could move more fluidly, and there wasn’t a heaviness around me like I would’ve expected, no weight of the water pressing in on me.

      As one of the mer-people swam toward me with a sharpened, shimmering trident, I whirled around, slamming my foot into its stomach and kicking it as far back as I possibly could. With my magic enhanced in the godly realm, coupled with my training for being a fighter, I was capable of fighting with deadly force, even underwater.

      The guys used their magic, spinning and weaving different weapons to scare off the mer-people. I used my fists, always more comfortable with straight combat than with magic. My previous fight training and skills were coming in handy, even under the strange fluid motion of the river.

      When the magic I was using to hold in oxygen popped, I swam to the surface, taking a deep breath as my face emerged. As my lungs filled with fresh air, I saw a spiraling flash coming straight at me. Merrick yanked on my wrist, dunking my head back under the water. We both looked up from beneath the water’s surface, watching a blade fly past. I pressed a hard kiss to his lips and felt his fingers dig into my hips as he pulled me close for a second.

      Then we both kicked up through the water, renewing the magical air bubbles around our heads.

      When we sank back down, all four of us gathered in a tight cluster.

      The merman who had thrown the blade was large, obviously an alpha, and charging straight for us. He was the last of his people attacking us, and the men and I all turned toward him, putting our palms straight out and blasting him with as much magic as we possibly could.

      At first, he let out a low grumble, pushing hard against our magic. He fought through the water toward us, but as his strength began to weaken, he flipped backward, soaring off into the darkness of the river.

      Everything went calm, and the screeching sounds of the mer-people drifted off into the distance.

      After surfacing one more time to refresh our air bubbles, the four of us dove down, kicking through the water and swimming to the other side. It was safer underneath, since it meant we could see what was coming in all directions.

      We emerged on the opposite bank, pulling each other up onto the shore and collapsing onto the soft ground. We were dripping wet and absolutely exhausted. My limbs felt like they did after a hard training session, shaky and useless.

      After a few moments of lying there, Merrick began to chuckle. “This is getting harder and harder every step we take.”

      Trace sat up, wringing the water out of his shirt before putting it back on. “Yeah, it is, but at least we’re one step closer to our goal. I can’t imagine any of the other contestants actually getting across this river. How would ye be able to fight off all those fuckin’ fish creatures by yerself?”

      I pulled myself up and leaned back against a rock. “That’s the point. We’re outside of the competition zone, so no one is actually supposed to make it across the river unless they’re invited. It’s no longer a battle of wits, not that it ever was, but now survival will be even more difficult. We’re in the gods’ territory, outside of the playing area, and if they didn’t know that we were gone from the competition before, they’re definitely going to know now. I can’t imagine the mermaids not being one with the gods. Someone will tell on us.”

      Lachlan stood up, wringing out a shirt before putting it back on.

      “Fuck’s sake. When I don’t want visitors, I just close the blinds and turn off the lights. The gods, they really don’t like outside people. They’ve got mer-people and three-headed dragons and who knows what else out there. They’re obviously willin’ to kill anybody that comes to visit.”

      Chuckling, I pulled myself to my feet. “I don’t imagine they like people coming into their land. But even more than that, it makes me wonder what they’re hiding. It’s gotta be something big for them to take so many precautions to protect their seat of power. We just need to get there. It will hold answers; I know it will.”

      Trace nodded, making a face as he dragged himself upright. “Yup. And hopefully we’ll get there in one damn piece.”
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      Several hours later, Lachlan stopped, leaning against a tree and shaking his head.

      “I don’t know about ye ladies, but I think we’ve gone far enough for the night. We swam across a ragin’ river, fought off mer-creatures, and we’ve been hikin’ for a couple of hours straight. We’re moving at a glacial pace here, and if we come across anything that we have to fight, we probably won’t survive it.”

      Stopping beside him, I put my back against the tree and closed my eyes for a moment. He was right, even if I didn’t want to admit it. I felt absolutely tapped, mentally, physically, and emotionally.

      “I agree,” I said. “We should stop for the night. It’s probably going to get dark soon anyway, if it even gets dark on this side of the barrier. Either way, we need to rest, eat, and dry off any clothes that might still be wet.”

      Trace dropped to the ground dramatically, his limbs splayed. “Yes! Finally! The drill sergeant agrees that we can have some rest. I was starting to think we were going to hike until we dropped.”

      The guys all chuckled, and I rolled my eyes, sticking my tongue out at him. Merrick smirked. “You better be careful with that thing. You can’t just go sticking it wherever you want to, not around us.”

      “Oh, is this how the night’s gonna go?” I swatted him playfully, although there wasn’t much strength behind it. I really was beat. “You guys busting my balls all night long?”

      Merrick shrugged. “You just might have the biggest and most rock solid ones out of all of us. And I mean that as a compliment.”

      I smirked at him as I picked up my bag and opened it up, searching through for the food. “Good. ’Cause I’m taking it as one.”

      Now that we’d stopped walking, all I wanted to do was sleep for a fucking week. It took extreme effort to get moving again as the four of us started to make camp. There was definitely a sense of urgency hovering around us. We had no idea when someone would find the gem, and if they did, we really didn’t know if we would be brought back to the school. We were on the other side of the barrier that surrounded the Gods’ Challenge playing area, and I honestly wasn’t sure if whatever magic brought all the contestants back would find us out here.

      Still, we couldn’t risk it. We had come too far to be snatched back at the last second. We were dead on our feet though, and we’d learned last time that we functioned better when we were well-rested. Fighting magical creatures off was exhausting, not to mention the hiking and the heat.

      As Merrick used his magic to create a canopy for us to sleep under, Trace stood up and nodded behind us. “Maybe it’ll be a little bit safer to go in there.”

      We all turned, looking over at a cave that had been hidden by ropes of thick vines. But as the breeze blew through the thickly wooded grove, the cave revealed itself. At first, I was a bit skeptical; the last cave I’d stepped into in this realm had ended up collapsing around us.

      “I’ll go check it out. Be right back.” Lachlan held up a hand to stop the rest of us and stepped in first, sending up a ball of light as he disappeared inside.

      We all stood watching the vine-covered hole he had disappeared into, waiting for him to come back.

      After a few minutes, Merrick shot me a slightly concerned look. “Should we go in after him?”

      “Oi, mates!” Lachlan yelled from inside the cave.

      I let out a sigh of relief, then raised my voice. “Took you long enough! Is it safe?”

      Lachlan poked his head out of the small rounded entryway into the cave, brushing aside the vines. “Aye. It’s completely empty. It doesn’t even look like any kind of animal has lived in here for quite a while. It might be a wee bit cold in here tonight, but it’s better than sleepin’ out in the open. Especially outside the barrier.”

      Merrick created his own ball of light, allowing it to hover over his hand as he stepped inside. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

      Trace and I strode in after him, ducking through the short passage and into a cave that probably could’ve held an entire football team—not that I wanted to share it with anyone except my three men.

      Falling into our usual duties, we spread out around the space. I made a fire in the center for light and warmth, and the others used their magic to create a bit more of a comfortable sleeping situation. None of us wanted to sleep on the hard stone ground. My body already felt like it’d been put through a meat grinder.

      Sitting down next to the magical fire, I opened up my pack. We still had some food rations left, but our supply was getting pretty low. And outside the playing area, we wouldn’t find any more packs to help us.

      “Sorry guys but we have to cut the rations in half. I don’t know when we’ll find food again, and we’re getting close to crumbs. We can always hunt and forage if we need to, but I’d rather not unless it’s absolutely necessary.”

      The guys just shrugged. We all remembered this from our last time in the challenge too. I had spent an entire month constantly tired and hungry.

      Trace chuckled, running a hand through his hair. “At least we have food this time. I’m pretty sure by this time in the last challenge, we had gone days without food. I’ll take a little over nothing anytime.”

      Lachlan laughed. “So, you like blue balls, aye?”

      Trace punched his burly friend in the shoulder. “Okay, maybe not anytime.”

      As we sat around the fire, chewing our rations as slow as possible to make them last, a strange sense of peace settled over me. Yes, I was in a deadly and threatening realm where the gods ruled. Yes, those same gods seemed determined to kill at least a portion of the people they blessed with magic, for unknown reasons. Yes, I was exhausted and still hungry.

      But I was with my men.

      Firelight reflected off their faces, each so different and yet so breathtakingly stunning. Sometimes it was impossible to believe that a year ago, the only one of them I had known was Merrick—and I’d been dead set on avoiding him, terrified of the feelings he elicited in me.

      Now, my life was completely different. It didn’t resemble my old life in any way.

      Well, except for the fighting. Maybe that part will never change.

      As if Merrick could read my mind, he polished off the last bite of his rations and brushed off his hands, leaning back against a large boulder on the cave floor. “I have to say, if you’d asked me a couple years ago where I thought my life would lead me, I wouldn’t have predicted this. Not even close.”

      Trace huffed a breath. “Same.”

      Lachlan and I murmured our agreement, although none of us sounded bitter about it. I knew I wasn’t.

      Merrick’s gaze moved around our little circle. “When you all manifested your magic, how did your friends feel about it?”

      I shrugged, shifting to the side to lean my head against Trace’s shoulder. Lachlan, never one to be left out, scooted closer on my other side, and I rested my hand in his lap, threading my fingers with his.

      “I really never had that many friends,” I admitted. Then I squeezed Lachlan’s hand. “But I do know that Lach lucked out. Over the break, I got to meet the guys in his motorcycle club, and they were super accepting. They asked a question here and there, but they didn’t act any differently toward me or him. My trainer at the fight ring couldn’t even look me in the godsdamn eyes after he found out I was a magic user.”

      From the looks on the other two men’s faces, they hadn’t had the same good luck. Trace turned his head slightly, pressing a kiss to my hair. It was such a simple, unconscious gesture of affection that it made my heart squeeze.

      “I thought everything would be fine at first,” he said quietly. “Especially given the kind of people that I was around. But as soon as my bandmates, or my former bandmates now, found out about it, they got really standoffish to me. It was the same with most people I told. It was awkward as fuck, and they all told me they felt for me, didn’t know what to say, or told me they’d be there for me… and then I never heard from them again. Shitty as hell.”

      Lachlan glanced across the fire at Merrick. “What about ye? Ye still got people that back ye up?”

      Merrick gave a wry smile, shaking his head. “Besides you guys? No. Most of my old friends and acquaintances, honestly, don’t even know. When I found out about it, I was too afraid to find out what their reactions would be. Most of the people in my circle were people I’d known my whole life, and I wasn’t prepared to face the possibility that they would turn on me. So when Oberon and his team showed up to collect me, I asked if I could go with them immediately. They had to pull some strings to get me into the academy ahead of the semester start, but it kept me from revealing my new magic to my friends and family. Oberon was happy with that. I think the fewer people who know, the happier the school admins are. At least, the fewer non-magical people who know.”

      “Yeah.” I shivered, and it had nothing to do with the chilly air in the cave. The fire was beginning to warm the space, but it couldn’t banish the trickle of fear that ran down my spine. “There are so many secrets and half-truths that surround Magic Blessed. I fucking hate it.”

      “Same.” Trace grunted.

      “What about you, Ari?” Merrick’s voice was soft, and when I looked up, my gaze caught on his. The firelight danced in his eyes, making the amber hue of his irises shine as if the flame burned inside them.

      Apparently, my initial attempt to shift focus to Lachlan and his club instead of going into my whole story hadn’t worked. I should’ve known. These men knew me way too well by now.

      “Well.” I shrugged, laughing lightly, even though my chest tightened a little. “I think I still have you guys all beat. Sure, none of your friends know because you didn’t tell them. But none of my friends know or flipped out about me developing magic because I never really had any good friends to begin with. Besides Vin and the other guys from the fight ring, and none of them dealt with it well.”

      Lachlan made a low noise in his throat, like a wolf growling a warning, and I had a sudden suspicion that if Vin were here right now, all three of the men would have some choice words for him. I grinned a little in spite of myself, then glanced at the blond man across the fire again.

      “It’s okay. I’m a big girl, I can take it. And it was mostly my fault. Merrick knows. I’ve never been a person you’d describe as friendly. I guess I kinda just push people away because it’s easier that way. I know what it feels like to lose somebody you love, and I know what kind of effect it has on you for the rest of your life. I guess somewhere in my brain, that turned into a mantra that I started to live by. A belief that I was better off alone.”

      Silence fell as my words died, covering the cave like a blanket. I shifted uncomfortably, not liking this feeling of being laid bare. I had no fucking problem with nudity, and would’ve happily stripped down in front of any—or all—of these men. But peeling away the layers of my carefully constructed facade was terrifying. I was letting them see me. All of me.

      The men all glanced around the fire at each other, and no one said a word at first. Finally, Merrick spoke up.

      “Yeah, you were kind of a bitch back when I knew you in Boston. Still are.” He grinned. “A stone cold bitch—and I fucking love that about you.”

      “A-fuckin’-men,” Lachlan said.

      His laugh vibrated through the connection between us, and Trace reached an arm around my waist to tug me a little closer to him.

      “We like you just the way you are, Snow. You’re a badass.”

      Warmth ballooned in my chest, and a strange feeling, almost like butterflies, filled my stomach.

      These men knew me better than anyone I’d ever known. Better than I’d ever allowed anyone to know me before. And they liked me for exactly who I was.

      A sudden sense of sureness filled me, a confidence that I was right where I was supposed to be. With the people I was meant for.

      I stood, slipping out from between Lachlan and Trace. All three men watched me curiously as I stepped away from the fire and turned to face them.

      “Do you remember the cave during our first challenge?” I asked, shifting my gaze between each of them. “The one with the lake of fire.”

      Something seemed to shift in the air, as if the very atoms around us began to vibrate with tension. Their expressions shifted, understanding and heat replacing confusion.

      “Aye, lass.” Lachlan nodded slowly. “We remember. I don’t think any of us will ever forget that night. I know I won’t anyway. One of the hottest fuckin’ nights of my life.”

      A grin curved my lips, and I reached down, grabbing the hem of my shirt and tugging it over my head. With careful deliberation, I unclasped my bra and slipped that off too. The tension gathering in the air tightened by several notches, and I saw Merrick’s throat work as he swallowed.

      Still watching them watch me, I untied my shoes and toed them off. Then I undid the button and fly of my pants, pushing them down my legs. I kicked them aside, leaving me standing in nothing but my panties.

      The men’s gazes were riveted to me by now, and a swell of arousal and satisfaction burned through me as I slowly ran my fingers over the waistband of my panties, teasing them, drawing out this delicious moment. The air in the cave was cool, but not cold. Still, goose bumps broke out across my skin as I finally hooked my thumbs into the thin material and pushed my panties over my hips, letting the fabric fall to my feet.

      “I want you.” My words were steady, full of the same confidence that burned through me. “We were in a cave in the godly realm when you all first agreed to share me. So I think it’s only fitting that a cave in the godly realm is where you all share me for the first time.”

      “We do share you, Ari,” Merrick said, his expression unreadable and his body taut with tension. “None of us want to fight each other anymore. We know you want each of us.”

      I shook my head, a smile curving my lips. My core was already throbbing with need, my nipples pebbled and my breasts swollen and heavy.

      “I don’t just want each of you. I want all of you. Together.”

      My words hung in the air for three long heartbeats as I watched firelight dance over the men’s faces as they absorbed what I’d said. Then they moved, rising to their feet so fast it was practically a blur. All three of them converged on me, surrounding me with their warm, muscled bodies.

      The fabric of their clothes seemed to scrape over my sensitive, delicate skin, making all of my nerve endings fire at once as Trace pulled me in for a deep, sensual kiss. The other two ran their hands over my body, touching me possessively as I drowned in Trace’s kiss.

      When he broke away from me, Merrick took over, and the moment he and I separated on a gasping breath, Lachlan was there. I moved fluidly and effortlessly between all three of them, kissing and touching and undulating against them. They passed me around between them, and the feeling of kissing each of them, of being touched by so many hands at once, made my breath come faster.

      Lachlan’s large thumbs brushed my nipples as he palmed my breasts, and Merrick stepped back to rid himself of his clothes. Then Lachlan passed me over to Trace so he could undress, and Trace handed me into Merrick’s waiting arms after kissing the breath out of me.

      When they all stepped closer to me again, there wasn’t a stitch of clothing between us, and I groaned in pleasure at the feel of so much naked skin pressed against mine. I could feel three cocks poking me in the stomach, ass cheek, and hip, and I let my head fall back against Trace’s shoulder as my knees wobbled a little.

      Holy fuck.

      I had asked for this. But I’d had no idea it would feel this damn good.

      As if to prove to me that I hadn’t even begun to scratch the surface of good, Merrick dropped to his knees in front of me, running his hands over my hips and thighs. His fingers teased my pussy, spreading my lips and flicking my clit as his mouth descended on me, and when his tongue joined his talented fingers, I cried out so loud the sound echoed back to me from the cave walls.

      “So good, Ari. You’re so wet for us already. You taste fucking incredible.”

      Merrick’s voice was a low rasp, and I felt the other two men respond to his words. For a moment, Lachlan, Trace, and I all watched Merrick eat my pussy like a starving man.

      Then, as if the sight had driven them beyond any measure of control, the two men still standing with me moved simultaneously. Trace’s hands came up to squeeze and massage my breasts while Lachlan turned my head and claimed my lips in a fierce kiss.

      Merrick licked and sucked my clit while Lach sucked and stroked my tongue, and when Trace shifted his attention to my nipples, tugging and pinching the sensitive buds, I exploded. Pleasure surged through me, starting in my core and radiating outward, making me shake helplessly in the men’s arms. All three of them held me up, letting me ride out the sensations as I rode Merrick’s face, digging my hand into his short blond hair as my hips rolled against him.

      When he finally drew back, the lower half of his face glistening with my wetness, I was panting for breath.

      He wiped his chin and rose slowly to his feet, his hands skimming over the dip of my waist and up the sides of my body as the other two men released me. Then Merrick clasped my face in his hands and kissed me deeply, letting me taste my essence on his lips.

      He drew back, desire making his amber eyes burn like the fire behind him. “I want your mouth on me, Ari. I want you to suck my cock while Trace fucks you. Will you do that for us? Do you want that?”

      A jolt of surprise and arousal flashed through me. That was the exact scenario I had described to Trace when I had first teased him with the idea of all of us together.

      Fuck yes, I wanted that.

      I nodded, my head bobbing quickly up and down. Still holding my gaze, Merrick stepped back even farther. Far enough away that I would have to hinge at the waist to wrap my lips around his cock, which jutted toward me, the vein that ran along the length pulsing slightly, the smooth mushroom head slightly darker than the rest.

      Licking my lips, I bent forward, holding onto Merrick’s lean hips to steady myself. When his cock was at eye level, I darted my tongue out to lick the small bead of precum at his slit, then closed my lips over the soft, velvety flesh.

      I heard him groan, and I heard the soft grunts of the two men behind me. Then I felt hands on my hips, and Trace’s cock teased my entrance, stretching me as he began to slide in with agonizing slowness. To encourage him, I slid my lips along Merrick’s shaft, taking the blond-haired mage deeper into my mouth. Trace seemed to take the hint, giving me more of his length until finally, he was fully rooted inside me.

      “You feel so damn good, Snow. And you look like the best kind of sin. Bent over for me, your beautiful lips wrapped around Merrick.” Trace’s normal smooth voice was rough, and I could feel his body shudder as he slowly pulled out and slid in again. “You’re gorgeous like this. You look so damn sexy, Lachlan has to fuck his fist just watching you.”

      His words lit me on fire, and I cut my gaze to the side. I couldn’t turn my head much, positioned between Merrick and Trace as I was, but I caught sight of Lachlan standing close by, his gaze locked on me as he slid his hand up and down his cock, pulling at it with harsh movements as his abs flexed and tightened.

      Then Trace began to fuck me in steady, long strokes, and I let the movement of my body dictate my rhythm as I slid my lips up and down Merrick’s cock. Saliva and precum ran down his shaft as he delved his fingers into my hair, gripping close to the scalp and guiding my movements. Trace’s hands were on my hips, his touch greedy as his fingers dug into my flesh.

      “Bloody hell,” Lach grunted, the sound almost pained.

      I knew how he felt. I was in an overload of sensations, floating away on the pleasure roaring through my body. It wasn’t just the physical pleasure of having Merrick and Trace’s hands on me, of Trace’s cock driving into my slick pussy or Merrick’s thick length in my mouth.

      It was the feeling of wholeness. Of rightness.

      As if I’d been waiting for this my whole life and had never known it until now.

      “I want to feel you come,” Trace murmured, his voice rough. He slipped one hand around the curve of my hip, brushing his fingers over my lower belly before finding the hard nub of my clit. “I want to watch you lose control for us. Feel you milk me with that sweet pussy.”

      Stars danced in my vision, and I clung to Merrick with a desperate grip as my mouth worked his shaft faster, taking him deeper into my throat each time. I could taste his salty essence on my tongue, and I knew he was close too.

      I was so turned on that my entire body felt like it was humming with energy. Every nerve ending in my skin seemed to be firing at once, and the slightest touch made me moan. My breasts felt full and heavy as they swayed with the motion of my body, and my back was already arching, my hips shifting as I chased the pleasure Trace’s fingertips were giving me.

      His movements became harder, more demanding, the thrusts of his cock matching the blur of his fingers, and it was too much for one body to contain anymore. I cried out around Merrick’s cock, licking and slurping him as an orgasm tore through me, making my knees shake and my body jerk.

      “Fuck yes, Ari. Just like that. Oh, fuuuuuck.”

      Merrick’s final word ended on a long groan as ropes of cum spilled down my throat. I swallowed over and over, taking every bit of him, and a second later, Trace cursed loudly, his thrusts falling out of rhythm as his cock pulsed inside me.

      My heart was beating so fast it felt like it might explode out of my chest. Aftershocks of pleasure still ran through me, and I wasn’t sure I had ever come so hard in my life. I ran my tongue up the length of Merrick’s shaft as I slowly released him, licking the rounded head of his cock before pulling back.

      He gripped my shoulders to help me stand as Trace pulled out of me, and before I could even catch my breath, Lachlan was there. Burning desire blazed in the Irishman’s green eyes, and he dragged me from Merrick’s hold like a caveman claiming his mate.

      Lach’s cock was hard as steel and hot as a brand as he wrapped his arms around me, his lips crashing against mine. Every bit of pent-up arousal that had built up in him as he watched his two friends fuck me was unleashed in this kiss, and I gasped as his tongue battled with mine.

      My own arousal spiked again, and I wrapped my arms around Lachlan’s neck as he lifted me into his arms. The head of his cock found my pussy, and without pausing, driven by a primal need, he slammed me down hard on his thick length, plunging in to the hilt. My head fell back as a scream of pleasure burst from me, and he growled, taking advantage of my position to run his lips up the column of my throat, licking and sucking. Tasting me.

      His large hands gripped my ass, and he lifted me up and down as he drove into me, making each thrust so deep it felt like he might split me in two.

      “Lachlan! Oh, Gods…”

      I hadn’t expected to come again so fast, but the demanding force of his thrusts and the need I could feel in every one of his movements drove me over the edge. My arms and legs tightened around him convulsively as waves of pleasure swept through me. He pulled me down on his thick shaft one last time, his body shuddering in my embrace as he followed me over the edge.

      His cock jerked inside me as he bathed my insides with his cum, and the feeling of incredible, overwhelming fullness made me whimper as I buried my face in his neck.

      We went still, breathing hard against one another, our sweat-dampened skin clinging together.

      Holy shit. That had been so much better, so much more than I had expected.

      I trusted Lach to keep holding me up, because I wasn’t ready to move yet. I wasn’t ready to let go of this incredible feeling yet. As we stood like that, my arms and legs still wrapped around him, the other two men stepped closer. Soft hands caressed my bare skin, warm lips kissed and worshipped me.

      I could feel it in the way they touched me, in the almost reverent silence that now filled the cave.

      This had changed everything. Not just for me.

      For all of us.
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      My pack felt heavier and heavier with every step I took.

      In actual fact, without much food and only a limited supply of other items, it really wasn’t that full. But at the moment, I could’ve sworn Trace had packed it full of rocks this morning as a practical joke. Not that he would do that—I was pretty sure he liked having his balls.

      So. Much. Hiking.

      If I never had to walk again for the rest of my life, it would be too damn soon, as far as I was concerned.

      After our incredible night in the cave, we’d traveled for another day and a half, unsure whether we were even going in the right direction. Outside the playing area, there were no clues, no hidden packs, nothing to help us along. Beyond the normal creatures lurking in the forest, no one had come for us, which made me think either the gods didn’t know we were here, or they were playing games with us.

      “Shit.” Trace’s voice broke into my thoughts, and I looked up to see him gesturing me closer from the top of the hill he and Lach had stopped on. “You gotta see this, Ari.”

      I huffed out a breath, digging my boots into the soil as I climbed up the hill just beyond the tree line of the forest. Merrick held out his hand and helped me up the rest of the way, then the men and I stood side-by-side.

      Immediately, I knew what Trace had been talking about. It was impossible to miss. From our high vantage point, the four of us stared out at a huge, breathtaking settlement in front of us.

      “Holy shit. The city of the gods,” I whispered, unable to keep the awe from my voice. I didn’t want to be impressed by anything the gods did, but it was impossible not to be dazzled by the sight before me.

      It was massive, stretching as far as my tired eyes could see. The beautiful white stone buildings were elaborately structured, with what seemed to be hand-chiseled details, statues that reached toward the sky, and a glistening glow to it all that almost hurt the eyes. The streets that ran between the large ornate buildings looked like gold, but there were no cars driving on them, only masses of people, all dressed in similar robes and walking in groups.

      Trace motioned to the right, where the hill sloped down into a divot surrounded by large purple and blue flowering bushes. It was hard to move from the spot where I stood, entranced by the beauty of the city in front of us. But as I tore my gaze from the glimmering city, I noticed a group of what looked like guards making their way around the outskirts of the city.

      Fuck. Last thing we need is to get caught when we’re so damn close.

      Quickly we all ducked and headed down into the gully, allowing the large plants to hide our presence.

      Dropping into a crouch between Merrick and Trace, I glanced around at the men. We had made it to the outskirts of the city, but that was only the beginning.

      “We need to get through the city gates somehow,” I murmured quietly.

      Lachlan carefully pushed back several branches of the bushes and looked down at the city. “Those people below—the ones enterin’ and exitin’ buildings in perfect formation. They’re not gods, are they?”

      Merrick glanced over Lachlan’s shoulder. “They can’t be. I think we’d feel the power coming off them even from here if they were gods.”

      “Are they more of those messengers?” Trace asked. “Like the ones who came to Magic Blessed just before the preliminary competition?”

      “Probably.” I peered over Lachlan’s shoulder, his whiskey and ginger scent tickling my nostrils as I leaned close to him to get a good look at the city in the distance. “It makes sense. We already know that mages live in the realm and serve the gods.”

      Trace shook his head, wrinkling his nose. “I heard they’re more than just messengers. They do everything. They’re servants, concubines, and house staff. They pretty much take care of everything in the city while the gods rule everything from the main palace building.”

      Lachlan sat back, wiping the dirt off his hands. “We’re goin’ to have to go in disguised. From the looks of it, there are only two choices here. We either go in as gods, or we go in as servants.”

      I shook my head. “There’s no way we’re gonna pass as gods. I’m sure they can sense it or something. It would be much safer if we went in as servants. We just have to figure out how to get our hands on their uniforms.”

      Slowly, we began to make our way around the city, scoping out the gate that surrounded it and the activity inside. After about thirty minutes of walking through the brush in a low crouch, Merrick held up a hand to stop us. Then he jerked his chin toward the city of the gods.

      “There. That gate up ahead—there are no guards there. It seems to be some sort of private servant entrance and exit.”

      Biting my bottom lip, I peered through the leaves and branches, staring down at the gate he had indicated. It was much smaller than the larger gate we had seen earlier, which I’d assumed was the main entrance to the city. The guys all gathered close, and we watched as mages, all dressed in similar uniforms, walked in and out of the city through the small gate. They wore long, dark blue cloaks with gold emblems on the front and the hoods shading their faces. I could barely see any of their bodies.

      Merrick pointed down at the group. “Those are the servants of the gods. Their messengers, like the ones they sent to visit the academy. They’re the ones that are closest to the gods themselves. I think that’s definitely what we need to take aim at.”

      The other two men agreed, and so did I.

      “Well, it’s pretty early in the day,” I whispered. “We can either take our chances and spend the night here, or we can try to intercept some of the messengers as they head out of the city and steal ourselves some mage robes. What do you guys think?”

      The three of them looked at each other, then Merrick nodded. “I say we do it. There’s no reason to wait any longer.”

      Trace dipped his chin in agreement, and Lachlan shot me a slightly feral look. “So how are we doin’ this? Are we usin’ magic to disable them, or are we goin’ to smash some heads?”

      I laughed softly, sliding my pack off my shoulders and hiding it underneath a bush so that if we actually made it back out of the gods’ city, I would be able to find it. Merrick did the same, setting his pack next to mine.

      “I think we should use magic,” I told the burly Irishman. “I’m pretty sure smashing skulls is going to catch the notice of at least one or two guards.”

      Lachlan looked highly disappointed, and I patted his shoulder as we began to make our way down the hill, sticking to the cover of the bushes as we headed toward the city. “Don’t worry, big man. I have a feeling there’ll still be plenty of chances to fight.”

      I just hope we can win those fights.

      I shoved down the worry that tightened my stomach. We were all powerful and good in a fight, but there was no doubt in my mind that the gods were stronger than all of us. But there was no point dwelling on that or letting fear paralyze me.

      After we reached the bottom of the hill, we waited for several long minutes, barely daring to breathe. Finally, a group of four mages emerged from the servant door and walked along a small path that would bring them close to the shrubs we hid behind. We were out of view of the guards posted at the main entrance, so this would be the best chance we’d get.

      Trace whispered a spell as he held his hand out, palm up, and blew on it. A burst of sparkling magic fluttered from his hand and up around the mages’ faces. One of them let out a low grunt of surprise, but before they could do anything more than that, all four of us leapt on them. Trace’s spell had slowed and disoriented them, and it gave us the opening we needed to gain the upper hand. I managed to wrestle my target to the ground, wrapping my legs around his neck in a chokehold and squeezing with my thighs until I felt his body go limp. I let magic pour out of me as well, wrapping around him and binding him tight.

      By the time I was sure he was out, the men had taken care of their mages as well. Just like the ones who had come to the school, the four messengers we had disabled practically oozed magic. If we hadn’t taken them by surprise, I wasn’t sure we would’ve been able to take them out at all.

      That was a good sign though. It meant that perhaps the gods’ city wouldn’t be too closely guarded. They clearly considered themselves safe from any threat in their own realm. The messengers had been relaxed, not on alert.

      I grabbed the man’s ankles and pulled his body into the bushes. The men did the same with their targets, and we began to take their robes. We needed to move quickly, before they woke up.

      Once we’d removed their garments and slipped them on, all four of us combined our magic to create bindings to hold them. I was sure it wouldn’t immobilize them for too long, but it was the best we could do.

      Straightening the stolen robes, which were just a little too big on me, I looked around at each of the men. “Alright, let’s go. If we get separated and can’t find each other, we meet back at the hill crest where we first saw the city. Whoever doesn’t show up, we’ll come back for you.”

      All three men nodded. Their gazes burned intensely, and I could practically feel their muscles bunching and shifting beneath their robes. I could tell they were on guard, and I didn’t blame them. My body vibrated with a fight-or-flight impulse too.

      We had come all that way though, and I wasn’t turning back without answers.

      Decked out in our robes, pulling the hoods as far forward as possible to shield our faces, we rose from the bushes and headed back toward the city. No guards stopped us, and no other mages seemed to question our presence as we passed through the servants’ city gate. We didn’t speak to each other, just walked in formation, doing our best to keep our heads down and blend in. It was hard not to look at the city though. The place was unlike anything I had ever seen before.

      The buildings appeared even more enormous from the ground, and everything looked spotless, as if they polished each stone every single day. We turned the corner onto the main thoroughfare leading to the large palace. As we did, the men slowed, and I glanced around at them.

      Merrick leaned toward me, whispering. “Look ahead and to your right.”

      Keeping my head tilted down, I shifted my gaze up and to the right and saw two men, taller than everyone else, draped in golden robes in an opulence that rivaled the city around them.

      Gods.

      Holy fuck. Those were the gods, walking the streets of their city followed by an entourage of mages.

      With my head still angled down, I talked quietly, just loud enough for the guys to hear me. “Coming from behind and to our left is another god. There are at least twenty servants behind him. As they pass, we need to fall in behind one of the groups.”

      I could see the slight movement as my men nodded, and we waited patiently as the gods passed with the mages trialing in their wake. We instantly stepped to the side, picking up our pace to match theirs. No one seemed to notice that we fell in, which was perfect.

      My heart thudded hard and fast in my chest, and I did my best to keep my steps steady and even. As we walked, I picked up snippets of murmured conversation between the mages in front of me.

      “Did you bring your offering to him?” one asked.

      The other mage gave a nod. “Of course I did. He’s our god. They’re all our gods. It is my privilege and duty to give of myself for them.”

      I looked slightly to my left, catching Trace’s gaze. His brows pulled together as he frowned.

      This is so fucking weird. The mages voices were reverent, worshipful, and awed. They served the gods in this city, and apparently, they worshiped them too. The way they talked about their offerings and duties was almost cult-like.

      Ugh. I better remember not to drink any Kool-Aid here.

      The mages continued talking, but their voices grew too soft for me to hear as we made our way through the city and toward the back, where the enormous palace structure stood. That one building alone took up probably a quarter of the city.

      Without warning, as we entered the grounds of the palace, the mages began to break off in different directions. They moved as if they had done this a hundred times. The four of us kept moving, not wanting to look awkward and weird or draw attention. We walked quickly through the crowds toward a large door where we could see many of the mages entering and exiting the palace.

      “That must be the service door,” Merrick whispered.

      We kept our pace, moving in unison straight for the service area. But as we approached, a guard stepped in front of us and put out his hand. “Symbols.”

      I froze. What?

      Keeping my head down, I glanced from side to side, wracking my brain for anything about symbols that I might’ve read in the books in that hidden room in the library.

      Nothing.

      “Show me your symbols,” the guard repeated, his becoming harder and more demanding.

      Ah, fuck.
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      Panic rose up in my chest, my hands unconsciously curling into fists as I prepared to fight—my bodies instinctual reaction to danger.

      “Well?” the guard demanded.

      I peeked at him through my eyelashes, careful not to reveal much of my face. He looked annoyed and bored, but not suspicious. Maybe not having these “symbols,” whatever they were, hadn’t automatically labeled us as outsiders. Intruders.

      Shoving down my nerves, I turned toward Trace, injecting the same annoyance I’d heard from the guard into my tone.

      “Yes. Where are they?”

      Trace jerked slightly, obviously surprised by my reaction.

      Please, trust me, Trace. Just trust me.

      I caught a flash of his bright blue eyes beneath his hood, and I saw the moment that understanding sparked.

      “Oh, I, uh…” He spread his arms slightly, giving a helpless little shrug. Even his voice had shifted, becoming a nervous stammer that was so different from his usual smooth tone. “I forgot them.”

      “You forgot,” I drawled. Then I heaved a sigh. “Of course you forgot. I should’ve known better than to ask you to remember anything, much less something like that.”

      The guard huffed a breath that was almost a laugh, obviously somewhat entertained by watching someone he considered an underling being berated for an oversight.

      Grabbing Trace’s arm, I pulled him aside, away from the service door and the guard that blocked it, still chastising him under my breath. The other two men followed close behind us, their postures tense beneath their robes.

      The guard didn’t stop us or call us back, and the knots in my stomach slowly began to unwind as we moved away from him.

      “Fucking hell, Snow.” I could hear the awe and gratitude in Trace’s voice. “That was some damn quick thinking.”

      “You too,” I murmured, glancing up at him. “Thanks for playing along.”

      “That was smart, Ari. You probably saved our lives,” Merrick added. Lachlan grunted his agreement.

      We stood in a sheltered little alcove for a few moments, glancing surreptitiously around to get our bearings, trying to figure out what to do next.

      Merrick cocked his head slightly, staring up at the palace from beneath his hood. “We still need to get in there somehow. But that guard is probably going to be on duty until the end of the day, so we can’t go back to the service entrance. He might’ve even alerted the other guards to keep an eye out for us. It’s good that we got away when we did. But that doesn’t solve our problem.”

      Trace chewed on his full lower lip, narrowing his eyes a little. “I think the best way for us to handle this is to go back out to the city. There should be some sort of entrance or exit concealed within the city.”

      Merrick wrinkled his nose. “Is this going to be one of those things where we have to wade through god shit in order to get into the castle?”

      Trace just shrugged, and I groaned. As we started following the ex-rock star back out toward the city, I leaned close to whisper to Merrick, “If it is, I’ll make you a magical bubble so you don’t get any shit on you. But you have to do the same for me.”

      Merrick let out a quiet laugh. “It’s a deal. Besides, it would be a dead giveaway anyway—walking through the palace smelling like a fucking septic system.”

      We headed out down the paths, through a garden area and then out to the city. When we were far enough away from the palace, we slipped down one of the darker alleyways, we began to search in earnest for a way in.

      Finally, Trace held up a finger, cocking his head. “Do you hear that?”

      I stopped and turned to face him, my ears pricking. “What?”

      “Water.”

      Now that he said it, I could hear the low rushing sound.

      “Yeah. What is it?”

      “Water ducts, I’m hoping,” he said with a grin. “And if they aren’t completely underwater, they should have tunnels that lead toward the palace. I can’t imagine there’s anyone down there guarding the aqueducts.”

      “Well, that’s better than sewage, so let’s get a move on it.” I nodded, excitement thrumming in my veins.

      The four of us followed the sound of the water until we located the entrance to the water ducts, looking around and making sure no one was watching as we slipped down and into the dark area.

      I sent a ball of magic ahead to light our way, and Trace led the pack. We followed the tunnels toward the palace, using our magic to help us navigate more clearly through the tunnels. They went in all directions, and we made several wrong turns, retracing our steps before latching onto the right path. I kept a mental log of every turn we took, trying to reverse it in my head so that we could make a quick escape this way if we needed to. It wouldn’t be fucking easy, but I wanted to have the option, at least.

      Finally, we emerged, stumbling out into what seemed like some sort of storage room inside the palace.

      We used our magic to dry ourselves off and headed out into the hallway, hoods draped low over our heads.

      Walking in formation, we all glanced back and forth nonchalantly, finding droves of mages within the palace walls. We snuck down the corridor and took a right into a room covered in shelves of books. It was a small, elegant library—only the books glowed slightly and appeared to be magically chained to the shelves.

      Merrick quickly shut the door behind us. “Does anybody else think this is weird?”

      I nodded. “So fucking weird. It’s almost like the gods just gave humans magic so they could have people to attend to them as servants and worshippers. Maybe that answers one of my questions about the school.”

      Lachlan had his face close to the magical books, though he was careful not to touch them.  “What question?”

      I bit the inside of my lip. “Maybe, and this is just me thinking, but maybe the teachers are servants too. That would explain why they’re so afraid. I don’t know though, if the gods gave magic to people thousands of years ago, and they’ve been happy with the supply ever since, then what happened in the last hundred years to change that?”

      Trace shook his head, his gaze shifting around the room. “That’s a good question. Why did the gods decide that now is the time to create more magic users? What exactly do they want with them, or with us?”

      Thinking about it for a moment, I stared at the ground. It didn’t make any sense to me, but I knew it wasn’t supposed to. I was never supposed to ask questions. But I had, and I had no intention of stopping. So here we were, standing in a small library within the palace walls of the gods.

      We were so close to finding answers.

      As we left the small library, we joined the droves of mages walking down the hallways. We followed the largest group, figuring they would take us to where we needed to go. As we approached an enormous archway leading into another room, I looked over at the men. Their keen gazes darted around, seeming to track every movement around us. We were literally surrounded by possible enemies, and our luck could change on a dime. If we were discovered, I wasn’t sure any of us would make it out alive.

      As we walked through the arched doorway, I almost stumbled as awe overwhelmed me. The room was massive, larger than any we’d been in so far. It looked like a court, the gathering place for all the gods, and there were dozens of the larger-than-life figures arrayed around the space. This must be their central meeting spot.

      Shuffling to the side, the men and I gathered into a tight cluster. Merrick glanced up to the front of the room.

      “For some reason, I thought that there would be fewer of them,” he murmured. “But there seems to be dozens of gods. I’m not even sure that I’ve read about any of them.”

      I scanned the rows of chairs leading up to one larger chair, positioned on a small raised area of the room. A man—god—who was at least seven feet tall with huge muscles, long flowing white hair, and golden robes that were thinner than the others took a seat in the chair.

      “Who is that?”

      Trace shook his head. “I don’t know the names, but it’s clear that there’s a hierarchy amongst the gods. That one must be incredibly powerful. He seems almost like some sort of leader to everyone else.”

      With my face hidden in the sea of mages, I watched as the god barked orders, made sweeping, languid gestures, and seemed to dominate the other gods. To his right was a small group, all looking at him with admiration and love. But not all the gathered gods seemed to feel that way. Others seemed to dislike him. They still obeyed his orders, but there was a sullenness to their expressions as they looked at him. It was obvious that they followed him out of fear, not out of admiration.

      Huh. Interesting.

      I hadn’t expected the gods to be plagued with the same sort of petty jockeying for power that humans dealt with on a daily basis. But apparently, some things were universal.

      The entire room looked almost like an enormous beehive. The gold robes of the gods glistened while messengers dressed in blue robes circulated throughout the court, serving the gods whatever they needed. There was wine and food everywhere, and the laughter and voices of the gods echoed through the chamber.

      This place is so huge. We need to poke around and get the fuck out quick, before we get caught.

      I turned to the guys, keeping half of my attention on the room around us.

      “I don’t want to do this,” I muttered in a low voice. “But I think that we need to split up. This place is way bigger than I expected, and we can’t waste time or risk drawing attention sneaking around as a group. If we spread out through the crowd, we may be able to learn something about Magic Blessed Academy, why the gods started creating new magic users, and why they’re trying to kill some of us off. We’ll meet back up here in an hour, and if anything goes wrong, just bail and wait for the rest of us on the hill outside the city.”

      Merrick took in a deep breath, and for the first time, he looked nervous. “Are you sure about this, Ari?”

      His amber eyes burned with emotions I was too terrified to name, but I felt them down to my very core. My heart gave a little squeeze in my chest, and I reached out to catch his hand before dropping it quickly.

      “Yes. But be safe. No matter what else, be fucking safe. If anything goes wrong, or you’re worried someone is on to you, just get out. Don’t be a hero.” I glanced at the other two men. “That goes for you too.”

      Very carefully, I clasped hands with Lachlan and Trace too, and then the four of us turned away from each other and split off. I kept my head down, wandering through the crowds to the side of the large court, trying to hear what the leader was talking about. Slowly, I drifted closer to his raised dais, trying to look like I had a purpose for being there. I was almost near enough to hear what he was saying when someone grabbed my arm.

      My head whipped up, and my gaze caught on one of the gods, a rather unattractive man with wavy brown hair and broad shoulders. With a sigh, he rolled his eyes and shook his head, pulling me along behind him. “Woman, what are you doing in here? We’ve been waiting for you. The palace is not meant for concubines to wander freely.”

      He tossed me into a smaller room, coming in behind me and closing the door as I stumbled and caught my balance. The space was smaller than the main court, but it was still large. Half a dozen other human women, all scantily dressed, moved about the space, carrying trays of cheese and other strange looking foods. They all glanced over at me curiously and then back to the gods in the room.

      Motherfucker. The god had mistaken me for one of these concubines. Anger began to rise in my throat, the urge to kick someone’s ass building inside me. I hadn’t signed up to be some god’s plaything. I stepped forward, ready to fight my way out of the room if need be. I wasn’t going to betray the three men who had risked their lives to help me get here by fucking some god.

      But before I could do or say anything, the gods behind me began to talk.

      “Omari is in fine form today, I see,” one of them drawled.

      His friend, a god with features so sharp they looked deadly, pulled his lips back in a sneer. “It’s ridiculous. We are all supposed to be leaders, yet he amasses more and more power, luring others to his side with empty promises.”

      My ears pricked. I had no idea who this Omari guy was, but I could hazard a guess that he might be the one who’d been sitting on that almost throne-like chair in the large court. Did other gods oppose his rule? How had he risen to power? What was he promising?

      Suddenly, I was no longer in a hurry to leave the room.

      Several of the gods at the edges of the room had women draped over them, and soft sighs and low, wet noises reached my ears. I swallowed back my disgust. Hey, I liked sex as much as the next girl, but I wasn’t really into prostituting myself for the gods’ pleasure.

      But I couldn’t leave yet.

      Some girls were just serving food and drink though, and I could definitely do that. Quickly, I shucked the robe I had stolen, along with my boots, pants, and shirt. When I was left in nothing but my bra and panties, I stuffed my clothes behind a screen in the corner.

      As I stepped out from behind the screen, a few of the other girls glanced at me again, giving me odd looks. The gods, however, the ones I was actually worried about, paid zero attention to me. Keeping my ears open, I grabbed a pitcher from a small serving table and began filling cups as I walked closer to the men who were speaking to each other in low voices.

      “Our fearless leader,” the brown-haired god said sarcastically. “Although I don’t remember agreeing to let him lead.”

      Another one of the gods let out a low laugh. “You’re not the only one, Cassius. Ryker chafes at Omari’s ‘leadership’ more every day.”

      “Personally, I don’t care who holds the chair, but all of this unrest is causing strife between the factions,” Cassius replied. “We can’t afford to be splintered and divided. We’re facing a grave threat, and this discord is only holding us back from reaching any solution.”

      My mind was completely wrapped up in what the gods are saying, curiosity burning through me. Still clutching my pitcher, I stepped closer, wanting to hear everything they had to say.

      A solution to what? What is the problem?

      I stepped forward again, turning toward them but keeping my head at an angle so they didn’t look over at me. Not that there was much danger of that happening. Aside from the gods who were groping, fondling, and fucking the concubines, none of them seemed to pay the girls serving them any attention.

      “That’s the problem, isn’t it? Omari is pressing for a more permanent solution, where Ryker argues that will result in an uprising. And most of those fools out there don’t know how to decide anything for themselves,” the first god said, waving his hand in the direction of the court.

      What? What?! Tell me.

      Just as Cassius opened his mouth to speak, a strange feeling washed over me. I watched his mouth move but could only hear muffled noises as blood rushed in my ears. Then there was a familiar feeling in my stomach, a tug. It was as if someone had gripped me around the middle and was pulling me backward.

      I shook my head, knowing exactly what was happening. No, no, no, no. Not yet.

      But there was no resisting the pull.

      I growled as I was yanked backward, feeling my feet leave the ground as I catapulted through a portal. It spat me out, and I bounced on the hard ground of the stadium on The Hill, on the earthly plane once more.

      Instantly, my body seemed to drain of power, losing the added boost it’d had in the godly realm.

      For a second, everything whirled around me as I fought to get my breath back. A dozen emotions cascaded through me, but one burned hotter than all the rest.

      Disappointment.

      Godsdammit. I was so fucking close.
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      I stared up at the sky, cursing under my breath.

      Noises finally began to filter in around me. Cheering from the crowd, whoops and hollers. I craned my neck, glancing around to see the other competitors arriving as well.

      Of course, not all of them.

      It appeared that this semester, just like the last, several of them hadn’t made it back.

      My three men popped into existence, thrown through their portals slightly less violently than I had been. They all hurried over to me, and Merrick put his hand down, helping me to my feet.

      I stood, taking in a deep breath and shaking my head. When I focused on the men, I realized they were all staring at me, a slight bit of heat in their eyes.

      Trace cleared his throat, glancing around at the other contestants on The Hill and the crowd around us. “Uh, what the hell happened to the rest of your clothes, Ari?”

      Merrick and Lachlan stepped in front of me, and as they did, I realized that all three of the men were still wearing stolen messenger robes.

      Fuck.

      “Your clothes!” I hissed. “The robes. Get them off.”

      They all picked up my meaning immediately, shrugging off their stolen robes as Dean Frost greeted the other contestants. Merrick waved his hands at the piles of blue fabric, and they seemed to dissolve, sinking into the earth and disappearing.

      “Still doesn’t explain where yer pants went, lass,” Lachlan murmured as Dean Frost approached us, and I elbowed him in the ribs.

      “I’ll explain later.”

      He shot me a look that was part possessive jealousy and part amusement, then all four of us turned to face the dean.

      The dean nodded to us and greeted us in a low voice as she passed. Her gaze ran up and down my nearly naked form, an expression I couldn’t read passing through her eyes.  She didn’t ask any questions though, she narrowed her eyes slightly and kept going.

      Fuck. I probably didn’t match what my decoy illusion had looked like—if the illusions had still been functioning at all by the time we were yanked back to the earthly realm.

      Did she know where we’d been? What we’d been doing?

      I wasn’t sure she did, or I was sure she would’ve called me out on it. Unless she had good reason to want me to think she didn’t know.

      Several contestants stood to our left, and when Dean Frost reached them, she lifted one of their hands high in the air as the cheering from the crowd doubled in volume. “Welcome back, brave contestants. I’m glad to see all of your faces. This semester’s Gods’ Challenge winner is Wesley Marshall.”

      My head immediately snapped toward her. Holy shit, it is Wesley.

      I blinked, my eyebrows drawing together as I stared at a man I barely recognized. He was dirty and disheveled, bruised and bloody, and he looked like he’d been through some shit. In fact, he looked like he had been through multiple layers of shit.

      Remembering what I’d felt like by the end of the challenge last semester, I couldn’t help but almost feel sorry for him. Then again, he had almost cost me Lachlan, and I’d made the promise to take him down the next time I saw him. I barely needed to do anything though. He looked like he was going to keel over on his own, as if he was barely capable of standing.

      While I could remember what I’d felt like after winning the challenge last time, and I had seen myself in the mirror that afternoon, I hadn’t looked even half as bad as Wesley did. He was a stronger fighter than I had anticipated, as I’d found out when he had turned on us. The guy was no slouch. It made me wonder whether the challenges were getting harder.

      Had this been an attempt to make sure fewer students survived?

      With the thought in my mind, I looked around, counting the contestants. It was way worse than the semester before. Twenty people had been sent this time, and only half of us had made it back. Some of the contestants stared at the empty space next to them, where their friends and fellow students had once stood. My stomach dropped, and I felt sick.

      The dean clapped her hands, startling me slightly. “Everyone return to the academy building. Our contestants will need a little time to get cleaned up and recover. The closing ceremony will be held in the auditorium in a few hours.”

      I turned quickly and hurried down toward the large castle-like building, the men close behind me. Lachlan wrapped an arm around my shoulders, as the other two crowded close, warming my chilled skin and protecting me from the eyes of ogling students.

      They walked me to my dorm, and I explained what had happened in a quiet voice as we went. There wasn’t time to lay out more than the barest details though. We needed time to talk through everything we learned, but we couldn’t miss the closing ceremony without drawing more attention. And the dean was already suspicious. I was sure of it.

      Each of the guys kissed me goodbye, and they headed to their own rooms. I showered and changed, trying to take my time so I didn’t have to stand in the auditorium any longer than I had to. When it was time, I walked out, hearing the roar of the crowd as I entered.

      I was pretty sure I could hear Eden’s voice rising above the others, and my heart clenched. She was still so enthusiastic about this school, but I couldn’t join her in her excitement.

      The contestants all sat in the front row just like the last time, leaving spaces for those who hadn’t made it back.

      That same feeling of anger rushed through me, and I watched as Wesley was given the award for winning the challenge. As he waved to the crowd, he looked over at me, flashing me a smug smirk. Instantly, I no longer felt sorry for him.

      What a fuckface. I could’ve beaten him easily if I’d actually been competing.

      But I hadn’t actually been hunting the gem, I had been doing something far more important. Still, I hated to lose, and now Wesley had it in his head that he was the better mage. The better fighter.

      It pissed me off, and I wanted to leap up onto the stage and fight him with my bare hands, but I kept my mouth shut and gripped Trace’s hand so hard my bones scraped together.

      I had been on the admins’ radar since last semester, and we didn’t need to do anything else to stand out or draw negative attention.

      We had snuck into the gods’ domain, outside of the perimeter of the games, and I was pretty sure that wasn’t sanctioned by the rules of the game. And not only had I shown up at the school wearing barely anything, but when I’d gotten sucked through the portal back to earth, there was a very good chance that the gods in that room had seen me vanish into thin air.

      They would not have taken that lightly.

      The ceremony finally concluded, and the men and I filed out of the auditorium. At least fewer people wanted to speak to me this semester, since I wasn’t the one who’d won a stupid gem.

      As soon as we stepped out of the large room, a small body barreled into me, almost knocking me over. Eden hugged me tightly, and I chuckled, hugging her back. I could hear the fear in her voice when she spoke, her words slightly muffled by my shirt.

      “Holy shit, Aria, that looked so much worse than last time. I thought you’d died for sure. When I saw you come through the portal, I just about passed out. I don’t care that you didn’t win, I’m just glad you’re back.” She pulled back to stare up at me with wide blue eyes. “There was a good portion of time that no one could see you guys. I don’t know if they were searching for you or not, but after a while, they didn’t even try on the screen. I thought for sure…” She swallowed, then shook her head. “But you’re not. You’re alive.”

      I patted her awkwardly on the back and tried to smile, feeling her grip grow even tighter. “Eden… uh, I can’t breathe.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes flew wide, and she loosened her grip a bit with a nervous laugh. “Sorry. Sometimes I don’t know my own strength.”

      I pulled down on my shirt and chuckled. “I’m glad I’m back too. I’m not happy that Wesley won, but at least the guys and I made it back alive.”

      Eden pointed at me, her expression growing very serious. It took everything in me not to laugh. “That’s right. You have to look at the positive. You went to the godly realm twice, and you survived both times.”

      I nodded at her, and the men fell into step around as we walked down the hall, joining the flow of students. Though I kept a smile on my face for Eden’s benefit, I was bitterly disappointed. We had made it so fucking far, only to be yanked back at the last second. The guys had risked their lives, and so had I, just by entering the challenge in the first place.

      I was right there! I was so damn close.

      The gods had been speaking freely right in front of me, about to reveal their secrets—and I’d been dragged back to earth. Now I was left battered, bruised, closely watched, and with no new information.

      Shoving down my frustration, I turned to Eden. “Anything new and exciting happen while we were gone?”

      The perky blonde girl scrunched up her nose. “No, not really. There was about a week after you guys disappeared when we didn’t see the dean, but then she showed back up as if she’d never been gone. I think she has some weird mage boyfriend she keeps hidden.”

      I pretended to barf and shook my head. “That’s gross.”

      She giggled, the sound light and airy, and despite my anger and frustration, it lifted my spirits a little. Information or not, I had to admit it felt good to be back, to be alive.

      But I could never forget that there were many who would never laugh again, who hadn’t made it back from the challenges. Their absence made what I was doing seem all the more important.

      The memorial wall in our school was no longer enough to find solace in their deaths.
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      All the contestants who’d made it back from the godly realm resumed classes the next day.

      I remembered what it’d been like the last time, trying to catch up with everything that I had missed. This time it seemed almost harder. I should’ve been playing catch-up, studying, working on my magic, but I couldn’t fucking focus. I was wrapped up in the questions that continued to swirl through my mind. I had thought going to the godly realm would give me answers, but all it’d done was build new puzzles for me to pick apart in my head.

      Not only did the gods seem to want some of us magic users dead, there was dissension among them, a power struggle between two would-be leaders. And the gods themselves were facing some kind of threat.

      I had no idea what that might be though, and I found it hard to dredge up much sympathy for them. Not when they wanted more of my classmates dead.

      A week after our return, my head still hadn’t stopped spinning. I made excuses to Eden and left lunch early. I wasn’t hungry, and I couldn’t bear to sit still, so I went for a walk around the school.

      Merrick must’ve been having the same problem, because we ran into each other in one of the barely used hallways on the third floor.

      “Shouldn’t you be at lunch?” I cocked an eyebrow.

      He chuckled, his hands in his pockets as one corner of his lips curved up. “I could ask you the same thing.”

      Turning, I leaned my back against the wall. “Touché. Ugh, my head is just so fucked up about all of this.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Same.”

      “I feel like I’m going crazy, and I’m suspicious as hell about almost everything going on at the school.” I kept my voice low, but my words felt like a shout anyway. “I think I’m driving myself crazy. I can’t figure out what the gods’ motivation is for giving new humans magic. Especially when they then try to kill half of us off. And the school? What are the admins’ plans? What’s their role in all of this? Are they being forced to do what they’re doing, or are they the ones behind this? Everything is so unclear. It makes me think that nothing in these walls is actually meant to help us at all. Like we’re fucking flies trapped in a spiderweb.”

      Merrick let out a long sigh. “Yeah, that sounds about right. Since we don’t have any answers or concrete information about what’s going on, I’m questioning everything that the professors do and say. Sometimes I think I’m almost seeing things that aren’t there, just because I’m so suspicious of everyone.”

      I rubbed my hands over my face and growled. “We were supposed to come back with answers, with a plan of action. But if we don’t know what the threat is, how can we fight it? I was right there, Merrick. And then I was fucking snatched away.”

      He tugged my hand from my face and wrapped his around it, bringing it to his lips to kiss the back of it. It was a simple gesture, but it calmed some of the agitation raging through me.

      “It fucking sucks, Ari. I won’t deny that. But there is a bright side. At least we made it back. We could’ve been stuck in the godly realm forever. When we crossed out of the challenge playing area, there was no real definitive answer as to whether we would be pulled back or not. And I don’t think it would’ve worked out well for us if we’d gotten stuck there.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed, hating that I’d brought my men into such a dangerous situation. “We’d probably be dead. I can’t imagine that the gods would look too kindly on us if they knew we were sneaking around their palace, spying on them and questioning their motives.”

      A sound down the hallway made us both freeze, and I pushed away from the wall and glanced around, suddenly certain we weren’t alone. There was no other sound, and no one walked by, but a shiver ran up my spine. I looked over at Merrick, seeing the tension gathered in his shoulders.

      “We need to meet tonight. You, me, Trace, and Lachlan. We need to talk. Figure out where to go from here.”

      Merrick smiled, leaning forward and pressing a soft, warm kiss to my lips. “You got it. And if you need anything, you know where to find me.”

      He moved to draw back, but I went with him, prolonging our kiss. I felt him smile against my lips, and his arms banded around my waist, his hands gripping me firmly as his tongue stroked mine. When we broke apart, we were both a little breathless, and for a moment, my mind was blessedly free of worry.

      Gods, how do these three men do that to me?

      “Thanks, Merrick,”

      I pressed one last kiss to his lips, then turned and walked off.

      The rest of my classes passed in a daze. Merrick found me again at dinner and murmured into my ear, letting me know when and where to meet him and the others. We couldn’t be sure there was any place inside the walls of the academy where we wouldn’t be spied on, but we’d decided to avoid talking about any of our suspicions or plans in our rooms. It would be easiest for the admins to spy on us there, and if Dean Frost was as suspicious of me as I thought she was, I didn’t want to make it easy for her to track my activity.

      About twenty minutes after midnight, I pulled on my shoes and slipped out of my room, heading down to the practice rooms on the first floor. The hallways were dimly lit and eerily quiet. None of the students would be practicing magic this late at night, so I knew we wouldn’t have any disturbances.

      When I rounded the corner, I found all three men standing outside one of the practice rooms, waiting for me.

      Trace bowed dramatically. “The lady has arrived.”

      “I like to keep you waiting.” I smirked, lifting one shoulder.

      Merrick huffed a laugh. “That’s an understatement.”

      Lachlan grinned, dipping his head to kiss me on the cheek. “For you, lass? I’d wait forever.”

      We entered the practice room and Trace used a new spell he’d learned to seal the door from anyone trying to listen from the outside. The room was set up sort of like the big rooms at the boxing gym where I had trained with Vin. The space was open, and mats lined the floor, meant to soften the blow if students were thrown off their feet by backlash from a spell.

      We all sat down on the mats, and Merrick leaned back on his hands, his long legs in front of him. “It’s been hard to find time to talk—or at least, time when we can be relatively certain we aren’t being watched. So now that we have a chance, let’s go over what we all learned in the gods’ palace one more time.”

      Trace shrugged. “I really didn’t learn that much. The wine is gross, the women are kind of snobs, and apparently the gods don’t like it when you trip over their feet. Other than that, they gossip a lot but, most of it is just senseless and useless.”

      Merrick nodded. “That’s pretty much what I got too. I didn’t have enough time to really snoop before getting pulled out of there. The crowds were heavy, and messengers and other mages were everywhere.”

      Lachlan rubbed his nose, pursing his lips. “The only thing I overheard was that there’s a leader among the gods. I didn’t get his name or anythin’ though. I’m assuming it was the big bloke sittin’ on that giant golden throne.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded grimly. “That’s him. His name is Omari, and I think he’s the unofficial leader. There’s another god named Ryker who opposes him, and it sounded like they’re sort of fighting for the support of the other gods. They disagree about how to handle some threat, I got that much—but I couldn’t tell you what that threat is.”

      Trace looked suspiciously around the room. “Speaking of threats, what about the fact that I constantly feel like I’m being watched?”

      Merrick nodded. “I feel that way too. Like there’s always someone just a few steps behind me. I never feel alone anymore. I really thought it was just me being paranoid, but who the fuck knows? There could be something to it.”

      Lachlan scratched the back of his neck, a scowl creasing his face. “I hate feelin’ like I’m bein’ watched. I’m just gonna have to start givin’ them a show when I’m in the shower. Swing it around a little bit.”

      He gyrated his hips, as if he was worried we might not’ve understood what he meant, and a laugh burst from my lips before I could stop it. The sound bounced off the walls, and I looked around quickly. I knew Trace had used his magic to help block noises from escaping, but my heart still beat a little faster.

      “Well, we know for sure that the playing area is watched during the challenge—not just by the gods, but by the admins, students, and even by magic users outside of the academy, if what I’ve heard is right. And we know that our illusions went missing for about a week. Eden said they just stopped showing us on the feed. She thought we’d died.”

      Trace frowned. “You think Frost knows we snuck out? If they knew, why wouldn’t they have stopped us? Or, hell, killed us?”

      “I don’t know.” I bit my lip. “That’s what gives me hope that maybe they don’t know. But we have to consider the possibility that the admins and possibly even the gods know that we’ve been poking around.”

      Lachlan let out a low grunt. “That wouldn’t be good.”

      I shook my head. “No. And I hate that we took that risk and have nothing to show for it. The fact that we have to wait until next semester to go back absolutely drives me crazy.”

      “That is, if we even qualify next time.” Merrick lifted an eyebrow. “It’s getting harder and harder every time we go in there, and by next fall, I have no idea what we’ll have to face.”

      My gaze shifted around the small circle we had formed as the men continued to talk.

      It suddenly hit me how lucky we were to have all made it back in one piece. Just the thought of the guys taking that kind of risk again made me want to punch a fucking wall. I hated it. At the same time, though, I loved the fact that they were willing to try.

      They might say they were doing this just for me, but I knew that wasn’t true. And their dedication to the truth, to helping others like ourselves, made me care about them even more.

      It made me love them.

      I love them.

      I blinked as the realization hit me, my heart skipping a beat. But I didn’t feel afraid. I didn’t feel doubt. I was more sure of this than I had ever been about anything.

      “I definitely think some of the professors are in on it,” Merrick continued, his gaze thoughtful. “But there are others that either don’t know or do know and disapprove of the whole thing. If we can find out which ones—”

      As he spoke, I moved toward him. He broke off as he saw me approach, and when I reached him, I held his face in both hands for a moment, gazing into his burning amber eyes.

      “What is it, Aria?” he asked.

      “I love you.”

      His eyes widened, a dozen emotions filtering through them. Then he banded his arm around my waist and hauled me toward him, kissing me deeply. We were both panting when we broke apart, and the depth of emotion in his eyes had only grown. He brushed his nose against mine, nipping at my bottom lip before murmuring, “I love you too, fierce one. So fucking much.”

      My heart seemed to swell in my chest, and I wanted to press him down to the floor and rip his clothes off—and I would do that, but there was something else I needed to do first.

      Reluctantly pulling away from Merrick, I turned to Lachlan. The burly Irishman sat still as a predator, watching me with a hungry gaze as I moved toward him.

      “I love you, Lach,” I murmured, and he answered with a growl and a kiss that seemed to steal my soul.

      My world was spinning, my body humming with pleasure when we separated, and I turned toward Trace last. The rock star had never been one for subtlety or patience, so before I crawled over to where he sat on the floor, he launched himself toward me, tackling me and kissing me hard. I laughed breathlessly as he finally broke the connection between our lips, his blue eyes shining.

      “You better have been about to tell me you love me, Snow, or I’m gonna feel like a real asshole here.”

      That only made me laugh harder, and I grabbed his face, bringing it close to mine again. “I love you, Trace.”

      I kissed him again, savoring his taste and his scent, as he settled himself between my legs, grinding his hips against mine.

      “Love you back,” he murmured. “We all do. Can we show you how much?”

      “Fuck, yes.”

      “Good.” His smile was wicked as he lifted his head. He shot another burst of magic toward the door, adding a layer to the protective spell he had already put on it. When he looked back down at me, he pulled his full bottom lip between his teeth. “Gotta make sure no sound can get out. Because we’re gonna make you fucking scream.”

      My core clenched at his words. My heart felt so full I was surprised it could still pump blood, and I felt giddy, almost lightheaded with happiness.

      Seeming satisfied with the strength of the sound-dampening spell he’d put on the door, Trace dropped his head again and kissed me until I was gasping for breath. The other two men joined us, and Trace pulled me up to my knees, passing me over to Lach and then to Merrick. As each of them kissed me, the other helped me undress before getting rid of their own clothes, until there was a discarded pile of pants, shirts, and shoes beside us.

      As Trace scraped his teeth along my collarbone, making goose bumps spread across my skin, Merrick palmed one of my breasts, rolling my nipple between his fingers. Lachlan was behind me, and when I felt his hands glide over the curve of my ass before spreading my cheeks, I let out a strangled noise of arousal.

      He chuckled behind me, his thumb pressing gently at my back hole. “I want your arse, Ari. I love ye so fuckin’ much.”

      Maybe from another man, those two sentences wouldn’t have fit together so well. But for Lach, they did. The big man was fierce and primal, so of course he would show his love by taking a part of me for himself. By claiming my ass.

      I groaned in appreciation, arching my back and pressing into his touch to show him how much I wanted what he was offering.

      “We’ll all take ye together this time. All at once. Get the others ready while I get ye ready.”

      He gave my ass a slap, rubbing away the sting a second later, and a flood of wetness seeped from my pussy, sticky arousal coating my thighs. Merrick and Trace sat on the floor in front of me, side by side, and I leaned forward, licking Merrick’s cock from base to tip before switching my attention to Trace’s. I used one hand on the floor to steady myself as my other hand worked up and down Merrick’s shaft, spreading my saliva and mixing it with his precum.

      This position gave Lachlan exactly what he wanted. Access to the most intimate, forbidden part of me. With my back arched and my head dropped low, my ass was presented to him like a fucking prize.

      And he took it.

      He slipped his fingers between my pussy lips from behind, dipping into my core and gathering my arousal before bringing his wet digits back up to tease and play with my asshole. I let out a low moan of approval, renewing my efforts on the two men before me as Lach slipped one large finger into my tight back hole. My muscles clamped around him, but he was both patient and demanding, giving me time to adjust to first one finger and then two.

      With the second finger inside me, he began to stretch me out, and I gasped, letting out a keening cry as sensations barreled through me.

      “Fuck. You’re doing so well, Ari. Look at you.” Trace’s voice was thick with desire, and his cock pulsed in my grip. “Lach’s so deep inside you already. Getting you ready to take his cock.”

      I groaned, panting as I drew Merrick’s shaft deeper into my mouth, already imagining what it would be like to have all three of them inside me. Merrick’s hips were bucking restlessly, and I could tell all of us were getting close. I slowed down my strokes, teasing him and Trace, keeping them on the edge but never letting them go over as my body slowly began to relax around Lachlan’s fingers.

      When he drew them out, I whined in protest, but he gave my ass another little slap. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll take care of ye.”

      A second later, his large cock found the entrance to my pussy and pressed inside, making me groan with pleasure.

      Yes. Yes. I wanted that and so much more.

      Lachlan fucked me for a few strokes, pushing my body even higher and making my clit throb with need as he slicked himself in my juices. Then he pulled out, and this time the feeling of emptiness was even more acute.

      “Sit on Merrick’s cock, lass. Take him first, then me,” Lachlan grunted from behind me, and it was the only urging I needed.

      Crawling forward, I straddled Merrick’s lean hips as Trace rose to his knees. The tattooed rock star watched with blazing eyes as I fisted Merrick’s cock and sank down onto it, my body practically shaking with need as my pussy welcomed him, stretching around his thick girth.

      “Fuck, Ari. You feel so good,” Merrick murmured, gazing up at me. He reached up to brush his thumb over my nipple, making me hiss out a breath. “I can feel how turned on you are. How wet you are for us. We’ll give you everything you want.”

      I nodded dazedly, not quite capable of speech at the moment. As I rolled my hips, riding Merrick’s cock, I felt Lachlan’s hands on my ass again, spreading my cheeks wide, baring my hole to him.

      Bracing my hands on Merrick’s chest, I looked back over my shoulder. I couldn’t see the place where the fat head of Lach’s shaft pressed into me, but I could feel it. My entire body could feel it.

      He was big, so much thicker and longer than his fingers, and as he pressed inside me in small pulses, my chest heaved with my desperate breaths.

      Merrick’s thumb found my clit, and my mouth dropped open on a cry as pleasure shot through me like a bolt of lightning. I was already so close, my body burning for these men, that every stroke of his thumb against the little bundle of nerves made me shudder.

      “Trace!” I gasped, and he was there before I finished speaking. He gripped my chin and turned my head to claim a kiss, and as his tongue slid into my mouth, Lachlan bottomed out inside me.

      I kissed Trace like I was possessed, sucking on his tongue, biting at his lips, our teeth clashing together as the pain and pleasure of being so full threatened to overwhelm me. It was like nothing I had ever experienced before, and the slightest movement from either of the men who impaled me made sensations ricochet through me like a domino effect. Their cocks were separated by just a thin wall, and I was sure they could feel each other inside me as they slowly began to thrust, alternating strokes as they found a rhythm together.

      Merrick was still playing my clit like a finely tuned instrument, and my entire lower body felt flushed and swollen with arousal.

      Dragging my mouth away from Trace’s, I ran my lips down the side of his neck, over his tattooed chest, and down his stomach until I reached his shaft. It was smooth as velvet, still wet from when I had sucked him earlier, and so hard it looked almost painful. Craning my neck slightly to look up at him, I wrapped my lips around the tip, swirling my tongue over the soft skin.

      He growled, shaking his head in something like awe, as I took him deeper. Merrick and Lachlan were fucking me in earnest now, and the sounds of our flesh colliding filled the training room, accompanied by increasingly loud whimpers, moans, and grunts.

      Trace had been right to double up the protection spell on the door. Because they were going to do just what they’d promised.

      They were going to make me scream.

      “Let go, sweetheart. We’ve got ye.”

      Lachlan’s voice was strained, but I believed every word he said. One of my hands rested on Merrick’s chest, and Trace was helping support me, keeping me in place between the two other men as I sucked and licked his cock, my free hand wrapping around the base.

      I was completely at their mercy, and it was the first time in my entire life I had enjoyed that feeling. They filled me, stretched me, pounded into me, and every stroke made fire burn through my veins.

      “Fuck. I can’t last much longer. Oh, Gods.” Merrick hips rose up in rhythmic thrusts, his cock driving into me, and when he pinched my clit between his thumb and forefinger, I screamed around Trace’s thick length.

      The scream kept pouring out of me as I came like a runaway train, my ass and pussy both clamping down hard as shudders wracked my body. I pulled back from Trace’s cock, my fist pumping him desperately as I panted and sobbed out my release.

      Behind me, Lachlan roared, surging into me one last time before he came hard too.

      Merrick’s thumb kept working my clit, pushing my first orgasm into a second, as he pulsed inside me, flooding my womb with hot cum.

      “Let me see those gorgeous tits, Ari.”

      Trace’s command came through gritted teeth, and he took over, jerking himself roughly as I arched my back, jutting my breasts out. He let out a choked grunt as pearly white ropes coated my chest, stroking himself until he had spilled every drop.

      Lachlan and Merrick were still buried deep inside me, and Lach wrapped an arm around my waist to keep me from collapsing as all the tension seemed to drain from my muscles at once.

      Trace gazed down at me, tenderness mixing with the heat in his eyes as he took in the sight of me.

      Marked by them.

      Fucked by them.

      Claimed by them.

      “You’re it for me, Ari,” he murmured. “For all of us. No matter what happens at Magic Blessed, in the godly realm, or for the rest of my fucking life, I’ll never want anyone the way I want you.”

      My lips curved up in an exhausted, sated smile.

      I couldn’t have said it better myself.
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      “Yes! Very nice, Aria!” Professor Howes called out.

      I flung my arms open wide, then clapped them back together, swinging my magical vines back and forth. I took several steps forward and ducked as the apparition that was supposed to be fighting me took a swing.

      Instead of rising up to strike him, I lowered my hands and then brought them straight up over my head. My magical whip caught the apparition between the legs and split him right up the middle, slicing through his body as if he were made of warm butter.

      The thing disappeared, and several people in the class clapped, including the professor.

      “Very well done. Very well done, indeed,” Howes said.

      Not to sound cocky, but I was kicking ass in this class.

      I didn’t know if it was due to my time in the godly realm or my natural aptitude for magic, but I was doing incredibly well in my classes. Magic surged through me, as if part of the boost I’d gotten in the godly realm had stayed with me even when I came back, and I had complete control over it. My power over it had started to feel instinctual, and I felt stronger than I ever had before.

      Merrick caught my gaze from across the room, his amber eyes glinting as he smiled at me. I grinned back, loving the look of pride on his face.

      My three men were doing well in classes too, although none of them had improved by the same leaps and bounds I had.

      For just a moment, my thoughts drifted to the Gods’ Challenge. Was it possible the challenge really was meant to help the students? If I thought about everything we’d gone through, every trial and tribulation, every strength that we gained from having to fight for our lives, it almost made sense. The deadly game forced us to use everything in us, to think quickly, and to recall every magical lesson we’d ever been taught. Without those skills…

      “Without those skills, you’re as good as dead,” I mumbled to myself as I turned around, realizing that my logic was flawed.

      Professor Howes glanced at me, her brows pulling together. “I’m sorry? I didn’t catch that.”

      I cleared my throat, shaking my head. “Oh, nothing. I was just making notes for myself so I can do it better next time.”

      “Ah.” She gave me a strange look, her features stiffening. “Good.”

      The class continued, and she worked with other students, trying to talk them through using their powers to defeat the apparition. None of them handled it as easily as I had, and a small swell of pride bloomed in my chest.

      But it only lasted until the end of class.

      As everyone was filing out, Howes lifted her head, catching my gaze. “Aria. If you’ll wait a minute, please?”

      My men all glanced at me anxiously, but I gave them a small nod to let them know I would be okay. I had a feeling they would wait outside the classroom anyway, ready to burst in if they heard any sign of distress. Once, that might’ve annoyed me, but now it warmed my chest.

      “Yeah, professor? What’s up?” I stepped toward her, noticing the way her gaze darted from side to side.

      “You did well today.”

      I gave her a half-smile. “Thanks.”

      “Aria.” For a moment, her gaze stopped shifting around. The jittery energy pouring from her calmed, and she looked right at me. “Don’t try so hard.”

      I blinked. That was about the last thing I’d expected her to say. “What? What are you—?”

      “You’ll be late for your next class.” The nervous version of Howes was back, and she quickly turned and strode back toward her desk, which was situated at one end of the large, open room. “Just remember what I said. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Uh, okay.

      I stared at her retreating back in bemusement, and when she sat and began looking at papers, pointedly ignoring me, I turned and headed for the door. I could’ve pressed for more, but I had a feeling she had gone out on a limb telling me even that much, although it was hard to interpret her meaning. I didn’t want to get her in trouble and lose a potential ally.

      The next class group began to file into the room, and I moved against the tide of bodies, slipping out the door.

      What the hell was that about?

      It made no sense. Why would she tell me not to try so hard? I’d thought the entire idea of school was to do the best you could.

      Her words lingered with me, and over the next few days, I began to pay special attention in all of my other classes. I watched as other students performed, as the professors interacted with the other students. And I began to notice a strange pattern.

      Standing in our Power and Precision class, I chewed my lip as I watched Professor Wist work with a student. Lachlan sidled up next to me.

      “Why do ye look like ye’re gradin’ everyone right now?”

      My eyes went wide for a second, and I jerked my chin toward the professor on the other end of the room. “That. That right there.”

      The tall man raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “I don’t know what ye’re talkin’ about.”

      I glanced toward him, keeping my voice low. “Remember how I told you Howes told me not to try so hard? It was strange to me, so I started watching the other professors, and the other students in class. At first, I didn’t see it, but the more I’ve watched, the more I’ve started to pick up on it. I think some of the professors are trying to make us worse at magic.”

      He furrowed his brows, watching as Wist coached another student who was struggling in the class. Then he shook his head, murmuring, “Why would they do that?”

      I shrugged, pulling my book bag onto my shoulder as Wist finally called an end to the class. “I don’t know. It’s like they’re trying to make their students less powerful. It’s the complete opposite of what they should be doing.”

      Lachlan’s gaze slid to me as we left the classroom, and I could feel his smile even before I saw it. “So, what’s cookin’ in that gorgeous fuckin’ head of yers? I can see ye thinkin’.”

      I glanced up at him, grinning in spite of myself. “I’m thinking there’s only one person who might have an answer for me. I’ll meet up with you later, I gotta go.”

      I rose up onto my tiptoes and pressed a kiss to his lips, then darted down the hall. The next period’s classes would start soon, so I only had a little window of time.

      When I reached the Combat classroom, I didn’t hesitate. As the final student filed out of the room, I pushed my way in, closing the door softly behind me. As I walked forward, Professor Howes looked up at me, her expression instantly becoming nervous.

      “Aria.” She cleared her throat. “I was just about to go to a meeting. Whatever it is, we can talk about it in class tomorrow.”

      Nope. Sorry, lady.

      I hated to potentially drag someone else into danger with me and the men, but I needed answers badly enough to risk it. Stepping in front of her, I shook my head. “No. I can’t talk about this in front of other students, and it can’t wait. I need to know what’s going on here, Professor. I know what you and some of the other professors are doing. Giving us bad directions or coaching us to fail instead of succeed. Why? What’s going on?”

      Professor Howes shook her head, her large eyes appearing even bigger as she closed her bag and put it on her shoulder. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. That’s ridiculous. Why would any professor want to make a student less powerful?”

      She tried to push past me, but I wouldn’t move. “That’s exactly what I’ve been wondering. Why don’t you tell me? If I knew the answers, maybe I could do something about this. I know there’s more to this place than what we’ve been told.”

      Professor Howes let out a deep breath and put her finger straight up into my face, a vaguely threatening gesture. She glanced at the doorway and then back at me.

      “I’m going to tell you this just one time, Aria Banks. I’ve done what I can, but you can’t continue to ask questions like this. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll drop it all. Just… let it go.”

      Without another word, she walked around me and out of the classroom, closing the door behind her.

      I stood there in the silence of the room, anger and fear churning in my gut.

      Dammit. I was pissed as fuck that I couldn’t find any answers, but I was worried for Professor Howes. It was obvious she was caught up in something she didn’t want to be part of, and she was doing her best to help me.

      But I wasn’t sure anyone could help me. And even though I believed her warning, there was no way I would heed it.

      I was in too fucking deep to stop now.
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      After that day, I stopped asking Professor Howes questions, and she seemed to avoid me at all cost. My classes continued, and despite her warning not to excel, I noticed that my strength and powers seemed to be increasing.

      With my magic becoming stronger than I’d ever thought it would, coupled with half the teachers seeming to encourage students to be more fucking average, I began to worry about standing out. I decided maybe it was best to start doing what Professor Howes suggested, hiding my powers even as they grew.

      It was hard to do. Magic was practically bursting out of me these days. But I managed to focus well enough to intentionally do poorly on several of the practical assignments as well as holding back my magic when I was asked to perform a spell in front of the class. Deliberately doing shitty work went against everything I was, but I couldn’t let my pride get in the way of my mission.

      Besides, one of the things I’d learned as a fighter was that it was easier to take out an opponent when they thought you were weak.

      Near the end of the semester, several weeks after we’d gotten back from the challenge, Eden bounced up next to me as I headed toward my last class. Finals week had everyone on edge, and she seemed to manifest nervousness by being more peppy than usual.

      “How did you do in there?” she asked, then groaned. “I hate finals, and this is like the worst of them.”

      I chuckled. “Mediocre, at best.” On purpose. “It’s pretty tough. If I were you though, I wouldn’t worry about it if you don’t do the greatest. I think around here, it’s better to be right in the middle where nobody notices you than to be the best or the worst. You’re definitely not the worst.”

      Eden smiled at me, perking up again. “Maybe you’re right. I never did like attention anyway.”

      “Only one more to go. You ready for Defense Class?” I lifted my brows at her.

      Eden rolled her eyes. “I will have absolutely no problem being mediocre in that class. Good luck though, I know that’s your thing.”

      She patted me on the shoulder and smiled as we walked into the classroom. My gaze immediately moved to where the three men stood off to one side of the large room, as if a tether joined me to them. I moved toward them, nestling between the three of them and feeling their strength, support, and warmth surround me.

      “You ready for this shite, sweetheart?” Lachlan asked, leaning in to brush his lips against the shell of my ear. The rumble of his voice made goosebumps break out over my skin, but his words were like a bucket of cold ice water over my head.

      “I sure as fuck hope so.”

      “You’ll do great, Ari,” Merrick promised soothingly.

      “No, she’ll do terrible.” Trace chuckled, nudging his friend. “Get it right, dude.”

      They were both right, in a way. I had to do badly to do well. I would consider this final a success if I got a meager, passing grade.

      Easier said than done.

      It was hard for me to not put everything I had behind every spell. Not only was it just part of who I was, but my magic was so powerful that it almost took on a mind of its own. And this final in particular was going to be hard for me. Fighting had always been my specialty, even back when I’d been an ordinary, non-magical human.

      We all stood around the perimeter of the room as each person went, battling the same apparition but with different tactics. Each of the guys went, all doing okay, but intentionally not fantastic. That gave me relief, knowing it kept them off the radar.

      When it was my turn, I held down my nerves and stepped into the middle of the room. I managed to do just okay with defense, taking a couple shocks from the apparition, and finally ending it with a simple gesture. The men all nodded approvingly as I finished, and I smiled, fighting back a burst of semi-hysterical laughter.

      I was proud of myself, but it was a strangely odd achievement.

      “Good. Good. Well done, everyone.” Professor Howes scanned the classroom, her gaze skimming lightly over me. “You’re all dismissed. Grades will be posted shortly.”

      Students began to file out, a palpable sense of relief surrounding them as they celebrated being done with finals. The men and I headed into the hallway, but I stopped abruptly as Wesley stepped in front of me.

      He smirked, one side of his mouth lifting in a lazy, arrogant smile.  “It looks like you’re not such a prized student anymore, are you?”

      Godsdamn this fucking asshole. I gritted my teeth.

      I had pulled my punches, and he’d given it everything he had, so he’d done better than me. I knew that, but it still irritated the shit out of me that he thought he was a better mage than I was. Especially after the shit he’d pulled in the godly realm.

      He tilted his chin up, cockiness seeping from his damn pores. “All that shit talk, and then not only did I beat you in the trials, but I outdid you in this class too. Maybe they’ll have a remedial class you can take next semester.”

      My lips twitched, and my hands curled into fists.

      “You’re a fucking dick, Wesley. I wouldn’t go celebrating your win too much—it wasn’t exactly legitimate. All we’d have to do is replay the beginning of the Gods’ Challenge to see just how much you cheated. You couldn’t even make it through the first five minutes without using potions and spells that were created by someone else. Pathetic.”

      Anger boiled through my veins, and I moved to turn away. If I stuck around any longer, I was gonna fucking snap.

      But before I could make it down the hall, he raised his voice, a petulant tone to his words. “Maybe I should’ve just killed your little boyfriends while I had the chance. I definitely think it’ll be on my list next time we meet up in the challenge.”

      My heart stopped.

      Rage like I had never known suffused me like lava pouring out of a volcano, and I whipped around so fast the world was nothing but a blur.

      “You ugly little rat. If you’re gonna try to kill somebody, why don’t you come after me? And why wait until the challenge?”

      Magic burst from me, fury given shape, and a stream of bright light wrapped around his legs, waist, and torso. The end of it continued to grow, pushing heavily on his chest and around his neck. Wesley shrieked and clawed at it, but it stayed firm. All I could think about was how much I hated him, how much I couldn’t stand to see another breath come from him his sniveling little face. The magic squeezed him like a snake as his eyes grew wide and scared.

      “Aria!” Merrick shouted as all three men wrestled me back, grabbing me by the arms and around the waist.

      They shook me out of my anger, and I blinked, sucking in a ragged breath. I felt like I was in a tunnel, like reality was miles away.

      My gaze caught on Wesley’s beet-red face, and I swiped my hand, breaking the stranglehold I had on him. He fell to the ground and grabbed his throat, choking and coughing.

      “You… bitch.”

      Lachlan strode toward him, towering over him like an apex predator. Wesley flinched, but the Irishman crouched down and hauled him up by the front of his shirt, bringing them nearly nose-to-nose. “Be careful what ye say, ye little cock. Next time we’ll just let her kill ye. And if she takes mercy on ye, I’ll do it myself.”

      He threw Wesley back down and stormed away, grabbing my arm and pulling me along with him as the other two men kept pace with us. Professors poked their heads out of classrooms, drawn by the disturbance, but we ignored them as we headed through the outer hallway doors and into an empty, quiet room.

      As soon as the door closed, Merrick grabbed me by the shoulders and looked me in the eyes. “Are you okay, Ari? Fuck, you can’t let him get to you like that. You’re going to bring too much attention to yourself. That magic was insanely powerful.”

      I nodded. “I’m okay. That was stupid, I know. But I can’t fucking take this. I can’t keep pretending nothing is wrong. I need answers.”

      Trace put his hand on Merrick’s shoulder, his gaze serious as he watched me. “We’ll get them. We’ll go back next semester.”

      My eyes stung with angry tears, and I shook my head. “That’s too damn long to wait.  You should’ve just let me kill him. If that little shit hadn’t dragged me away just before I found out something, anything, things might be different. But he had to go and find the fucking gem and end the challenge.”

      Lachlan stepped forward, taking my face in his large, rough hands. His eyes burned, but his touch was surprisingly gentle. “Ye’ve got to keep yerself together, sweetheart. We’ve got to handle this the right way. They could be watchin’ us right now.”

      I licked my lips, letting the warmth of his skin and the feel of his palms comfort me. I didn’t want him to think I was upset with him. I wasn’t, but the whole reminder that people could be watching us made me even angrier.

      Lach pressed a kiss to my lips, then stepped back, regret twisting his features. “Fuck. We have another final to get to. Are ye gonna be okay if we leave ye alone?”

      I tilted my head back and groaned. “I have half a mind to go start some shit with Wesley again while you guys can’t stop me, but I won’t. I’m done for the day, and I’m pretty sure I’ll be safe in my room as long as Wesley doesn’t come hunt me down in there. Just come find me later.”

      Merrick and Trace kissed me too, and I hated that I could practically feel the worry coming off them in waves. I was falling apart at the seams, and they had a front row seat to the shit show, unable to do anything but watch and try to reassure me.

      We left the room together, splitting up in the hallway. I could feel the magic coursing through me as I made my way toward my dorm room, and it wrapped itself around my anger. I was almost blinded by it, and all I could think about was how badly I wished I could go back to the godly realm.

      Not next semester.

      Now.

      I kept repeating those words over and over in my head, imagining myself finally finding answers.

      As my foot swung forward to step through the doorway of my room, my stomach suddenly flipped, and I fell forward.

      But I never hit the floor.

      I plummeted straight through space.

      Gasping, I flailed for something to hold on to, but there was nothing there. Everything went wild and fuzzy in my vision, and I shut my eyes tightly. I felt like I was falling from a fucking skyscraper.

      Suddenly, my feet landed again, and I stumbled, rolling across a hard floor. Very carefully, I opened my eyes. My equilibrium was slightly off, and I stumbled like a drunk, putting my hand up on the wall. Steadying myself, I stared at the wall beneath my palm, realizing that it wasn’t one of the normal stone walls within the school.

      But it was familiar.

      I was staring at one of the gleaming white walls of the gods’ palace.
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      I blinked hard.

      What the fuck? How end up in the godly realm?

      Shock flooded me, but there was no denying the truth right before my eyes. I could feel the cool marble wall against my hand, and everything was so white and sparkling it hurt my head. Somehow, some way, I was standing back in the palace.

      The last thing I remembered was storming into my room after nearly killing Wesley.

      What could have possibly thrown me straight back to where I needed to be?

      Instantly, I began to think about all the ways I could’ve gotten here, but before I had a chance to organize my chaotic thoughts, voices met my ears.

      My head shot up, and I realized for the first time how exposed I was. Drawing my magic to my palms, relishing being able to use it fully for once, I swirled it around me, creating a cloak that should hide me from any watchful eyes.

      That is, if any of my magic will actually work on the gods themselves.

      Panic filled me at that thought, and I darted down the hallway I had appeared in, slipping behind a large marble column a few yards away. As I peered around the column, two gods came barreling around the corner.

      I froze in place as the one I recognized now as Omari stopped only a few feet from me. My heart skipped a beat, and I held my breath, hoping like hell they couldn’t see me.

      The god with Omari was nearly as tall as the white-haired man was, and I assumed it must be Ryker. Not just because the power radiating from him seemed to match Omari’s, or come close to it anyway—but because he seemed furious with Omari, which fit what I’d heard from the gossiping gods while I had poured their wine.

      Glancing around, I tried to get a bearing on where I was in the palace. It was obvious that I was far away from the court, possibly in a back area of the palace. I saw no other gods, and no servants, messengers, or concubines either.

      “You need to step back, Ryker,” Omari boomed angrily. “We’ve had this discussion multiple times. We shall continue as we have been. This plan will work.”

      Ryker slammed a fist against the wall, and I swore the whole palace shook. “You useless old fool. You’re wrong. It doesn’t make any sense. I don’t approve of this, and I’m not the only one.”

      Omari let out a noise like a growl and stormed off down the hallway before I could hear much more of what they were saying. I grabbed the cloak of illusion magic, pulling it tighter around me as I hurried after them.

      They walked so fast and with such long strides that I practically had to run to keep up with them, and I moved carefully to keep my footsteps silent as I went.

      I found them in an open air pavilion somewhere deep in the palace. There was a door that led out onto the pavilion, and I eased through it quickly and slid behind another pillar off to one side.

      Ryker glanced up, but the door had already shut behind me. Still, his brows pulled together slightly, and my heart thudded against my ribs. Fuck, that was too close.

      Shaking his head, the dark-haired god turned back to Omari. The two men were both staggeringly tall, but they were the opposite in almost every other way. While Omari had flowing white hair, Ryker’s was jet black. Ryker appeared younger as well, although I had no idea what that meant to gods.

      “You’re wrong, Omari,” he ground out. “You’ve been wrong for far too long. I’m not afraid of you, and I’ll do everything I can to stop you.”

      Omari scowled. “You have no solution, and you expect to rally followers behind you? I know how to handle new magic users. My tactics have been subtle and effective. The Gods’ Challenge is the perfect way to rid ourselves of those who grow too powerful, too fast. Those who present a threat to us.”

      The other god spat on the ground, a gesture that was so un-godly that it took me aback. I barely collected my focus in time to hear his next words. “The only thing you’re afraid of is losing your power. You hold up the ‘threat’ of these wild magic users as a way to control your followers.”

      Omari stepped forward, his voice lowering dangerously. “I don’t understand why you’re so upset about this, Ryker. You act as if these humans are your children. They’re not. They belong to none of us. We didn’t gift these humans their magical abilities. It was not in our control. Don’t you understand the danger in that? It. Shouldn’t. Be. It is against the laws of magic for ordinary humans to suddenly begin manifesting their own magic themselves. It’s a threat. A threat to all of us.”

      What?

      My throat tightened, and I put my hand to my stomach, feeling it flip-flop wildly. All the students at Magic Blessed were taught that the gods had given us our powers—it was one of the only pieces of magical lore and history we were taught. And it was a lie?

      Merrick, Lachlan, Trace, and Eden. Everyone else at the school. Me. We had all manifested our magic ourselves. It had appeared in us spontaneously, not as a gift from the gods at all.

      And they didn’t want us to have it.

      They considered us a threat.

      “I’ve heard your ranting too many times to count, old man,” Ryker drawled, anger in his tone. “Save it for your followers.”

      “My followers understand the danger,” Omari insisted, his voice cracking like thunder as waves of power poured from him. “We need to nip this in the bud. Destroy the most powerful of their kind now. Because we can’t control the spread of this magic. It was never part of our plan.”

      “Not everything has to fit your plan,” Ryker shot back angrily.

      “No.” Omari shook his head. “But I’m the leader here, and I decide what’s important and what’s not.”

      Ryker’s lips curled back, and I swore he actually swelled with anger. He pointed his finger at Omari, just inches from the white-haired god’s face. “Then understand what you are doing, fearless leader. What was in the plan is the mages. We rely on the magic users who live here, and those who worship us on earth. If they begin seeing you, us, murdering magic users indiscriminately, they’re going to start a rebellion.”

      Omari and Ryker began to move away as they continued arguing, their strides eating up the ground. My mind was reeling from what I’d heard, but I followed after them anyway, desperate to learn more. Rage was burning inside me, and I still couldn’t quite comprehend what they were saying. The magnitude of what it meant stunned me.

      As I stepped forward, Ryker turned to look over his shoulder, and my heart seized in terror.

      Shit. Can he see me?

      I stumbled backward in panic, crashing into a stone birdbath, and the mask of illusion I had wrapped around myself slipped. My hands faded into view as I suddenly became visible again, and I gasped and concentrated hard, trying to send myself back to the school.

      I could feel the world blurring around me as my magic took control.

      As my body began to sink back through whatever portal I had come from, I looked up, catching sight of Ryker staring at me for just a split second.

      Piercing gray eyes met mine, and fear suffused me.

      He knew I was there.

      The dark abyss pulled me in, sending me hurtling back to the earthly plane, but it was too late.

      Whatever cover of invisibility I’d had before, it had faded before the ether sucked me in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Whatever magical force had dropped me in the palace hurled me back into the Magic Blessed Academy building.

      But this time, it was a lot more violent.

      My eyes were open, my senses sharp—not just physically, but mentally as well.

      All around me, I could see visions of the world, mixed with scenery from the godly realm. It swirled and contorted, and loud shrieking noises echoed through my ears. I couldn’t catch my breath, and it felt as if I was careening toward the ground at maximum speed.

      For a moment, I feared I would smash down and never survive the fall.

      But just like in the palace, my feet were suddenly firm on the solid stone floor, and everything snapped back into place. My head whirled, and I clutched it tightly as I dropped to my knees. It took me a second to get both my vision and my hearing back, but when I did, I looked around quickly, finding myself in one of the empty practice rooms.

      It was dark, and I was alone. No one had seen me fall there. I tried to stand back up, but I was so dizzy that it took me three tries.

      Everything was spinning, and my stomach lurched. It took a minute for my mind to catch up, but when it did, a fresh wave of panic hit me. My hands rested on my knees, and I sucked in gasping breaths.

      Ryker had seen me.

      He had seen me, and he knew that I’d heard what they were saying. I hated Omari with a burning passion, but just because Ryker opposed him didn’t mean that the strange, powerful god was on my side.

      Fuck. He could follow me to this realm right now. He wouldn’t even need a portal to get here, he could just slide across the barrier between dimensions like it was nothing.

      The thought propelled me into motion, and even though I felt like I was going to barf with each step I took, I staggered toward the door. Shuffling as fast as I could through the hallways, I looked down into the classrooms, but it seemed that enough time had passed that everyone was out of finals and in their dorm rooms.

      The guys. I need to find the guys.

      I turned the corner in the maze of hallways that led to the other side of the school where the dorms were. As I raced forward, almost at a run, one of the classroom doors flew open and Wesley strode out. I was so close that I rammed right into him, bouncing back and almost losing my footing. He furrowed his brow and dropped his bag on the floor.

      “Watch where you’re going, bitch.” He chuckled. “I see you came back for more. I would’ve thought you’d bring your entourage with you since you can’t take me on your own.”

      I didn’t have time for this. I had to get to the guys and tell them what I had just found out.

      “Fuck off, you weaselly asshole,” I blurted. “I don’t have time for you. We can take care of this little issue some other time.”

      As I moved to dart around him, he put out his hand and pushed me back. The hysteria bubbling up in my stomach morphed instantly into rage, and my eyes narrowed to slits, my breath catching in my throat. “No one touches me,” I hissed.

      He chuckled, trailing his fingers up and over my shoulder in a mocking gesture. “Now, that’s a lie. From what I hear, you’re quite the whore.”

      My body moved before my brain even gave the command. Magic filled my fist with power as I reared back and punched him as hard as I could in the face. I was fed up, and I had no time for his bullshit. He hit the floor like a sack of potatoes, and I stepped over his body the second it hit the ground, striding away and leaving him there.

      I had to get to the guys.

      If Ryker had seen me, he could already be contacting the school. In fact, I had no idea how much time had passed from the moment I fell from the pavilion back into the academy building. For all I knew, there could be a barrage of mages waiting to take me away. And if that was the case, I knew the first place they would go would be to find my men. The dean wasn’t stupid—she knew that we worked together, that we were a team. They would be the perfect focal point for her wrath.

      The possibility that Dean Frost didn’t know what was going on, what the Gods’ Challenge was really meant for, didn’t even cross my mind.

      I had seen her face. I had seen how she looked at the rest of us. There was no fucking way she didn’t know. She had to be the ringleader here at the school.

      It didn’t matter though. I knew their secret now, and I wasn’t going to stand for it. Dozens of lives had been lost in the challenges, and all to thin the herd. Omari was powerful, and I was sure he had a lot of followers, but it seemed that Ryker was powerful too, which meant the white-haired god had at least one formidable enemy. Not everyone in the godly realm agreed with what Omari was doing.

      I raced up the stairs and rounded the corner into the hallway of the dorms, making sure there were no mages standing by to attack me.

      Everything was quiet.

      Heart pounding, I went to Merrick’s room first and knocked on the door. Almost instantly, he ripped it open. I caught sight of all three men’s faces before Merrick grabbed me and hauled me into his arms, holding me so tightly that breathing became impossible.

      When he drew back, his eyes were wild. “Ari! What the hell happened? Where have you been? We couldn’t find you, and we were afraid to ask around because we don’t know who the hell to trust here.”

      I looked back and forth in the hallway, my chest rising and falling fast. “I can’t talk about it out here. We’ve got to go someplace private.”

      The four of us ended up in a tall tower in the southwest corner of the building, an unused storage space that Trace had discovered. Every minute it took us to get there felt like an hour, and I could feel the men shooting me worried looks as we walked. As soon as we were safely inside, Trace wrapped his magic around the door, blocking our voices from any prying ears.

      “Alright, lass. What the everlovin’ fuck is goin’ on?” Lach demanded, worry sparking in his green eyes.

      I bit my bottom lip and took in a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. I wanted everything I said to be clear and concise.

      “After I left you guys before your last final, I went back to my room. But I never made it inside. Instead, I fell through a portal. All I kept thinking to myself when I walked away from you three was how I wished I could go back to the godly realm so I could find answers. When I went to walk through the doorway, I just kept going downward. My feet touched down and when I opened my eyes, I was back in the palace. I overheard Omari and Ryker having an argument.”

      Lachlan’s mouth fell open. “Holy fuck.”

      Merrick blinked. “Shit, Ari. How the hell…?”

      Trace’s brows pulled together, a strange look passing over his face. I ignored it though, wanting to get out what I had to say.

      “That’s not all. As they argued, I started to piece things together. The Gods’ Challenge is meant to kill off some of us. And the reason why they want us gone is because they didn’t give us this magic. They don’t know how humans are spontaneously developing power, but we’ve become a threat to the gods. At least some of them think so. Omari created the challenge to get rid of the strongest of us. The reason they did that instead of just killing us off outright is so they can keep the rest of the magical population appeased and in line. Omari wanted to get rid of us in secret so that they didn’t start a rebellion.”

      Anger flashed across each of their faces, a reflection of the violent emotions that churned in my chest.

      Merrick shook his head and put his hand out. “Wait. Then what does this Ryker god have to do with it? I thought he was against what Omari was doing.”

      I nodded. “He is. I’m not saying he’s an ally, but he doesn’t like the fact that Omari is killing off humans. Apparently, there’s a good portion of the gods that don’t like it either. I don’t know how many people in the school are on Omari’s side, but this is why we’re here. They came up with this whole thing just to monitor ‘wild magic’ users and try to get rid of the strongest of us.”

      Lachlan gritted his teeth. “Fuckin’ hell. I’ve never wanted to punch somebody straight in the face more than I do right now. That Omari, he deserves to get his arse whipped.”

      I laughed humorlessly, but it turned into a choked noise as I remembered the end of my visit to the godly realm.

      “There’s more. I fucked up. I used an invisibility cloaking spell while I was there so I could watch them. They started to move away from me and I wasn’t thinking—my mind was a fucking mess. I made a noise, and when Ryker glanced over, my cloaking spell had slipped. It all happened in a matter of seconds, but I know… I know Ryker saw me before I slipped through a portal back to the school.”

      Merrick and Lachlan instantly reached out and grabbed my hands. The blond-haired mage looked absolutely terrified. “Did he follow you? Did anyone follow you?”

      Lach shook his head. “Dammit. That’s it, sweetheart. Ye’re not leaving our sight. This could be really bad. We’ve got to figure out a way to keep ye safe if the gods follow ye here.”

      Trace put up his hands, seeming to rouse from a stunned silence as he shook his head. “Hold on. Hold on just a second. You guys are missing one of the craziest parts of this. The most important thing we’ve learned.”

      We all looked over at him, and I blinked. “What’s that?”

      Trace stared at me for several moments before speaking. “We all use designated portals to travel to and from the godly realm, Snow. Even the messengers the gods sent arrived in the portal room. If you went to the godly realm on your own, that can only mean one thing.”

      Lachlan dropped my hand, and so did Merrick. I looked back and forth between the three of them, my eyes wide. “What are you talking about?”

      Merrick’s face was a mask of pure shock.

      “Aria, you’re a god.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        To Be Continued…

      

      

      
        
        Wrath of the Gods, the final in the Magic Blessed Academy series, is coming soon!

      

        

      
        Everything I’ve been told about the gods and magic is a lie.

      

        

      
        I wanted answers. And, holy shit, did I get them.

      

        

      
        But now all I have are more questions and a bunch of powers I don’t know how to control.

      

        

      
        After the shocking revelation that left me reeling, I’m left questioning everything about myself. But at least there are three men who still believe in me. Three men who will fight by my side no matter what.

      

        

      
        Lachlan, Trace, and Merrick each hold a piece of my heart. I never thought I needed anyone, but they’re mine now, and I’m theirs.

      

        

      
        And if the gods want to come for them…

      

        

      
        They’ll have to get through me.

      

        

      
        Pre-order:

        Amazon

      

        

      
        You can also try my college-age bully romance, Who Breaks First, my high school bully romance, Slateview High, or my upcoming dark mafia romance, The Dark Elite.

      

        

      
        For more fun stuff, come hang out in my Facebook group, Eva Ashwood’s Readers. I post giveaways, teasers, and updates there too!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Eva Ashwood

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Clearwater University

        (college-age enemies to lovers series)

        Who Breaks First

        Who Laughs Last

        Who Falls Hardest

      

      

      
        
        Magic Blessed Academy

        (paranormal academy series)

        Gift of the Gods

        Secret of the Gods

        Wrath of the Gods

      

      

      
        
        The Dark Elite

        (dark mafia romance)

        Vicious Kings

        Beautiful Devils

        Ruthless Knights

      

      

      
        
        Slateview High

        (dark high school bully romance)

        Lost Boys

        Wild Girl

        Mad Love

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg






