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      “Ouch! Motherfucker!”

      The big, dumb bastard knocked me halfway across the clearing and into one of the huge godly trees.

      The bark shattered off and crumbled into my hair as I slid down to the ground, landing hard on my ass. My eyes narrowed, and I huffed, standing back up and shaking out my shoulders.

      Baring my teeth in a silent snarl, I pushed my sleeves up and slapped my hands down, bringing the magic into my fingertips.

      The enormous monster stood in front of me in the clearing, huffing as it pawed at the ground. It was bright purple, with the body of a rhinoceros and the head of a big-ass bull. It snorted, blowing steam and snot all over the leaves beneath its feet.

      Ew. That’s gross as fuck.

      I put my hands up and flicked my fingers back and forth, letting magic dance between my hands. “Come on, you big behemoth of a shit stain. You wanna fucking fight? Fine! This could have been simple. We could’ve each minded our own business. But nooo, you had to charge me as soon as I appeared here, get in my damn way, and then attack me. For all you know, we could’ve been best friends. But it’s too late now, dickhead.”

      The beast reared its head back and wailed loudly, the sound reminiscent of a dying caribou. Much as I would’ve liked to believe it was mourning the loss of my friendship, I was pretty sure it was just gearing up to attack again.

      Damn.

      I hadn’t been in the ring in a while. Maybe I needed to work on my smack talk.

      “Alright, motherfucker. We’ll do this your way,” I muttered, then threw myself forward, my feet digging into the soft earth.

      The beast charged toward me as I charged toward it, each racing as fast as we could. The magic spread over me, a trail of purple haze coming off my back. As we collided, a wave of energy blasted outward, bending the trees back and then forward again. I grabbed the beast by the horns and twisted its head as it attempted to gore me, its heavy feet shaking the ground.

      The thing was so big that it should’ve been able to shake me off like a rag doll, but the power burning through my veins gave me strength to match the monster. Pushing my head down and my forehead against its leathery side, I flipped the rhino-bull over onto its back. It wriggled and wailed, and I struggled to keep it down.

      Come on, Aria. If you’re really a damn god, you should be able to take down one lousy magical beast.

      As if sensing my internal doubts, the creature bucked under my hold, swiping at me with its large horns.

      “Hold still,” I grunted, pinning it down again. “You know I don’t want to kill you.”

      I managed to get my hand up, pulling a ball of energy into my palm. It swirled around like a purple mist, gently seeping down over the beast’s face. The monster snorted and huffed, but slowly, its eyes began to close. The tension faded from its body until it finally went completely limp.

      Whew.

      I fell back onto my ass, holding the beast’s head in my lap as it snored gently. “See?” I whispered. “You could’ve just taken a nap in the first place, and everything would’ve been fine. Now you’ll have to lay here for a couple days before the spell breaks. That’s what you get for messing with shit you don’t understand.”

      And that I don’t understand.

      I didn’t bother saying that part out loud to the rhino-bull. The thing was passed out cold anyway, and besides, it wouldn’t have been the most sympathetic confidant even if it were awake.

      Grunting, I pushed the beast off of me and stood up, brushing the dirt and leaves off my pants.

      The snap of a twig in the distance made my head snap up, and I looked around quickly, my breath freezing in my lungs. Using my magic to magnify the noises from the distance, I picked up the faint sound of guards shouting as they charged toward my location.

      Ah, fuck. I’d made too much noise.

      From the little snippets of words I could pick up, they didn’t seem to know what they were looking for, but they knew there was an intruder outside the city of the gods. The godly realm had been on high alert recently, but I wasn’t sure whether it was because of me or not.

      It was definitely messing with my ability to practice moving in and out of the godly realm though. Ever since I had realized that I could transport to the godly realm without using a portal like most magic users had to, I’d been working on honing my skills.

      Practicing.

      Testing the limits of my power.

      I wanted to show up in a specific location, and I wanted to bring the guys with me. But unfortunately, I was having a hard time managing to do either of those things—as evidenced by the fact that I’d shown up in a random part of the forest outside the city of the gods, and none of my three men were anywhere to be seen.

      Fuck and a half. Guess I’ll have to try again.

      The shouts in the distance grew a little louder, letting me know the guards were heading my way. “Of course, here comes the brigade.”

      I sighed and closed my eyes, imagining myself traveling back to where I’d come from. Nothing about my transportation to the godly realm had been easy, but the return trip was usually a bit easier. I was getting better at controlling where I ended up in the earthly plane, at least.

      When I opened my eyes, my feet were touching down on the ground in the living room of the rental house in Boston. I stumbled a little, my stomach feeling like it was about two seconds behind my body.

      A hand gripped my arm, steadying me, and I glanced over to see Merrick watching me with concern.

      Leading me over to the couch, he chuckled, though the worry didn’t leave his amber eyes. “You alright? You’re getting better at it. This time you didn’t throw up or fall down.”

      I looked up at Lachlan. The burly Irishman was sitting in the chair across from me, his red-brown hair a little darker than normal. Little droplets of water clung to the ends of it, making me think he must’ve just gotten out of the shower. He lifted an eyebrow and nodded. “Yeah. I appreciate the not pukin’ thing.”

      Wrinkling my nose and hissing through my teeth, I settled onto the slightly lumpy couch, letting my body relax against the cushions. “Sorry about that. I tried to warn you.”

      Trace poked his head out of the kitchen, his dark hair gleaming in the light. He was shirtless, and the half-formed tattoos on his torso shifted as he walked toward me. Some of them had been partially destroyed by the burns he’d gotten during our first Gods’ Challenge, but they still looked hot as hell.

      “Here you go, champ. Drink up.” He handed me a glass of water before sinking onto the couch next to me. “And I’m not surprised you didn’t hurl this time. It’s not like you’ve eaten anything the last couple days. You’ve been so focused on perfecting this travel thing.”

      Shrugging, I gulped down the water, feeling it slosh a little in my empty stomach. Yeah, I really did need to eat. “But it hasn’t been working. I just dropped myself into the woods, literally on the back of a giant purple monster. It bucked me off, and then we had to fight.”

      Trace looked like he was holding back a smile. “And I’m assuming you won?”

      “I did, but this time I didn’t have to kill it,” I replied, feeling a little flare of pride. “I put it to sleep, and it will be that way for a couple days, I think. I just really thought that I would have this by now. It shouldn’t be this fucking hard, should it? Not if I have the powers I’m supposed to.” My chest tightened, and I ran a hand through my dark hair. “I dunno. I’m starting to think you guys were wrong. I’m not a god. Besides, we were wrong about everything else—everything we thought we knew about Magic Blessed. There’s nothing definitive about any of this. None of it makes fucking sense.”

      Trace put his hand on my leg, his thumb rubbing gentle circles over my knee. It was a comforting gesture that still sent a flare of heat running through me. I wasn’t sure my body would ever not react that way to these men’s touch.

      “We were wrong about a lot of things, sure,” he conceded. “But I seriously don’t think you’d be able to travel between the godly realm and the human one on your own if you didn’t have at least some kind of godly power. Even the magic users who live in the gods’ realm and worship them, the most powerful humans there are, have to use portals to travel between earth and the godly plane. But you don’t.”

      “He’s right,” Merrick put in. “On top of that, your powers are growing. They’ve been growing ever since that first challenge, and they keep getting stronger every time you go back to the godly realm. It’s like you’re drawing power from that place or something. Like its power is meant to be yours.”

      Lachlan smirked at me, running a hand over his square jaw. “Aye. He’s right, Aria. I bet ye did some kind of crazy trick and picked that enormous monster up in the air with yer magic, didn’t ye?”

      My gaze shifted toward him as I took another drink of water. “Not exactly. But I was able to flip it on its back like a little bitch.”

      He chuckled, seeming both impressed and turned on. “That’s my girl.”

      Merrick shook his head. “That’s what I’m talking about. You’re stronger than any of us could be. You’ve got to get yourself back together, dust yourself off, and keep trying. We believe in you, and we know losing hope won’t do anything for you.”

      “Yeah. We just want you to be safe and careful, Snow,” Trace added, his hand tightening on my leg.

      I gave him a small smile, resting my hand over his as my gaze swept all three men. I could tell they were on edge, worried about me and frustrated that they couldn’t have my back in the godly realm. But at the same time, they were trying to stay optimistic for my sake.

      The two times we’d gone to the godly realm for the challenges, it’d been a team effort. As we’d struggled to stay alive in that deadly landscape, we had all used what we had, what we were good at, to work together. But this was different. Getting us to the godly plane was all on me. I was the only one who could do it.

      The guys felt helpless, and I felt helpless—although for very different reasons.

      They wanted to help me in the godly realm, and I wanted to be able to bring them with me when I transported there.

      So far, none of us had gotten what we wanted.

      And summer break was blowing by way too fast. We’d need to head back to school soon, and I didn’t want to step foot through the doors of Magic Blessed Academy until I knew I had a handle on my powers.

      After the insane last few days of the spring semester, the guys and I had been eager as fuck to leave the isolated grounds of the school. We’d headed to Boston, not even debating or questioning whether we would all stick together for the break.

      Of course we would. The guys had my back, and I had theirs. We’d danced around the thing between us long enough, and I could finally admit to myself how much I needed them. The relationship we’d developed was real and solid, and I trusted these three men more than anyone in the world.

      Merrick had rented a house on the outskirts of the city, with a big open field out back and lots of privacy. We had spent some time with Lachlan’s biker club, letting them meet the other guys. But mostly, my boyfriends had sat around and watched me transport from here to the godly realm and back over and over and over again. Sometimes, I would come back completely fine, just a little bit disoriented. Other times, I would come back to earth beat up, scraped up, or half-conscious.

      They never knew what they were gonna get when I popped out of the ether into the living room.

      Lachlan stood up, stretching out his shoulders. The fabric of his t-shirt strained over the muscles of his chest and biceps. He was the biggest of the three men, built like a truck with a fighting spirit to match. I fucking loved it.

      “Well, I’m makin’ an executive decision. It’s time for a wee break. If ye don’t take a bit of time off, ye’re goin’ to run yerself ragged. And we’d like to keep ye alive, sweetheart. My cock would never forgive me if I let ye go.”

      “Aw, Lach. You’re such a sweet talker.” I grinned, sticking my tongue out at him. He knew I liked dirty talk, and I could hear the worry buried underneath his joking words. “Yeah, okay.” I nodded. “I’ll take a break.”

      “Good.” He strode over and pulled me to my feet. “First, we’re gettin’ some food in ye. Then we’ll go out. I got word from some of the blokes from school that there’s a gatherin’ of magical people—not just from Magic Blessed, but from the wider magical community—about twenty miles outside the city. I figured we’d go check it out. If we hate it, we can fuck off and come back here.”

      I shrugged. Anything to lighten my mood or give me motivation. “Sure. I’m down.”

      Merrick pursed his lips. He came from a business background, and he was usually the most serious of the three men, the most cautious. But after a moment of consideration, he shrugged. “Yeah, sure. Why not? It’ll be one of the few times we’ve actually done anything this summer.”

      I made a face. “Hey, I’ll have you know I did a lot this summer.”

      “I know.” He pulled me up from the couch, wrapping his arms around me and gesturing with his chin to the other two men. “I meant us. We’ve just been sitting around waiting for you, wondering if you were going to come back piece by piece, or one whole body.”

      “Ooh. You like my body all in one piece?” I waggled my eyebrows and ran my fingers down the strong muscles of his back, infusing my voice with dirty innuendo.

      But Merrick’s face remained serious, his eyes shining like twin flames as he tightened his hold on me. “I like you in one piece.”

      I let him pull me in for a kiss, feeling Trace come to stand behind me as my tongue tangled with Merrick’s, my fingers sliding through his white-blond hair. As Trace’s lips found the back of my neck, brushing my hair aside, I melted into their touch.

      Still, I couldn’t stop a tiny part of my mind from floating back to the fight I’d had with the rhino-bull in the godly realm. It’d been a much more even match than it would’ve been a few months ago.

      But if I’m truly a god, shouldn’t I be more powerful?
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        * * *

      

      After Lach cooked and the guys excitedly watched me eat an entire steak, we all headed out to the SUV Trace had rented and drove over to the event.

      It was on the outskirts of Boston, on an old fairground. It had the atmosphere of a fair too, except that I didn’t see any regular humans around. Everyone we passed by had the telltale glowing aura that identified them as a magic user. I was so used to it that I barely ever noticed it on the guys or my friends from school anymore, but when looking at a magic user and non-magic user side by side, the aura would become glaringly apparent.

      The four of us made our way through the crowd, glancing around at the sights as we passed. There were games and food, and I could see bursts of light emanating from the crowd as people used their powers.

      It’s like some sort of magic carnival.

      As we moved toward the back of the crowd, my feet slowed, and I put my hand out stopping the guys. “Is that… a shrine?”

      Merrick lifted an eyebrow. “Huh. Yeah. I think it is.”

      A spark of fury lit in my belly, and I cast my gaze around at the crowd again. “Fucking hell. All these magical users—they have no idea. Even the ones who don’t serve the gods still worship them. And the gods think we’re all shit beneath their boots. It makes me so fucking pissed.”

      Trace draped an arm around my shoulder, his warm, rich scent teasing my nostrils. “It’s interesting to me. Humans can be the same way… except it’s not always about their gods. There were fans of mine when I was touring with the band who would build shrines to me. They’d put all kinds of shit on it, and people would visit it, cry over it.” His words could’ve sounded boastful, but instead, he just sounded bemused. “People are so fucking weird. They didn’t even know me. Just like the gods, I could’ve been some psychopath.”

      Lachlan sighed. “Personally, I feel sorry for these fuckers. They don’t even know what they’re praying to.”

      My jaw tightened, and I leaned into Trace’s comforting touch, trying to let it soothe the rage bubbling up inside me. I couldn’t even decide who I was mad at, the gods or the fools who worshiped them.

      “I want to shake them all. I want to scream in their faces and tell them to wake the hell up.” I dropped my voice a little, glancing around at the men. “If you really think about it, with the gods deciding that they don’t like wild magic, how long do you think it’ll be before they decide to go after other magic users as well? Before they decide any magic is a threat to them?”

      “Probably not that long.” Merrick’s voice was grim.

      With my fists clenched, I narrowed my eyes and looked up at the giant statue of the god named Omari. Flowers, letters, and other offerings were strewn at the statue’s feet, and it took all my self-control not to kick it all away.

      “Well, the gods won’t get away with this shit. Not if I have anything to say about it.”
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      A deep grunt fell from my lips as I kicked sideways, slamming my foot into the punching bag. I darted around the heavy bag and began to punch with both my fists and magic, sending energy down through my arms to wrap around my knuckles.

      My arms sped up, the magic moving them so fast that I couldn’t make out their common form. Relaxing my muscles, I let them assist the magic rather than resisting it, making my own body almost like a puppet on strings, manipulated by the magic that gave me added speed and strength.

      Finally, I punched one last time, landing a blow that nearly jerked the chain from the ceiling. The bag swung high in the air, and I caught it as it came back toward me.

      Stepping back, I wiped my forehead, then bent to pick up my water bottle.

      “You’re really kicking ass today,” Merrick commented, gazing at me carefully as he stepped inside the spare bedroom we’d turned into a training room. The guys and I were all sharing a room, and I was going to miss the hell out of that when we returned to Magic Blessed Academy and our little pre-assigned dorm rooms. “You have been all week.”

      I swallowed and squirted a little water down my back, letting it cool my heated skin. “I gotta get ready. I gotta keep getting ready, until I’m so powerful that there’s no more room to improve. I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”

      Merrick’s eyes narrowed, but I turned away from the worry written on his face. I hated when people were concerned for me, even though I knew it meant they cared about me, which was technically a good thing.

      Even if I wasn’t used to it.

      Even if my instincts sometimes were to put walls up so that none of the guys would know how truly freaked out I was about all of this.

      He sat down on the weight bench Lachlan had set up near one wall, watching as I picked up the jump rope and began to swing it over my head.

      “Ari.” His voice was quiet. “Ever since the festival, ever since you saw that shrine, you’ve been in double-crazy mode.”

      As my feet tapped out a staccato rhythm on the floor, the rope passing beneath them with a steady thwap, I glanced over at him.

      “It just reaffirmed the fact that something needs to be done. Maybe I really am a god, but I was raised as a human, and a part of me will always feel human. I don’t know if there’s anybody worth sticking up for on the gods’ side, but I do know there are a lot of people worth it on the human side. They’re trying to kill our classmates, Merrick!” The rope picked up speed, thwacking harder against the floor with every rotation. “I know how hard it is just to survive the challenge, and it’s only getting harder. I need to be in peak shape, and I need to be able to use my magic. All of it. However much I may have. The only way I’m going to get better is by practicing, and we both know that I can’t do much of that at the school without being noticed.”

      He didn’t say anything for a moment, his eyes drifting over to the window, where the setting sun had given the world a hazy glow. “And what are you going to use all this practice for? I really hope you’re not thinking of trying to do this on your own.”

      My feet stopped moving, and the rope slapped against the floor for the final time. My breath was coming fast as I looked over at Merrick, meeting his gaze.

      “I wish I could do it on my own,” I admitted. “I wish I could protect everybody I care about—and that includes you, Lach, and Trace.”

      He opened his mouth, probably about to argue that they should be allowed to protect me too, but before he could, I stepped toward him. His arms came around my waist as I stepped between his legs, sliding my fingers through his hair and looking down at him.

      “But I’m not stupid,” I continued. “Even if you guys are right and there isn’t some other explanation for why I can travel to the godly realm, I’m not dumb enough to think I’m all-powerful. I’m getting stronger, sure, and I could probably take most magic users out there. And after seeing some of those gods lounging around the palace, I’m pretty sure I could take some of them too.” I huffed a humorless laugh. “But I know I’m stronger with backup. I know we have strength in numbers. I want to be able to bring you guys, or others if they want to come with me, when I go to the godly realm.”

      “And you’re planning on challenging the gods there?” Merrick asked. His head was tilted up, his chin resting on my stomach. The words could’ve been a question, but they sounded more like a statement.

      He knows me well enough to know the answer already.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I am. And I’ll need backup if I hope to have a chance in hell of winning that challenge.” My fingers stilled in his hair. “You know, you guys have been a bad influence on me. I used to be the kind of person who prided herself in never needing anyone else, but ever since that first challenge, since you guys, I realized that even if I could do it on my own, I probably shouldn’t.”

      Merrick tugged me down onto his lap, not seeming to mind that I was covered in a sheen of sweat. I went willingly, straddling his lean waist and draping my arms over his shoulders.

      He lifted his head to kiss me, his hands palming my ass with a proprietary touch that I secretly loved. I’d never been the type of chick who relished the idea of being owned, but since these three men let me own them right back, I actually kind of loved it.

      As our lips broke apart, I let out a sigh. “It kind of feels like the summer was a bust, since I haven’t been able to master transporting between realms. But looking back on it, we spent the whole entire summer training and working. There’s no way we’re not stronger and more powerful than we were when we left. All of us.”

      Merrick shook his head, pulling me a little closer. “I just can’t believe school is almost back in session. I know we have to go; we have no choice. But damn, I don’t want to. I want to keep you out of that fucking place, out of harm’s way. But I know we’re too deep in this shit to quit now. Given what we all know, I would never be able to rest. I would feel like I betrayed every one of our classmates by leaving them to the wolves.”

      Something swelled in my chest, warmth blooming through me. Merrick had changed a hell of a lot since the day I’d first seen him in the hallway at Magic Blessed—the day we’d fucked hard and dirty in a supply closet, working out the metric shit-ton of baggage that had existed between us back then.

      Come to think of it, I’d changed a lot since that day too.

      I smiled at the blond-haired man. “You’ve got a good heart.” Then I grimaced. “Besides, it’s not like we can hide from them. If we don’t go back, we’ll be in a shitload of trouble. They’ll send Oberon or someone much worse after us, or just suck us right back through a portal.”

      Merrick rolled his eyes. “I really hate letting other people control my life. I hated that shit even before we found out that Magic Blessed is a den of fucking lies. So, we’re in, Ari. As deep as this takes you, whatever happens—we’re in.”

      Lifting his hands, he cupped the side of my face. When he kissed me again, the feel of his lips on mine said more than his words ever could.

      I wasn’t alone in this.

      In anything.

      And as long as these three men were still alive, I never would be.
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      Just as we’d figured, the school admins somehow knew exactly where we had gone for the summer vacation. We received official notices letting us know where and when to expect our portals, and on the day we were due back on campus, the glowing portals appeared at exactly the designated time.

      Right before we stepped through, the men and I all shared a glance, not speaking any words but saying plenty.

      We were about to embark on something big.

      Something dangerous as fuck.

      And as soon as we were back on school grounds, we had to act like everything was fine.

      The whirling vortex of the ether sucked me in, and I stumbled a little as I landed in the portal room at Magic Blessed Academy. I regained my balance and glanced around as the men all emerged from their portals too. Maybe it was because I’d been traveling back and forth between realms on my own so much this summer, but traveling through a portal someone else had created felt strange to me now.

      I didn’t voice that thought to the guys as we all walked out of the portal room, glancing around. The hustle and bustle of returning students filled the hallway, and I didn’t want to risk anyone overhearing me. No one was supposed to know I could go to the godly realm on my own now.

      Lach’s gaze slid sideways, his green eyes sharp and assessing. I knew I was looking around the same way. This place had never exactly seemed cozy and welcoming, but now it felt downright ominous.

      Poisonous. Full of secrets.

      With everything that had happened, I couldn’t help but wonder who here might be on my side, and who might be against me. There were the obvious choices—yeah, I’m lookin’ at you, Wesley—but I wasn’t worried about the obvious ones. I was more concerned about the ones that we didn’t see coming.

      Mustering up my courage, I nodded to the guys and headed for my dorm room. The more inconspicuous I made myself, the better. I had plans to go after the gods themselves this semester, but until that moment came, my best bet was to stay off the radar.

      I wanted to be the threat the gods didn’t see coming.

      Back in my dorm room, I did a small sweep just to make sure there were no obvious signs of someone spying on me, then unpacked and organized my things in the dresser and closet. The medal I had been given for winning the Gods’ Challenge my first semester was still tucked in the back of a dresser drawer, underneath some clothes I’d left in my dorm over summer break.

      I didn’t look at it as I shoved the rest of my clothes in the drawer, but I swore I could feel it there anyway, as if it were giving off a heat signature or something.

      Sleep didn’t come easy that night, and the next morning I was up before my alarm went off. I trekked down to the cafeteria early and sat by myself, eating a bowl of cereal, watching the students trickle in and hoping I didn’t have to deal with anything.

      As I poked my spoon around in my bowl, a familiar voice rang out across the cafeteria.

      “Aria!”

      Eden raced across the room toward me, her eyes lighting up. Without even waiting for me to stand up, she threw her arms around me. I twisted in my seat and patted her back awkwardly. The sweet, bubbly girl with the button nose and gray eyes was much more comfortable with overt displays of affection than I was, but she truly had become one of my best friends.

      When she finally released me from her surprisingly bone-crushing hug, she pulled back and made a face at me. “I can’t believe you beat me down here! I went up to your room, but you weren’t there. Come on! It’s been all summer, and you can’t even let me be your wake-up call for breakfast?”

      Her voice was teasing, but there was a little hint of actual hurt in her eyes. Fuck. It had been kind of an asshole move not to find her and say hi after the guys and I had gotten to school yesterday. But I’d been so in my head, so absorbed in the thoughts and plans and dozens of “what ifs” floating around in my mind—I hadn’t wanted to see anyone.

      I grimaced, gesturing for her to sit beside me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t sleep well last night, and I was fucking starving this morning. But I’m glad you’re here. I—”

      Before I could finish the thought, a hand slammed down on our table, making my spoon rattle in the bowl. I stared at the short stubby fingers and followed the arm up to the face I knew way better than I wanted to. My lips twitched, and anger began to rise inside of me again. The same anger that’d been bubbling in my chest all summer.

      “Oh, hey, Wesley,” I said with forced casualness. “Great to see you. Although I’m honestly a little surprised to see you here.”

      His pinched face shifted into a scowl at the monotone of my voice. “Why’s that?”

      I turned back to my bowl of cereal, letting a half-smile curve my lips. “I don’t know, I just thought after taking a punch to the face like I gave you last semester, you might still be knocked out.”

      The hands on the table curled into fists. Wesley leaned closer, making Eden pull back in distaste as he dipped his head to stare at me.

      “Trust me,” he murmured. “I’ll get my revenge on you. Don’t underestimate me.”

      The spoon paused in front of my mouth, hovering there for a second. Then I continued to eat, keeping my face schooled into a bland expression. Wesley stayed where he was for a long moment, obviously waiting for my facade of boredom to break. When it didn’t, he finally grunted angrily under his breath, turned on his heel, and walked away.

      Eden watched our asshole classmate go, her nose wrinkled in distaste. Then she turned to me and chuckled. “It’s good to see you’re making friends again. You’ve always been so sociable.”

      My stomach twisted a little, making the cereal churn in my gut. I wanted to laugh at her joke, but I felt like I was a fraud. It was true; I didn’t make friends easily. But Eden was one of the few people who had actually wormed her way into my life. Into my heart.

      And I was being a pretty fucking shitty friend by keeping everything I knew secret.

      In a way, maybe keeping her in the dark would protect her. But I’d started to realize that not knowing was just as dangerous—maybe more so.

      Trusting the wrong people could get you killed. Especially if those people were gods.

      “Hey, uh, I need to talk to you,” I said. “Can we go somewhere else?”

      Her brows pulled together, but she nodded. “Sure. Just let me grab a muffin or something.”

      I grabbed one too and demolished it in three bites as we made our way out of the cafeteria and down the hall. Most of the classrooms were taken up by teachers getting ready for the start of the semester, but I found an empty supply closet and pulled her inside.

      She watched me as I held my ear to the door for a moment, making sure no footsteps headed our way. Then I did a spell I’d learned from Trace, sending out a layer of magic to create a seal around the door, blocking our voices from outside listeners. When I turned back to Eden, her eyes were wide, and she had a bite of muffin tucked away in her cheek like a chipmunk.

      She might not know what I was about to tell her, but the way I was acting had obviously tipped her off to the fact that it was bad.

      I crossed over to lean against a shelving unit beside her, shoving my hands in my pockets as I met her gaze. “I have to tell you something. But you have to swear you won’t tell anyone else right now. You could be in danger if you do.”

      Her face went serious. She swallowed her bite of muffin and she nodded. “Promise.”

      Okay. Here goes.

      Keeping my voice hushed and flat, I quickly told her everything.

      About how the gods were working with the school admins to make sure that a high percentage of students didn’t survive the Gods’ Challenges, and even worse, about why they wanted us to die.

      Because we hadn’t been gifted magic by the gods as we had been taught since the day we’d arrived here. Instead, every student at Magic Blessed was a person who had developed magic spontaneously. What the god Omari had called “wild magic.” And our time at this academy was a chance for the gods to weed out some of the strongest of us by making sure we died in the competition. It allowed them to cull our numbers without alerting the general magical population to the fact that they were killing off magic users.

      “The strongest of us…?” Eden looked like she might cry. I could see shock on her face, but the emotion that really ripped my heart apart was disappointment.

      Because she wasn’t as bitter and jaded as me, she had expected better from this place. Even I had been surprised by the level of evil and duplicity. Eden looked rocked by it.

      “Yeah.” I nodded. It wasn’t really possible to soften a blow like this.

      “Wait. Does that mean Wesley is one of the strongest of us?”

      She looked horrified at the thought, and I laughed, even though I was sure she wasn’t joking.

      “Nah, he’s just the biggest fucking conniver and cheater of us all.” My voice dropped as I turned to face her more fully. “But there’s one more thing.”

      I finished my story with the part about going back to the godly realm on my own, after last semester’s challenge had completed. My gaze dropped to the floor as I told her the guys’ hypothesis on why I could travel to and from the godly realm.

      Her mouth hung open like a fish, and it felt like a full minute passed before she finally snapped it shut, shaking her head. “Wow. That’s just… wow. You’re a god.”

      “I don’t know that for sure,” I insisted quickly. “There could be some other explanation.”

      “No.” She shook her head, her light brown eyebrows pulling together. “I think you are.”

      For some reason, a blush burned my cheeks. Maybe it was the certainty in her voice, the absolute confidence that it was possible I was a supreme magical deity. It sort of felt like someone had given me the biggest, most outrageous compliment in the world. And of course, I was awful at taking compliments.

      Deciding to deflect like mad, I straightened up a little. “The main point is, the gods have been lying to everyone here—except the admins they’re in league with.”

      “Holy shit.” Eden’s eyes seemed to keep getting bigger, to the point where I was afraid they would pop out of her head. “So… you’re gonna do something, right?” Worry tinged her tone. “I know you. Of course you’re gonna do something. What are you gonna do?”

      I dragged in a breath and let it out slowly. “The guys and I have been working on a plan to go up against the gods. We’re not going to let them do this to us. We’re gonna stop it.”

      Eden’s already pale face grew a little paler. “Alone?”

      I shrugged. “If we have to. Yeah.”

      “Aria…” Her fingertips wound around the ends of her light brown hair, fiddling with the strands nervously. “Even if you are a god, or you have god-like magic somehow, I don’t know if that’s enough. You’re just one person, and even with three guys who’d march into hell with you if you asked, you’re completely outnumbered.” Her gaze caught mine, her expression earnest. “If you really want to have a chance against them, you need an army.”
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      Eden and I stayed in the closet for another hour, at least. She had dozens more questions, and I answered every one, getting her as up to speed on everything as I could.

      Now that she knew as much as she did, I wanted her to know everything. Shit was about to get dangerous, but maybe she had a point.

      An army.

      More people who would fight on our side.

      It wasn’t something I had ever really considered, but maybe there was something to that. If all magic users revolted against the gods, would they be able to stop us? Or would we truly have a chance of bringing them down?

      Surely, all of our wild magic combined with the god gifted magic of everyone else would be a formidable force. If we had all of that power working together, fighting one God—or even all of them—might actually work.

      Or… it might be a complete disaster.

      We didn’t even know exactly what the gods were capable of. Going up against them could be suicide. If the gods were capable of taking us all out, and we all gathered in one place to fight them, they could wipe us out in an instant.

      Another problem with trying to rally the school like Eden had suggested was the fact that at this point, I didn’t have a lot of allies.

      The entire school had turned against me and the guys, thinking that we had cheated somehow in the Gods’ Challenges. Wesley hated my guts, and he was the golden boy right now after winning the last Gods’ Challenge.

      Eden and I had spent so long talking that I barely made it to my first class on time. There was a buzz of excitement in the air at the first day of classes, but I found my mind constantly wandering, making it hard to focus on the lessons. In my Power and Precision class, I tuned out Professor Wist, glancing around at the other students as they listened intently.

      All of this. The gods want to end all of this.

      Ultimately, it didn’t really matter if everyone at this school hated me or not. I wasn’t going to let the gods kill them with impunity. I’d even stick up for Wesley, the stupid fuck, if the gods came after him.

      The day seemed to drag on for eternity, and by the time my last class let out, I felt like a jittery mess. As students headed toward the cafeteria for dinner, I went to find Merrick. He was in the library, tucked away in a corner poring over a textbook in a magical bubble he’d created. When I was close enough that my movement caught his eye, he looked up, a smile spreading across his face as he realized it was me.

      With the push, he expanded his bubble to include me. I sat down next to him and looked around. The stacks and chairs around us were empty; most of the students had already gone to dinner.

      “I was just about to call it on studying and come find you.” He smiled. “Everything okay?”

      I dropped my bag on the table and rubbed my hands over my face. “No. I mean, it’s no worse than it was when we got here, but that’s not saying much.”

      “We’ve only been back for a day and a half, Ari.” Merrick’s voice was gentle. “Cut yourself a little slack. We’ll figure out a way to stop this, to protect the students who compete in the challenge. But it won’t all happen overnight.”

      His words were kind and strong, and they did actually help soothe the tension in my chest a bit.

      I bit the inside of my lip and reached out to thread my fingers through his. “I want you to help me.”

      Merrick chuckled. “That’s a pretty broad area, there. What exactly do you need help with? I mean, we all know you’re a little bit crazy, but I’m no psychiatrist.”

      I rolled my eyes and kicked his chair lightly. “No, not that. I need you to kick my ass.”

      He cocked an eyebrow, a wicked gleam lighting in his eyes. “To be honest, there are other things I’d much rather do to your ass.”

      A little wave of heat moved through me, but I shook my head. “I know I spent most of the summer training, but now that we’re back, I feel like I need more. And the thing is, I can’t get any of this training in class. Especially now that I’ve got what you guys think are godly powers—I can’t go throwing that shit around in front of professors. I’ll be spending every class trying to tamp down my magic, and that’s no use if I want to actually be improving.”

      He closed his book, turning to face me more fully. “So what can I do?”

      “You’re amazing at controlling your magic.” My fingers tightened around his. There had been a time when the two of us were so competitive that I would’ve hated to admit he was better than me at something. But now, that hardly seemed to matter. “In fact, I’m pretty sure you’re the best student at this school when it comes to control.”

      One corner of his lips quirked up. “Did you just call me uptight? I’m pretty sure you just called me uptight.”

      “Hey, if the shoe fits.” I chuckled. “But I meant it as a compliment, if that helps.”

      “It does.”

      “Anyway, I guess I want you to kick my metaphorical ass more than anything. If I have more power than I ever expected at my fingertips, I need to learn how to control it better. If I can’t do that, it’s useless to me.” My stomach twisted as I recalled my talk with Eden and my worries about trying to recruit other students in our campaign against the gods. “We might be on our own in this, so we need every advantage we can get.”

      Merrick stuck his book in his bag and threw the strap over his shoulder, pushing back from the table. “Well, there’s no better time than the present. Come on, there’s a training room on the other side of the school that I don’t think ever gets used anymore. We can go over there.”

      For the first time in a long time, I actually felt a little bubble of hope and excitement rise up in me as we made our way through the corridors. I trained every day on my own over the summer, but it’d been a long time since I’d trained with anyone else.

      Merrick was no-nonsense and intense, and no matter how much affection he had for me, I knew he would push me. And that was exactly what I needed.

      In the training room, I took off my shirt, leaving myself in just a sports bra and a pair of stretchy pants. Merrick kicked off his shoes, then walked out onto the mat barefoot and stood in front of me with his hands crossed. “You ready?”

      I nodded. “I’m ready.”

      As we began to train, I had to remind myself several times that I had asked him to kick my ass.

      He was like a drill sergeant, making me repeat spells over and over until I’d found a way to do them with maximum efficiency and minimal effort. As a trained fighter, I was used to thinking offensively all the time, taking every opening I saw and letting my emotions feed my fight instincts.

      Merrick was the total opposite. Tactical, controlled, and strategic.

      It felt like looking at the world upside down, but by the time we were done, I’d actually gotten closer to matching his style, and although I was exhausted and tense from concentrating so hard, a little flicker of pride lit in my stomach.

      I still didn’t quite know where these new powers had come from, but I was getting closer to mastering them.

      Pushing my hair away from my face, I walked over to the bench along one wall and sat down, leaning against the wall and letting my eyes drift closed. Of course, now that I was no longer moving, my brain started running at a million miles again, thinking about what was to come.

      The bench shifted slightly as Merrick sat down next to me and nudged me with his shoulder. “What’s on your mind?”

      I turned toward him, biting my bottom lip. “It just feels like maybe I’ve gone insane. I’ve decided to take on the gods, the most powerful magical beings in the world. I keep waiting for one of you to try to have me admitted to the psych ward or something.”

      Merrick stared at me for a second. Then he took my hand in his, pressing a kiss to each of my knuckles. When he looked up again, his gaze was serious.

      “Listen to me, Ari. If we thought you didn’t have a chance, we would’ve tied you to the fucking bed to stop you from marching into this fight. But we haven’t. Because we believe in you. You are the strongest person I’ve ever met. And you haven’t grown into that; you’ve been strong from the moment I met you. It’s what drew me to you in the first place. You may be nervous, but that’s a good thing. It will make you cautious. But I promise you, you can do this. And you’re not alone.”

      His words were so earnest, so heartfelt, that they slipped between my ribs, past every defense I had, and landed straight in my heart. I blinked as sudden tears stung the backs of my eyes, my breath catching in my throat.

      He meant every single word he’d said. I could see it in the firm lines of his expression.

      And it was just what I had needed to hear.

      “You know, you still could tie me to the bed,” I told him, letting my lips curl up at the corners. “I don’t think I’d have any complaints about that.”

      He laughed, heat flickering in his amber eyes. “Noted.”

      “Come on.” I jerked my head toward the door, feeling like a massive weight had been lifted from my shoulders. “We missed dinner, but maybe we can still grab something before we go find Trace and Lach.”

      I moved to stand, but Merrick kept his grip on my hand, pulling me back down almost as soon as I was on my feet. I landed on his lap, my back pressed against his chest, and his free arm banded around my waist, holding me snugly to him.

      “Uh uh, Ari. I’m not done with you yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      The low growl in his voice made my stomach clench, and I shifted a little, rubbing my ass against the hardness I could feel growing beneath me. “No? You had some more magical control tips for me?”

      He hummed, releasing my hand so he could cup my breast instead, his fingers rolling and pinching my nipple through the fabric of my shirt. “Fuck, no. After picturing you tied up to a bed, being fucked by Lach while you take Trace in your mouth, or writhing while all three of us worship you with our lips and teeth and tongues… control is the last damn thing I have right now.”

      His cock was fully hard against my ass, and he ground his hips against me as he spoke, as if to punctuate his point. My clit throbbed hard, my pussy clenching as arousal ignited like a flame inside my belly.

      I hadn’t been kidding about being tied up—but hearing him describe it, hearing the rasp in his voice as he considered the possibilities? It made me want to demand we find the others and then go get some damn rope so we could do this right now.

      But that would’ve required me to get off Merrick’s lap, and at the moment, that felt utterly and completely impossible.

      It felt too good.

      Too fucking hot.

      The muscles in his forearm danced as his grip on me tightened even more, and his body was hot and hard beneath mine, strong and unyielding. His unique, addictive scent of bergamot and honey trickled into my nostrils, and I found myself swirling my hips, trying to relieve some of the ache growing inside me.

      The hand on my breast slipped under my shirt, delving into my bra cup so that his bare skin touched mine. A fresh burst of sensation surged through me, and I tipped my head back, arching into his touch.

      Now that he was sure I wasn’t going anywhere, Merrick released his tight hold on me, slipping his other hand down the front of my stretchy athletic pants. He slid his finger through my pussy lips, another soft groan resonating in his chest as he felt how turned on I was already.

      “Fuck, Ari. You’re so wet. You’re all slippery for me.”

      I bit down hard on my bottom lip, my eyelids drooping as he slid one thick finger inside me. My walls clenched around him like they were trying to lock him in place, to keep him from ever stopping this sweet torture, and I felt his breath pick up.

      “You like that?” he murmured.

      “Yes.”

      “You want more?”

      “Yes.”

      Grinding the heel of his hand against my clit, he slid another finger inside me, adding to the feeling of fullness as he worked them slowly in and out. It wasn’t the same as his cock, but that only made me hungrier, my pussy contracting around his fingers as I let out a low whimper.

      “Gods, I love to hear you make that sound,” he muttered, moving his fingers harder and faster. “I love to be the one to make you make that sound.”

      “Merrick!”

      The word burst out of me like a prayer, my head dropping back against his shoulder as my whole body melted into his, letting him take my weight completely. Letting him own me.

      “Fuck, yes, Snow.” His voice was rough. “Do you know what I want?”

      “What?” I panted. I could barely string two words together, could barely even think, but I knew I wanted to hear whatever he was about to say.

      “I want to fuck you. Right here, right now. In this training room, with the door unlocked.” He withdrew his fingers from my pussy, sliding them up to circle my clit instead, the pads of his fingers moving in a harsh blur. “I hope someone walks in. I hope they see me buried inside your tight pussy, hope they see your whole body trembling as I make you come on my cock. I hope they hear you scream and they know that no one but me or Lach or Trace will ever make you sound this way.”

      Oh, fucking hell.

      As if the things he was doing to my body weren’t maddening enough, every filthy word he spoke made my arousal spiral even higher. I was grinding hard against him now, trying to rub more of my ass against his cock and more of my clit against his hand.

      “Fuck,” I gasped, my breath coming in short, sharp intakes.

      “What do you want, Ari?” he breathed in my ear. Then his tongue traced the curve of my earlobe before he brought it into his mouth, biting down gently on the sensitive flesh.

      “Fuck me, Merrick!”

      I tried to keep my voice low, but it was probably much too loud for an unlocked room where a man currently had his hand down my pants.

      Merrick didn’t try to silence me though. A hungry chuckle vibrated in his chest, and before I could even register the movement, he was drawing his fingers away from my clit. He lifted me slightly, just enough to let him shove his pants down several inches, and then he hooked the waistband of mine, tugging my athletic pants and panties down in one swift motion.

      I felt his cock against my bare ass for a second, smooth and hard and hot as a brand. Then he was fisting his thick length, lifting me again, and lining himself up with my slick entrance. Wrapping both arms around me again, he brought me down hard on his cock, impaling me in one quick thrust.

      My teeth clamped around my bottom lip so hard it nearly bled as I cut off the scream of pleasure that welled in my throat. My legs were trapped a bit by my pants, and my body was pinned to Merrick’s, so there was nothing I could do but give in to the sensations barreling through me.

      As he thrust up into me from below, making me bounce on his lap, I held on to his arms, my mouth falling open as my head tipped back again.

      “What would they see?” Merrick’s wonderful, devilish lips were at my ear again, nipping and biting, his breath warm on my skin. “If someone walked through that door right now, what would they see?”

      My pulse picked up and my breath came faster as a dozen filthy images flashed through my head. It was early evening. Most people were probably hanging out in the common rooms, finishing up dinner, or back in their dorms studying. But it was entirely possible that some ambitious student might decide to do a little extra practicing before classes tomorrow. Might walk into the training room expecting to find it empty.

      And if they did, what would they see?

      “They’d see you buried inside me,” I murmured, my voice low and husky. “They’d see how you stretch me, how you fill me up. They’d see you pounding into me. And they’d see how much I fucking love it.”

      He grunted beneath me, and I felt the effect my words had on him. His thrusts became harder and deeper, his grip on me tightening as one hand delved into my bra again, massaging the tender flesh with a hungry, desperate touch. His lips found the side of my neck, and I tilted my head, letting him take every inch of skin that he wanted.

      As he drove up into me, his mouth devoured me. His teeth scraped over my skin, and his tongue flicked over the pulse that beat wildly in my throat.

      “You’re so damn beautiful, Ari,” he muttered, sounding half-delirious—just like I was. “Come for me. Squeeze my cock. Let me feel you fall apart.”

      Normally, I wasn’t in the habit of doing what other people told me. I didn’t take orders from anyone, and any person dumb enough to test that was liable to end up with a broken limb. But there were exceptions to every rule, and my body had clearly decided that the three men who had found their way into my heart were exceptions.

      Merrick’s low growl made my body shake, and I dug my fingernails into his forearm as my pussy clamped down hard. He let out a choked sound, and when I felt the first pulse of his cock, it tipped me over the edge.

      Stars danced at the edges of my vision as a blinding wave of pleasure washed through me, filling my body up with an electric charge. Merrick thrust up into me twice more, his strokes deep and forceful, as his cum flooded my convulsing channel. I kept squeezing him, massaging him with my inner walls, drawing out every last drop of his release.

      Finally, we both went limp, my body draping over his as his head thunked softly against the wall behind us.

      “Fuck,” I murmured in between deep breaths, sounding like I’d just run a marathon. “Fuck. Holy fuck.”

      “I like hearing you make those sounds too,” Merrick whispered, a note of heat and humor in his voice as he pulsed his hips against my ass again, making us both shudder.

      “Holy fuck.” I knew I’d just said that, but honestly, it bore repeating. “What was that for?”

      He tightened his embrace, and I felt him sigh contentedly behind me. “Consider it a preview of the day Lach, Trace, and I tie you up.”

      “Don’t tease,” I warned, and he laughed softly.

      “About that? Never.”

      Now that the haze of lust had cleared from my head, the knowledge that someone really could walk in on us penetrated down to the more sensible part of my brain, and Merrick and I disentangled ourselves. He helped me to my feet and cleaned me up a little before tugging my pants back up, then tucked himself away. I was pretty sure anyone who saw us would be able to guess what we’d just been doing—and Trace and Lachlan would definitely know—but that wasn’t quite as scandalous as getting caught in the act.

      When we were slightly more presentable, Merrick threaded his fingers through mine and held the door open for me.

      As we headed down the hall, I realized that I truly did feel better. My chest felt less constricted. A little seed of confidence had settled in my chest, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the training session, Merrick’s words, or the hot sex.

      Maybe a little bit of all three.
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      Three weeks later, I sat down on the bench in the training room, breathing heavily, wiping the sweat off my forehead with a towel. Merrick and I had just finished another sparring session, and a couple of other students hovered near the door, waiting to use the space.

      “You did well,” he commented, his smile proud. “Do you feel like the magic has changed in you at all?”

      “Yeah.” I rubbed my chest as I grabbed my bag and slung it over my shoulder. “It feels more… I dunno, settled, I guess? Like it’s more mine now, and not just this thing that’s inside me.”

      “That’s good.”

      I wrapped an arm around his waist, lowering my voice as we stepped out into the hall. “It’s strange as fuck, working so hard with you guys and then having to hold back so much in class. I feel like I’m living a double life.”

      “Well, with any luck, it’s keeping a target off your back,” he murmured. “If the professors don’t know what you can do, they can’t report it to the gods.”

      As we made our way toward the cafeteria, we were joined by Lachlan and Trace. Both men dropped a kiss to my lips, and I noticed a few heads turning our way. I wasn’t sure if everyone at school had figured out what was going on between the four of us last semester, but they certainly all knew now. The guys and I made no attempt to keep our relationship under wraps.

      Before we reached the cafeteria, we rounded a corner and almost walked right into Wesley, who was holding court over a group of students—mostly girls—who listened to every word that fell from his lips with rapt interest.

      “Of course I think I can win again this semester,” he was saying. “Now that I’ve gotten a feel for the game, I think I can bring back the gem much more quickly.” His gaze shot to me, an ugly look contorting his face. “And since some people think it’s okay to cheat to win…”

      “We cheated?” Lachlan stepped forward, bristling. “We’re not the ones who used fuckin’ potions to attack the other competitors!”

      Wesley’s sneer shifted to the angry Irishman, and he puffed his chest out as Lachlan bore down on him. “Sore loser, are you?”

      “I’ll fuckin’ show you—”

      Merrick and Trace grabbed Lachlan’s arms, holding him back as he lunged for Wesley. I probably should’ve held him back too, but to be honest, I didn’t really want to stop him. I’d punched Wesley so hard he’d been laid out on his back last semester, and as satisfying as that had been, it still wasn’t enough.

      Before the fight could escalate any further, Dean Frost’s voice echoed out through the halls, magically amplified. I cringed at the sound of it.

      “Attention students. Prior to the scheduled preliminary competition tomorrow, an assembly has been called. Please make your way to the auditorium right now and quietly have a seat. Thank you.”

      I gritted my teeth, muttering, “Her voice kills me. I want to throat-punch her every time she speaks.”

      Trace let go of Lachlan as the burly man finally stopped trying to go after Wesley. Our group split away from him and his fan club, tension still thrumming in the air as we all made our way down the corridor.

      “I’m just wondering what the hell she wants,” Merrick said. “The last two times we competed, there hasn’t been an ounce of explanation for this thing. Now, suddenly, we have to have an entire assembly? Why?”

      “I dunno.” Worry twisted in my gut. “I guess we’re about to find out.”

      Eden met up with us outside the large auditorium. She looked nervous, chewing on her bottom lip and glancing at the students around us as we slipped in and found seats. It was crowded already; everyone had hurried to the auditorium, curious to know what was going on.

      Several professors were gathered on the stage, and after a few moments, the dean finally appeared. She was wearing her usual stern expression, and her hair was pulled back in a severe bun. Gazing out at the crowd, she tapped her throat three times, then raised her arms for silence. Everyone quieted down immediately, and she gave a satisfied nod.

      “Thank you for coming on short notice, students. I know everyone has been getting ready for the trials, working hard in their classes, and that you’re all excited for the Gods’ Challenge this semester. However, I have just been made aware of a change in the event. There will be no qualifiers for the Gods’ Challenge this semester.”

      Everyone broke into a low murmur, whispers rising and falling around us. Dean Frost cleared her throat loudly, the sound echoing across the auditorium. Silence fell again, but I could feel the tension in it. Hell, my own heart was beating harder as I leaned forward to listen.

      What the fuck is going on?

      “Instead of the challenge having a qualifier round, this semester, everyone in the school will participate. You will all be given the chance to face the creatures and monsters inside the godly realm for the main event.”

      Eden clutched my hand and gasped, looking like she was going to cry. All around us, murmurs and shouts rose up as people reacted to the news. It seemed to be a mixed reaction. Some people were talking frantically, some sounded as if they were crying, but others cheered and began bantering about what they would do within the challenge.

      I grimaced and wrapped an arm around Eden’s shoulder, pulling her in for a half-hug. “Don’t panic. Don’t panic just yet.”

      She sniffled and took in a long deep breath, nodding vigorously.

      Merrick narrowed his eyes, staring down at the dean. “This doesn’t make any sense,” he muttered. “The challenges are supposed to be optional.”

      My stomach churned as I glanced over at the other two men, seeing similar looks of confusion on their faces. I was still stunned, trying to process the information the dean had just hit us with.

      Why? Why do this?

      I knew the true purpose of the Gods’ Challenge was to single out the strongest students and eliminate some of them under the guise of a challenge in honor of the gods we all worshipped. But why would they want all of us to compete? Were they planning to up the body count? Were they abandoning subtlety entirely?

      The dean threw her arms up in the air, sending sparks of fireworks shooting from her fingertips. They quieted the crowd quite a bit, but I could still hear the sniffles and panic through the student body.

      “In light of this information,” she continued, “we are canceling all classes tomorrow. Instead of competing in the qualifiers, you may use that time to begin your training for the Gods’ Challenge. Get together, talk about your options, and share any tips you may have with each other. For those who have done no training up to this point, you’re already behind, so we want to make sure that you get all the information that you can.”

      As the assembly was released, Eden and the guys and I sat still, letting students flow out around us. My heart had kicked up in my chest, and now it was thumping harder and harder as thoughts spiraled through my mind. Merrick put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed, knowing full well I had a lot to say.

      We had to be careful though. We couldn’t allow ourselves to get caught or reveal how much we knew about what was really going on here.

      I leaned over and whispered in Eden’s ear. “Straight to the roof.”

      She glanced at me and nodded. I turned to the other side and whispered the same message to Trace. The five of us had been going up to the roof to talk when we needed to discuss sensitive information, especially since Eden had been brought up to speed on what was going on. There was never anyone up there, and it was never checked.

      When the auditorium was almost empty, all of us rose quickly and hurried out. As we passed down the main hallway, I paused and stared at the wall—the one that held the pictures of those who’d never made it back from the Gods’ Challenge. I gritted my teeth, wanting to scream.

      “Oh, no you don’t, Snow.” Trace came up next to me and grabbed me by the arm, pulling me along behind them. “I know you want to talk—hell, I know you’re bursting at the seams, but you can’t start a rant out here in the hallways. Let’s get to the roof.”

      I nodded, sucking in deep breaths through my nose as we hurried down the corridors and up the stairs. On the top floor, Lach opened a small door, revealing the access ladder to the roof. I climbed out on top of the gently sloping gray slate, turning back to watch until the door was tightly closed.

      Then interlaced my hands on top of my head, letting out a loud growl. “What the hell is this? What the hell is going on here?”

      Lachlan paced back and forth, his muscles tight and strong. His accent was so thick and none of us could understand him, something that only happened when he was really angry. “Oi don’t nu bout ye, but I’ll tell ye roi nigh, they’ve made a move, an’ oi’m ready te make wan roi back. Feck chess, I’ll smash ’em all te bits.”

      Merrick gripped his shoulder. “Careful, you might just turn into a leprechaun. None of us can understand you. Take a deep breath.”

      Lach whirled on Merrick, looking like a man who’d just been shocked out of a nightmare. Then puffed his cheeks as he blew out a deep breath. “Shite. Sorry. I’m a wee bit pissed the fuck off right now.”

      Trace shook his head, a thoughtful expression on his chiseled features. “If you think about it, after everything we’ve heard and seen, this shouldn’t be that big of a surprise.”

      The broad-shouldered Irishman grunted. “Why?”

      Trace stopped next to Eden, who had taken a seat on the thick wall that bordered the edge of the roof. He gave her a reassuring smile, and despite my rage, my heart melted a little at his sweet gesture. Then he turned back to face the rest of us.

      “Think about what they’re doing here. They’re corralling us. This will make it easy for the gods to kill off most or all of the students at Magic Blessed Academy. Didn’t you say that Omari wasn’t satisfied with how slow things were going? That he wanted to move his plan along faster?”

      Fuck. I met his bright blue eyes as his words sank in. Then I nodded. “Yeah. I did. And I see what you’re saying. Their plan is to escalate this whole thing beyond just picking off the strongest ones and getting rid of them. They’re going to try to dig wild magic out by the roots. To destroy it completely.”

      Trace snorted humorlessly. “Why not? It’s less messy, it’s quick, and it’s over with.”

      I crossed my arms and stared up at the sky. “So, what’s really happening here is that every single person in the school, will be walking into a trap. The gods hate wild magic users. So they’re going to kill every single last one of them.”
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      “How’s Eden doin’?” Lachlan asked, staring over at her as she sat alone at a table, nervously eating a bowl of cereal.

      I blew out a breath and shook my head as I heaped some eggs onto my plate. The last week had been a nightmare. An aura of terror hung over the school, mixed with excitement and a good dose of competitive spirit from the students who had been planning to compete anyway.

      “As good as you could expect, I guess. She’s terrified. It doesn’t help that they announced the Gods’ Challenge date this morning.”

      Apparently, because there was no preliminary competition for us to go through, the admins had decided to move up the date of the challenge. We would all be entering the godly realm in just a few days.

      “Aye.” Lach grimaced. “That was some kinda shite. I can’t believe no one else sees through this fuckery.”

      “I’m sure moving it up is another way to sabotage us,” I murmured under my breath. “All the people who have been just going through the classes, not worrying about extra training are going to walk right in there and be the first ones to be picked off.”

      The cafeteria was louder than ever as we made our way toward the table where Eden sat. Wesley was bragging in one corner of the large room, his voice cutting over the general hubbub. Plenty of people were gathered around him, hanging on every word he said and talking loudly about how well they expected to do in the competition. Others sat stone-faced, staring off in space and completely ignoring all the excited people around them.

      I felt bad for them—both groups, honestly. They had no idea what was coming.

      Lachlan and I sat down, and I nudged Eden with my shoulder. She glanced at us, then went back to eating her cereal. Or, more precisely, picking up a spoonful of cereal, staring off into space, and then dropping every last piece back into the bowl before doing it all over again.

      Fuck. This is awful.

      For a moment, I regretted telling her any of the stuff I’d learned about the Gods’ Challenge. Maybe if she didn’t know the gods actively wanted to kill us, she wouldn’t be so damn terrified of being forced to compete in their realm.

      But isn’t it better that she does know? That she can at least be prepared?

      I turned to my other side, leaning closer to Lach to speak near his ear. “There’s gotta be a way we can stop this. A way we can get people out of it.”

      He sipped his coffee, glancing around, keeping an eye on everyone as he responded in a low voice. “I fuckin’ wish, lass. But I can’t think of anything. I’ve been thinkin’ about it all night, runnin’ it over with Merrick and Trace, but in the end, we had nothin’. If we refuse to go, all we’re doin’ is given’ them an easy excuse to exterminate us anyway.”

      “Yeah.” I attacked my breakfast with a vengeance, taking out some of my frustration on my eggs. “I learned a long time ago that sometimes the only way to get out of a fight is to get through it. But this? This isn’t a fight. It’s an ambush. And nobody even knows it.”

      Despite the worry that still burned in his eyes, Lach’s lips turned up in a devastating smile. “Ah, there’s the lass I know and love. I’m not surprised to hear ye say ye don’t back down from a fight.”

      I laughed and leaned over to kiss him, but as my lips met his, an idea sparked in my mind. I froze, and he drew back a little, raising an eyebrow at me.

      “Ye alright?”

      “Yes.” I blinked, my mind still whirring. My chest squeezed with worry as I glanced at Eden again, but the idea was solidifying in my mind.

      It would be dangerous. Possibly even incredibly stupid.

      But it might give us the only advantage we would have against the gods.
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        * * *

      

      On the day of the challenge, Eden knocked on my door in the early afternoon. Even her knock seemed tentative, as if she hoped that I wouldn’t answer the door. That maybe we could skip this whole debacle, go raid the kitchen for comfort food, and pretend there was no such thing as the Gods’ Challenge.

      When I opened the door, she was breathing heavily, her gray eyes a little too bright. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and a pair of green cargo pants were tucked into her black boots. She also wore an athletic shirt and a jacket.

      “Is this too much?” She pulled at her shirt nervously.

      I shook my head. “No, it’s smart. I never knew what the challenge was going to be like. The last two times I’ve done it, it’s been hot, but that just means we’re in for a change, I guess. And you can always take layers off if you need to. It’s perfect.”

      She seemed pleased with that answer, and the two of us stepped into the hall, joining the rest of the students as they headed out of the school and across the lawn to The Hill.

      As if drawn to me by some kind of magnetic force, Lachlan, Trace, and Merrick found me in the throng, gathering tightly around me as we neared the top of the slope and stepped onto the pavilion.

      “You ready for this?” Merrick asked. I had told all three of the men my plan, and although none of them were a hundred percent on board with it, they had at least agreed that there were no other options.

      “Yeah.” I squeezed his hand as Eden looked up, shooting me a sharp look.

      “Ready for what?” she asked, worry infusing her tone.

      I hadn’t shared my plan with her, mostly because I’d been worried it would freak her out more. But she was practically vibrating with anxious energy, and I didn’t want to risk making her head explode.

      Glancing around to make sure no one was listening, I leaned toward her. “So, I’ve given this a lot of thought. And I don’t think we have any other choice. The gods want to kill us, and this is how they’re gonna try to do it. So I’m going to call them out.”

      Eden’s eyes widened, a squeak falling from her lips. “Wait, did you just say you’re going to call them out? As in, reveal that you know the truth? As in, let it all fly to the whole school?”

      I pursed my lips against the smile that tugged at them. Eden was scared shitless, and she wouldn’t appreciate me laughing at her. But her way of summarizing my plan made it sound like I was planning on stealing the gods’ underpants and stringing them up the flagpole.

      “Yeah,” I told her. “Basically. We can’t stop this, and we can’t fight it. So what we need to do is change the game.”

      By the time everyone had gathered on the pavilion, my heart was thumping hard in my chest, adrenaline surging through my veins. I was nervous, but ready.

      Or as ready as I was ever gonna be anyway.

      Dean Frost stepped up onto a small platform at one end of the pavilion.

      “Welcome, students, to the Gods’ Challenge,” she said with a dramatic flair.

      The entire crowd was almost silent. A few idiots and assholes cheered, but most people were too were scared out of their minds to do more than watch her quietly as she continued.

      “Every semester, we hold these challenges as a way of rewarding our best students and honoring the gods who granted us our magic. The challenge is not only sacred, but a valuable opportunity to use your magic in a real-world scenario. Today…”

      “Ready?” Lach murmured to me as the dean continued to drone on.

      Licking my lips, I nodded.

      He joined Trace and Merrick in elbowing students out of the way, leading me up toward the podium where Dean Frost stood. I walked halfway up the steps to the small stage, and Trace raised his hand, sending a small burst of magic toward me.

      I felt it hit my throat, and a little tingle spread over my skin as I cleared my throat, the sound rising up over the large crowd of gathered students. The guys all stood at the base of the stairs, their gazes cutting back and forth between me and the audience. I knew they were ready to jump to my defense at any moment if needed.

      Dean Frost broke off, turning to stare at me with narrowed eyes. “What are you doing, Miss Banks?”

      “I don’t mean to interrupt you, Dean Frost,” I said, my magically amplified voice seeming to fill the air. “But I believe what I have to say is extremely important.” I turned to face the crowd. “This is for all of you—for those that have never been here before, and for those who are unaware of what’s going on around them. This is also for the gods themselves, if they’re even listening.”

      By now, everyone in the place had gone silent. I couldn’t even hear an echo of a whisper or cry. They were all staring at me, wondering what in the world I was talking about.

      Hell, I didn’t really blame them. Most of them hated me, and the rest barely even knew who I was. Winning the Gods’ Challenge had gained me a bit of notoriety at first, but after Wesley won last semester, he’d sucked up the spotlight, reveling in the attention and jealousy of the other students.

      But it didn’t matter. They didn’t need to like me to listen to me.

      “They took away the qualifiers from all of us,” I said, speaking quickly before Dean Frost could have me physically hauled away from the stage. “They’ve required that every single one of us march into the godly realm today. Am I the only one who finds that unfair? Am I the only one who looks around at those who never had any intention of fighting and wonders how they’ll stand a chance in that wild, dangerous place? Does anyone else think this whole situation is lopsided? Leading a group of magical students into a realm full of creatures and threats that could kill us?”

      There was a murmur among the gathered students. Wesley and his hangers-on were glaring at me, but some of the other kids were nodding fervently.

      “I’m going to have to ask you to resume your place, Aria,” the dean snapped as she gestured to the crowd, her voice echoing across the pavilion.

      I ignored her, lifting my chin and spreading my arms. “The entire school has been commanded to participate in the Gods’ Challenge. And here we all are, ready to compete. But if we’re going to be challenged by the gods themselves, the competition should be against the gods themselves, not their creations.” My heart slammed against my ribs as I curled my hands into fists. “So if any gods are listening, hear this: fight us yourselves, you fucking cowards.”

      As the words left my mouth, a wave of silence washed over the pavilion, as if every bit of oxygen had been sucked from the atmosphere.

      Then a loud crack split the air.
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      The air in front of us seemed to split in half.

      It was like a portal, only there were no swirling magic sparks—just a rift in the ether, right there in front of all of us. It was a big rift, allowing a cadre of gods to emerge out onto the field. They stepped through, and the gathered students drew back instantly, bodies squishing together as they all crowded away from the gods in their midst.

      My stomach twisted so violently I thought I might throw up. But there was no backing out of this now.

      I’d thrown the gauntlet down, and the gods had heard me.

      Even though my blood felt like water, I kept my head high and my shoulders back. As the last one stepped through the portal, I counted ten imposing figures. Their raw power was almost overwhelming, and I could see a ripple in the crowd as they began to walk toward the podium, people shrinking back from the sight of them. They were majestic and terrifying, and far too perfect to belong to our world.

      One of the gods, a bit older than the others with long white hair, gazed up at me.

      “We have heard your call, human. And we have come to answer. The gods of the godly realm, creators of all magic and all things magical, agree to accept your challenge.” He smiled, spreading his arms as he scanned the crowd, looking for all the world like a king surveying his domain. “Due to the enormity of this challenge, the great leader of the gods himself, Omari, has come to negotiate.”

      I gritted my teeth, resisting the urge to hurl taunts at him. While everybody else was in awe of his stature and power, I had seen another side of him. I knew just how much of a coward he really was—that he was afraid of wild magic users like us.

      But I also knew that fear made him dangerous.

      Don’t poke the bear any more than you already are, Ari.

      To his right, the god named Ryker stepped forward.

      I recognized him immediately, and the sight of his angular features and raven-black hair made a thrill of fear run through me.

      Omari scared me because of the conviction he had that wild magic users should be eliminated, violently if necessary. But Ryker scared me for a whole different set of reasons, not least of which was the fact that he had seen me sneaking around the godly realm last semester.

      Did he recognize me from that moment? He’d only gotten a quick glance at me before I’d disappeared. I wasn’t even sure he had been able to see my face.

      When he looked at me, his expression was inscrutable. It made me want to stare back at him, to dissect every micro-expression on his face, to try to pry off the lid and see what was hidden underneath. But instead, I quickly looked away. Even as my gaze left him though, I had a feeling he was still staring at me.

      Trying to regain my footing, I looked back at Omari. The fucker was laughing.

      Heat burned through me—the kind of anger that fueled my aggression in fights where my opponent had bragged about me being an easy win because I was a girl.

      Fuck that shit.

      “I find it hard to believe there’s humor in this situation,” I said, acid dripping from my voice, which was still magically amplified.

      Omari dropped his head, his bright eyes finding mine. “I find humor in everything. Even your lack of intelligence.”

      I gripped my fists tightly and clenched my jaw, trying to keep my cool. He was an asshole. Cocky and self-assured to the point to where it was going to make me reckless. The kind of pompous dickbag that needed a good punch to the face and a swift kick in the ass.

      Fucking coward. I know you fear wild magic. Yet standing here on this pavilion, you act like we’re tiny insects and you’re ready to crush us to bits.

      Omari just smiled more widely, looking around at the gathered crowd. “We welcome the challenge from strong new magical users. Don’t be too hard on this young lady, and don’t blame her for this. She just wants to show us just how powerful you all really are. It’s spirited, I’ll give you that.”

      Wesley and a few other students actually preened at hearing the god call them powerful, and I had to choke back the bile that rose in my throat. Omari might act like he was impressed with us, but I knew better than that. I knew he had every intention of annihilating each person standing on the pavilion under the guise of his stupid fucking “competition.”

      I cleared my throat. “Well? Are we going to negotiate? What are your terms?”

      Omari spun around with his eyebrows raised, a broad, almost genial smile curving his lips. “Of course. As you demanded, we will meet your challenge. Each student’s goal will still be to find the gem hidden somewhere in the playing area. And we, the gods, will simply try to stop you from retrieving it.”

      I wanted to look at the guys, but I kept my gaze firmly on Omari. All it would take would be a small flicker of the eyelid, a flinch, to show my fear—and I refused to give him that.

      “So instead of meeting the monsters in the arena that you normally send us, we’ll be going up against you and your brethren,” I said. “Do we have your word that you will not send extra threats our way?”

      Omari nodded, an emotion I couldn’t identify burning in his eyes. “Just us against you. Is it a deal?”

      My heart thudded unevenly in my chest. I was half expecting Dean Frost to raise an objection, or someone in the crowd to yell out a denial. But no one spoke. So I dipped my chin once in a solemn nod. “It’s a deal.”

      Omari’s features flickered again. Fuck, I wish I knew what he was thinking.

      I had put him off-balance. I could tell that much, at least. The gods hadn’t expected this challenge to be thrown down, but since it had been, they’d been compelled to respond. But whether it ultimately favored us or them? Well, that remained to be seen.

      “It’s settled then,” the white-haired god intoned. He shifted his gaze to the dean. “There will be a slight delay of a few days so that everyone may prepare for their new challenge.” His gaze found mine again, and I swore his next words were meant only for me. “I look forward to facing you on the battlefield.”

      Without another word, Omari turned and strode toward the portal—the rift they had torn in the ether. Having spent most of the summer practicing shifting back and forth between the godly realm and earth, I knew that shit wasn’t necessary. They had done it as a demonstration of power.

      To show off. To scare us.

      The other gods followed in Omari’s wake. The last one through the rift was Ryker, and he stared at me for just another moment before disappearing. I didn’t move a muscle until the rift closed with another loud clap, like thunder breaking over a plain.

      When they disappeared, I let out a long, deep breath as everyone in the stands began to talk loudly and wildly.

      The school staff and admins moved quickly, trying to herd everyone back to the main building. But before I could step off the stairs, Dean Frost marched over to me and grabbed me by the arm.

      “What in the hell do you think you’re doing, Miss Banks?” she hissed. “That was reckless and foolhardy. Next time—if they allow you to have a next time—you might want to think your decisions through beforehand. Whatever idiotic pride makes you think you can go up against the gods, it’s just put all of your classmates in a war against them too. All of these people?” She gestured to the crowd. “Their blood will be on your hands.”

      “My hands?” Fury bubbled up, and I slapped her hand away. Fuck decorum. We were way beyond that at this point. “You want to see blood on someone’s hands? Take a look at your own.”

      Her eyes widened, and she drew in a sharp breath. But before she could reply, I continued.

      “And if you think I’m doing this out of pride, you’re insane. I’m not trying to prove a damn point, and I’m not doing this for glory or a godsdamn medal. I’m doing it because it gives all of these people the best chance they have of surviving.”

      “She’s right.”

      The voice beside me made me jump, and when I looked over, I saw Professor Wist regarding me with a serious expression. The Power and Precision teacher turned to face Dean Frost, her expression serious.

      “What are you talking about, Wist?” the dean demanded, looking irritated and still slightly shaken. She obviously hadn’t known I was aware of her complicity in Omari’s plan to cull the numbers of wild magic users.

      “The students are all being forced to compete in the Gods’ Challenge,” Wist said, squaring her shoulders. “They should have the right to face those who are putting them in this situation. And the gods should fight their own battles.”

      For a moment, Dean Frost stared at Wist as if the professor had grown a second head. I got the feeling it was the first time Wist—or anyone, really—had stood up to Frost, and a little swell of satisfaction rose up in me.

      It was far from a mass mutiny, but if Wist still supported me, then there had to be other people at the school who would too, and those people could make the difference. I needed to rally people—both students and teachers. I needed to make them see the truth of what was going on, and drive home the fact that the only chance we really had to survive this was to band together against the gods.

      They had never planned to let us win this challenge.

      But now, we could at least fight on our terms.

      And maybe, just maybe, we could win.

      Wist and Dean Frost held each other’s gazes in a long, tense, and completely silent battle of wills. Then Frost finally looked away, her lip curling in disgust. She shot me one more scathing look. “Play the martyr and the hero all you like, Miss Banks. You’re not fooling me.”

      “Okay, whatever,” I muttered as she swept down the stairs, shoving her way between me and Professor Wist.

      Students were filing back toward the school, a loud murmur of confused conversation rising up in their midst. Wist watched the crowd begin to disperse, then turned to me, shaking her head.

      “I do hope you know what you’re doing, Aria.”

      With that, she was gone too.

      I stared at her retreating back, agitation churning in my stomach.

      Well, that makes two of us.

      It wasn’t exactly the most shining endorsement of my action, but at least Wist had stood up to Dean Frost. It gave me hope that I would be able to win more people to my side. Because just like Eden had said, that’s what we needed.

      An army.

      The sky crackled above. Clouds began rolling in, and a few fat drops of rain hit my face. The storm gathering on the horizon moved quickly, and the remaining students begin hurrying toward the school.

      My three men all looked at me, and Lachlan extended a hand as I stepped down the stairs. Eden had approached too, and I tried to ignore the worry in four sets of eyes as my friend and my boyfriends all regarded me with serious expressions.

      Truthfully, no one was more worried about this than me. Fear that I might’ve made the wrong choice twisted in my gut. But it was too late to take it back. And there hadn’t been any other options.

      Now that the gauntlet had been thrown down, we needed to focus on what came next. On preparing as many people as possible to face the threats of the godly realm.

      There was a lot of work to be done, and a very short amount of time to do it in.

      Gods, I hope my hands stay clean.

      As if he could sense the turmoil roiling inside me, Trace shot me a lopsided smile. “Come on, Snow. Let’s get inside before we get soaked.”

      The five of us headed quickly toward the school. Everyone else had already disappeared inside the massive stone building, and when we stepped through the large front doors, the place felt strangely quiet. Eerily so. As if the entire school was collectively holding its breath.

      “I did the right thing,” I blurted quietly as we made our way up the stairs toward the dorms. I couldn’t take the gloomy silence anymore.

      “Are you sure?” Eden didn’t sound like she was trying to cut me down, but more like she genuinely wanted to know.

      If only I knew.

      “We didn’t have any other options,” I insisted. “Or rather, our only other option was to go along with the challenge and let them wipe us out like they intended. At least this way, we get a chance to take some of them down with us. And at least now people know what they’re walking into.”

      “Yeah.” Trace snorted. “The biggest fucking problem around here is that everyone’s been brainwashed to believe that the gods are magnanimous and caring beings. That they want us to succeed. When actually, it’s the complete opposite.”

      “Agreed,” Lach muttered. “If people are goin’ to die, at least they can do it with their eyes wide open.”

      Eden winced at his words, and I squeezed her hand gently, trying to comfort her a little.

      Okay, so that wasn’t the most optimistic way of putting it. But he’s not wrong.

      “Every day since I got back from the palace, I’ve replayed that conversation between Omari and Ryker in my head,” I said, speaking mainly for Eden’s benefit. I knew that as nervous as they were about the fight, the guys were already on board with my plan. “Every word that was said, I’ve analyzed and dissected a million different ways. I thought about the motives behind Omari’s actions, the reason for the fear, how it could be changed. After listening to their fight though, I’m pretty sure Omari’s mind is made up. He doesn’t believe our kind should exist.”

      And whether I was more than just a wild magic user, whether I had powers beyond that, he still wasn’t going to listen to someone like me.

      In fact, if he knew I had powers that allowed me access to the godly realm, he probably would’ve killed me already.

      “Yeah. I…” Eden swallowed. “I think you might be right about that.”

      “Putting myself out there at the ceremony for the challenge was bold. And, like Dean Frost said, a little foolhardy.” I huffed a sardonic laugh. “I knew that from the beginning. But it’s the only way out that I could see. I had to take the power away from them, and though this didn’t fully take it away, it gave us some power back.”

      “How much power?” she asked quietly.

      We reached the landing for the floor where our dorm rooms were located, and I stopped, turning to face my friend. “I don’t know. It all depends on how many people will agree to stand with us.” I snorted. “And it’ll also depend on how many people stand against us.”

      Merrick ran a hand through his short blond hair. “It all comes down to fear in the end.”

      “Ye got that right.” Lachlan snorted. “Fear of the gods; fear of death; fear of the unknown. People do crazy things when they’re scared.”

      I grinned at him. “Let’s just hope it’s good-crazy, like joining us in a fight where the odds are stacked so high against us that not even an obsessive gambler would take this bet.”

      He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Hey, ye know I’m that kinda crazy.”

      “And that’s why I love you.”

      He chuckled. Then his expression grew serious again. “Ye did say that Ryker’s against Omari. Maybe there are other gods who are too. It doesn’t seem like he rules by true loyalty as much as by fear.”

      “So isn’t that a reason not to go up against him?” Eden pressed. “He’s strong. Stronger than any of us—any of them—and no one can unseat him.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not trying to unseat him. I don’t want to get involved in the politics of the godly realm, and I’m not looking to stage a coup. But I want to face my enemy head-on instead of fighting mirages for the rest of my life. We might as well stand with our heads high and show them we won’t go down without a fight.”

      Eden took a deep breath. I could tell it was taking every ounce of willpower she had, but she straightened her spine, lifting her head high before she nodded at me. “Then if you’re building an army to take on the gods, consider me your first recruit.”

      Without thinking, I reached out and pulled her into a tight hug. She stiffened a little, and I could tell she was surprised by the gesture. Hell, I was surprised by it. I’d never been the most touchy-feely person, but a lot had changed in my life over the past year and a half. If I was about to fight and possibly die beside this girl who had become my unlikely friend, I could hug her too.

      She wrapped her arms around me, drawing a deep breath before stepping back. “Okay. I’ll start talking to other students. Try to rally support. Tomorrow, we can start planning our strategy for the challenge.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks, Eden.”

      She nodded, then headed down the hall toward her dorm room.

      The rest of us started walking again too, and I followed the men toward Merrick’s bedroom, barely paying attention to my surroundings.

      I may have soothed some of Eden’s fears, but my own anxiety was building by the second. The reality of what I had done up on The Hill was overwhelming, threatening to rise up and engulf me.

      The men continued to talk in low voices as we stepped into Merrick’s room, and when the door shut behind me, I stood just inside the room, gazing at all three of them. My heart thudded out a wild rhythm in my chest as they noticed my silence and turned to look at me.

      “Aria?” Trace’s brows pulled together. “You okay?”

      “Do you need something?” Merrick asked, taking a step forward.

      “Yes.” I swallowed. Fear of losing these men made my heart ache, made my stomach twist painfully.

      “What, lass?” Lachlan asked. “What do ye need?”

      “I need you to fuck me. I need you to fuck me like you mean it.”
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      For a moment, my words just hung in the air, filling the space between all of us with an electric energy.

      There was so much to be done, so much at stake. We had set ourselves on a path where the odds of survival were slim—but at least they were better than none. I could live with that, and I would fight as hard as I could with these men by my side.

      But first, I needed to remind myself that for the moment, at least, they were still mine.

      We still had each other.

      Bright blue eyes, green eyes, and amber eyes all regarded me, powerful emotions churning in all of them.

      Then the men moved.

      In a flash, Lachlan was on me, his arms coming around my waist and sweeping me up. I was airborne for a few seconds as he strode toward the bed, and then I was tossed down on Merrick’s soft mattress. My body bounced a little, and before I could even sit up, the other two men were there, lips and teeth brushing over my skin.

      Merrick grabbed my chin in his large hand, angling my head as he kissed me deeply. When he pulled back, there was a wicked hungry gleam in his eye.

      “I hope you know what you just asked for, Aria,” he murmured.

      Then he was sliding off the bed again, disappearing from my view as Lachlan took his place. The burly Irishman licked and sucked a path up my neck as Trace kissed my lips, sliding his tongue against mine in a way that made my toes curl.

      “Scoot her up on the bed.”

      Merrick’s voice penetrated the fog of need in my mind, and the two men on either side of me moved quickly, lifting me up and setting me back down higher up on the mattress. When my gaze found Merrick again, my eyes widened as a flood of arousal dampened my panties. He had his hands spread wide in front of him, and extending between both of his palms was a length of shimmering magical rope.

      My attention flicked from it to him and back again, and I tugged my bottom lip between my teeth as I remembered his promise that he and my two other boyfriends would tie me up someday.

      By all appearances, that day had arrived, and as Merrick climbed up onto the mattress with us, I moaned softly.

      He gave a pleased grin as he caught both of my wrists in one hand, then began wrapping the magical rope around them. The binds held tight, but they didn’t chafe like an actual rope might have. They were stronger than any ordinary rope could ever be though, and when he tied my hands to the headboard, I could feel the power of the binds.

      When he was satisfied with his work, he drew away, sitting back on his heels just like the other two men were doing. They were all staring down at me with hungry, possessive gazes, and it made every inch of my skin flush.

      Just as it had after I told them to fuck me, silence fell over us once again. After the flurry of activity, the moment of calm only ratcheted up the tension in the room even higher, and my lower half felt flushed and swollen with need.

      I wanted them to move. I wanted them to fuck me in every possible configuration and position they could think of. If I’d been able to move freely, I would’ve slid my hands down my own body, massaging and teasing my breasts before spreading my legs and fingering my clit, showing them exactly what I wanted.

      But I couldn’t move.

      I couldn’t do anything but wait, absorbing their stares and trying not to spontaneously combust.

      “Fuckin’ hell,” Lach finally groaned. His pants were tented over his straining erection, and his voice was a tortured rasp.

      Good. At least I wasn’t the only one being driven out of her mind by need.

      “You want us to fuck you like we mean it, Ari?” Merrick asked. He was watching me with glittering eyes, and the dark promise in their depths made me even wetter.

      “Gods, yes.”

      One corner of his lips quirked up in a devastating smile. Then he leaned over me, grabbed the hem of my shirt, and ripped. The flimsy material gave way under his strength, tearing cleanly all the way up the front until it split into two halves. My shocked gasp made my breasts rise and fall, and with a groan, Trace shoved my bra cups down, letting the aching mounds spill free.

      Lachlan’s hands made a path down the flat plane of my now bare stomach, and when he reached my pants, he deftly flicked open the button and dragged down the zipper. The pants and panties slid down my legs, and he stopped only long enough to tug off my shoes before pulling the garments the rest of the way off.

      Trace and Merrick explored every inch of my upper body as Lach worked his way back up my legs. I lifted my head off the bed a little to deepen my kiss with Trace, wanting to wrap my arms around his back but unable to. I groaned into his mouth as Merrick pushed my breasts together, massaging them with a rough touch that straddled the line between pleasure and pain.

      When Lachlan’s mouth finally worked its way back up my leg, I bowed off the bed as his tongue found my pussy. His strokes were confident and sure, no teasing or slow build—he lapped at me like a cat who had finally found the cream.

      Sensation shot through me like sparks dancing in the air, and I wrapped my legs around Lach’s head like I was trying to pin his face to my pussy. To keep him right where he was forever. My arms jerked uselessly at the binds that held me as I undulated my hips against the onslaught of Lachlan’s tongue.

      “That’s it, Snow.” Trace nipped at my bottom lip. “Let go. Just let go.”

      I had never been restrained during sex before, and as frustrating as it was not to be able to touch what I wanted when I wanted, out of that frustration came a heightened awareness of everything the men were doing to me.

      I was at their mercy.

      Completely subject to their whims and desires.

      And I was about to come all over Lachlan’s face.

      “Oh, fuck,” I muttered, the words sounding plaintive and desperate even to my own ears. “Fuck. Fuck, I’m gonna…”

      And then it was too late to warn them. It was too late to say anything. The pleasure that had been building inside me spiked, and I thrashed on the bed as I came hard and fast.

      Lachlan didn’t seem to mind one bit that despite my restraints, I wasn’t holding nice and still like a good girl. He looped his hands around my thighs, holding on to me and lifting my lower body off the bed as he continued to swirl his tongue over my clit, sucking on the hard bud until I gave a full-throated scream.

      As the last shudders of the orgasm quaked through my system, I gasped for breath. Trace was still torturing my nipple with his tongue, and Merrick’s face was buried in the crook of my neck as he breathed deeply against my skin, as if inhaling my very essence. My lower body was suspended off the bed, still held up by Lachlan’s tight grip, and I could feel my chest rising and falling with every deep inhale and exhale.

      When Lach finally lifted his face from my pussy, I expected to see his usual signature smirk. But instead, his green eyes blazed with an inner light, and his expression was hungry and deadly serious.

      “Untie her from the bed,” he instructed Merrick. “Then bind her hands again. Behind her back.”

      The authoritative rumble of his voice made my pussy spasm again, another little aftershock cascading through me.

      Merrick nodded and leaned over me, shifting his magic so that the rope released its hold on the headboard. The magical bindings fell away from my wrists, and in a flash, Lachlan flipped me over onto my stomach. Then Trace and Merrick were tugging off my bra and my shredded shirt before gathering my hands again, and I felt the warmth of the magical rope wrapping around my wrists once more.

      Lach’s large hands found my hips, and he hauled my ass up into the air, leaving my upper body draped over the bed as I balanced on my knees.

      “Oh, hell.” Trace let out a shuddery breath. “You look fuckin’ incredible like this, Ari.”

      I whimpered, craning my neck to catch glimpses of the men as the rustle of clothing filled the room. When they were all as naked as I was, I felt hands on my body again, broad palms skating over the curves and dips of my form. I could feel arousal dripping from me, slicking my thighs as I tried to imagine what the men were seeing.

      “Please,” I muttered, my pussy throbbing with each image that popped into my head. “Please, I need you.”

      I could practically hear the smile in Trace’s voice. “You need us? I’m about to fuckin’ die, Snow. My cock is never gonna forgive me if I don’t bury it inside you in the next few seconds.”

      His voice grew deeper and rougher as his hand traced the rounded curve of my ass. But instead of continuing down to my thighs, he stopped to massage my ass cheeks before pulling them apart gently. When his thumb circled the tight muscles of my back hole, I buried my face in the blankets on the bed and groaned, my hips bumping back against him, begging for more.

      “But I don’t want to rush this,” Trace continued, pressing his thumb deeper, letting me feel the delicious pressure of fullness there, taunting me with what he could give me. “Because I want your ass. I want to feel you squeeze me so tight while you suck Merrick. Can you do that, Snow? Do you want to?”

      I nodded, the movement hampered by the way my upper body was draped over the bed. But none of the men seemed to have any confusion about what I wanted. The mattress shifted a little as one of them moved, and a second later, something cool and wet dripped down between my ass cheeks.

      Trace replaced his thumb with a finger, then two fingers, and I practically screamed into the blanket as I rode the sensations out.

      Lachlan’s fingertips found my clit as Trace continued to work his fingers in my back hole, and the stimulation of my already sensitive bud made my whole body shiver. I clenched and then relaxed, pushing back against Trace as he thrust deeper and deeper.

      “Gods, you’re tight. Are you ready for me?” he murmured.

      I nodded again, too lost in sensation to give a voice to what I so desperately needed. The wet noises of Trace coating his dick reached my ears, and a second later, he withdrew his fingers. Then he began to press his cock inside me.

      My hands were still bound behind me, my wrists resting against my lower back, and Trace grabbed them with one hand, keeping the other on my hips to steady me.

      When he was finally buried balls deep in my ass, Merrick came to sit on the bed in front of me. Lachlan helped lift my upper body just a bit, and Trace gripped my arms behind me, holding me up as I drew Merrick’s cock between my lips.

      It was a strangely terrifying and exhilarating sensation, giving someone a blowjob when I couldn’t even control my own movements. Lach and Trace kept a tight enough grip on me to make sure I didn’t faceplant on Merrick’s dick, and when Trace pulled out partway and then rocked forward, sliding back inside my ass, my lips slid down the length of Merrick’s cock.

      I shivered, my empty pussy clenching hard as all of us began to move.

      As I dragged my lips up and down Merrick’s stiff length, I glanced up at him through my eyelashes. He was gazing at me with hooded eyes, an expression of such pure want on his face that it made me moan softly.

      He must’ve heard it, or maybe he felt the vibrations on his cock. He met my gaze, his hips pressing up as he fucked my mouth just like Trace was fucking my ass.

      “You look so damned perfect like this, Ari,” he gritted out. “Like you were meant just for us. Like we were meant for you.”

      I moaned again, unable to put words to all the feelings raging through me, even if I had been able to speak.

      Trace began to thrust a little harder and faster, and Merrick’s cock hit the back of my throat as Lach and Trace continued to hold me up.

      “Fuck. Oh gods, I’m gonna come…”

      The blond man’s abs contracted as his cock pulsed inside my mouth, and I slid my tongue along the vein that ran the length of his cock, then closed my lips around him again and sucked hard.

      He exploded in my mouth, salty cum spurting onto my tongue. I swallowed quickly, then kept licking and sucking him until he finally grunted and pulled away from me, his wet shaft slipping from my mouth.

      Without hesitation, Trace wrapped an arm around my waist, lifting my upper body before it could collapse back onto the bed. My back rested against his front, my arms trapped between us, as he slowed his strokes in my ass, pulsing into me with small, shallow thrusts.

      He was close too. I could feel it in the way he seemed to have grown impossibly thicker and harder. But he was trying to hold off, to make this last longer.

      “I want to feel how tight you can get,” he murmured in my ear, his breath uneven. “I want to feel what it’s like when Lach is inside you too.”

      My body sparked at his words, and I nodded desperately as Lachlan moved in front of me, on his knees just like Trace and I were. The Irishman’s fat cock brushed against my lower belly, and I leaned toward him, wishing desperately that I could wrap my arms around him.

      But when his lips caught mine in a fierce kiss, I forgot all about the binds restraining me. Fire lashed through my body, and when he fisted his cock and dragged the slick head over my sensitive clit, I cried out into his mouth. He found my entrance and pushed inside, groaning as his thick length filled me up.

      “Gods, ye feel so damn good, sweetheart.”

      Trace gave a muffled grunt behind me that was some kind of agreement, and the two men began to move in alternating strokes, one drawing out while the other plunged inside. I was suspended between them, impaled by them and supported by them, and I could feel their desire for me in every movement, every breath.

      I lost myself in a haze of pleasure as first Lachlan and then Trace kissed me, and when I caught sight of Merrick watching the three of us, fisting the base of his still-hard cock, my whole body locked up.

      A sound that was part groan and part sob fell from my lips as a deep pleasure radiated through my entire body. I was pinned between the two men, but my body writhed anyway, as if the sensations crashing through me were too much for one person to contain.

      “Shite. Oh, fuck.”

      Grabbing my face with one hand, Lachlan kissed me hard, plunging his tongue into my mouth to stroke against mine as he throbbed inside me, filling me up with his cum. A second later, Trace held my hips in a bruising grip and ground his hips against my ass, biting down on the junction of my neck and shoulder as he came too.

      I felt… limp. Boneless. Completely sated.

      But more than that, I felt connected.

      As deeply and truly connected to the three men who shared the bed with me as it was possible to be.

      They had fucked me like they meant it.

      And it had meant everything.
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      I woke up the next morning with purpose burning in my veins.

      It wasn’t hard to get out of bed, despite the fact that I hated leaving the warmth and comfort of being wrapped under the blankets with three warm bodies.

      There was shit to be done.

      A fight to be won.

      And I knew exactly what I was fighting for.

      I wasn’t going to sit back and allow the lies and secrets of Magic Blessed Academy to sit in the shadows any longer. I wasn’t going to stand solemnly in front of the wall of remembrance, watching it grow larger and larger every year.

      One way or another, I was determined that this Gods’ Challenge would be the last one ever.

      My body was pleasantly sore as I showered quickly, and by the time I stepped back out into Merrick’s room, I found all three men awake and waiting for me.

      “Morning, beautiful.” Merrick caught me around the waist and pressed a kiss to my lips. His amber eyes gleamed as he stepped back, scanning me with a pleased expression. “You look wide-awake and vibrant.”

      I grinned and nodded. “Yeah, well… I happened to have a pretty good night last night, and it renewed my confidence in what I’m doing. I’m not afraid of it anymore. I’m not scared to continue moving on the path that’s been set.”

      “Hell fuckin’ yeah,” Trace piped in, tugging me from Merrick’s arms to give me a kiss too before we all headed for the door.

      “We don’t have a lot of time.” I glanced at the three of them as we strode down the hallway. “Training is going to be the number one thing for everyone. The four of us have had the luxury of knowing just how hard we had to train, and we’ve been doing it since the first time we competed in the Gods’ Challenge. But there are a lot of people at this school who have absolutely no idea.”

      Trace rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Then I guess we have an idea of what we need to do. We need to get the entire school as well prepared for this fight as possible. We need to gather all the supporters we can. And the ones who won’t join with us…” He shook his head. “Well, we need to know who they are so we can watch out for them.”

      Lachlan scowled, his shoulders tensing. “We already know one person who’s against ye. That fuckwad Wesley still hates yer guts, and he hates ours too. He won’t talk to me”—he grinned viciously—“he’s too fuckin’ terrified. But he happened to have a few words for Trace yesterday before he headed out to The Hill.”

      I shot Trace a look, raising my eyebrows. “I didn’t hear about this.”

      Not that it was all that surprising. A lot had happened yesterday.

      The dark-haired man groaned as we reached the stairs. “It wasn’t worth repeating. But by this point, I’m pretty sure Wesley would put himself in mortal danger before he’d take your side in anything. The gods have basically brainwashed people at this school to believe we owe all our magic to them, and Wesley drank the Kool-Aid and went back for seconds.”

      “Personally, I think he hates you because you’re a woman who’s stronger than him,” Merrick put in, anger flashing in his eyes. “He uses the excuse that he’s pissed at you for disrespecting the gods, but we all know it’s a lot more fucking petty than that. Normally, I would say don’t worry about him; he’s just a little rat who will get his in the end.”

      “Little rat is right,” Lachlan grunted. “He was lucky to win the challenge last semester. Had we actually been looking for the gem, he would’ve had his arse handed to him six ways from Sunday.”

      Merrick nodded. “True. But he honestly doesn’t see that. He thinks he won fair and square, and it’s making him overconfident.”

      We stepped off the stairs on the first floor, and I found myself suppressing a grimace of frustration. “He also doesn’t understand just how dangerous it is, whether you’re siding with the gods or you’re against them. When it comes down to it, he has wild magic just the same as the rest of us. The gods will never fully understand him or accept him—even if they spare his life.”

      “I really don’t give a shit about Wesley.” Annoyance laced Merrick’s tone. “We all know who he is and what he’s after. We know he hates us. And we know he’s going to do his best to be on the gods’ side because he thinks that’s the winning side. There’s nothing we could do about any of that. What we can do is prepare ourselves and do our best to help the other students here train and ultimately survive a confrontation with the gods.”

      “Agreed,” I said fervently. “That’s why I’m going to spend the day trying to connect with the other students.”

      I cringed a little at the thought. I wasn’t exactly a people person, and I’d almost rather go up against the gods right now than have to campaign for people’s trust. But if it needed to be done, I was at least going to try.

      Trace nudged me with his shoulder, redirecting me toward the school’s large front entryway instead of toward the cafeteria. “We thought you would say that. And there’s good news on that front. Eden stopped by the room while you were in the shower. Instead of you just wandering around approaching people, she set up a meeting on The Hill.”

      “The people who are going to be there either are curious about what you have to say or are already on your side,” Merrick added. “Eden said she did a little campaigning last night and convinced a lot of people to come and hear you out. People are scared, and while some are taking sides without thought or explanation, others want to make the best decision possible.”

      Nerves exploded in my stomach. Oh gods, there should be a law against having to make big speeches before breakfast.

      But it meant a lot to me that Eden had done this, and I knew full well that my men and I needed to take advantage of any leg up we could get.

      “Great. Then let’s get on it,” I replied, picking up my pace.

      As I crested the top of The Hill, I could see quite a few students gathered on the pavilion talking quietly, all looking nervous and uncomfortable.

      Trace cleared his throat, drawing their attention. “Hey, if everybody can quiet down, Aria is here to talk to you guys. Let her explain what she knows, and if you have any questions when she’s done, we’ll answer if we can.”

      I stepped forward, trying to give off an aura of casual confidence. I wasn’t much of a public speaker. But it hardly mattered, really. Everyone here had come to hear me talk, and I wanted to make sure they fully understood the situation.

      “Um, thanks for being here. I appreciate you guys coming to hear me out. I want to start out by saying that in no way shape or form did I lay down my challenge to the gods on a whim. I thought about it from every angle I could see, trying to figure out what choice presented the best chance of survival.”

      “And this is what you came up with? A suicide mission?” a voice yelled out from the back of the crowd.

      I shrugged. “Low odds are better than no odds. Especially if we train hard, strategize, and stick together. If we do that, we’ll have a chance in this fight.”

      A third-year named Delaney tilted her head as she spoke. “But why fight at all? Why did you challenge the gods like that?”

      Okay. Here goes. Truth time.

      I swallowed hard, then met her gaze and held it. “Because we can’t trust the gods. We’re all in danger because they don’t want people like us to exist. The version of history we’ve been taught is a lie; the gods never gave us our powers. No one knows where our magic comes from, not even them.”

      A babble of shocked murmurs broke out at that, people turning to each other and talking in hushed voices.

      My gaze shifted around, watching the crowd’s reaction. There had to be close to sixty people gathered, which spoke to the persuasiveness of Eden’s earnest, sweet personality. Eden herself stood at the front of the crowd, glancing around nervously as she tried to gauge their reaction too.

      “The gods don’t think we should exist,” I continued, raising my voice over the chatter. “And they’ve been using the Gods’ Challenge as a way of thinning our numbers. A way of picking some of us off.”

      A few students at the edge of the crowd shook their heads and walked off, letting me know exactly where they stood. I wondered if they truly didn’t believe me or just didn’t want to believe me. Not that it really mattered, in the end.

      I braced myself for more students to walk away, to head back to the school building as they shot me a metaphorical middle finger.

      But the rest of them stayed.

      Fear was the most easily distinguished emotion on their faces, but there was also curiosity in some and anger in others.

      I held my hands out in front of me, hurrying on before anyone else could change their mind about being here. “I have to ask that you try to trust me. Teamwork is essential. We are all magic users—and more to the point, we all possess wild magic. Because of that, we’re also all in danger. As I already said, we can’t trust the gods under any circumstances. They do not have our best interest at heart. In fact, Omari would be happiest if none of us existed at all.”

      A stocky second-year in the front of the crowd looked a little sick. “So… the gods want us all to compete in the challenge this semester so they can kill more of us?”

      “That’s my best guess,” I replied, keeping my voice calm and even. “They were gonna try to kill us whether I challenged them to face us themselves or not. Now you’ve got two choices. You can either side with Wesley and keep pretending nothing is wrong, that this is all perfectly normal. Or you can train with us and be as prepared as possible to face the challenge.”

      Delaney raised her hand. “What do you mean, train?”

      Merrick clapped his hands together and smiled at me. “I got this one. Trace, Lachlan, and I are setting up multiple times for anyone who’s never competed in the challenge before to train. Even if they have competed, they’re welcome to come work with all of us. We need to find out what everybody’s strengths and weaknesses are, and the best way to do that is through controlled sparring.”

      “Do we start that today?” Another student, Mitch Doherty, lifted his chin hopefully

      I nodded, pleased at his question. “Hell, yeah. It will be hard, and you’ll have to push yourself. But we’ll do what we can to make sure you’re ready to take on the gods when the time comes.”

      I thought I saw flickers of excitement gleaming in a few people’s eyes. It was dim, but it sure beat the pure fear that’d been there earlier. Sweeping my gaze over the crowd again, I added, “Please pass this message along to anyone you think will listen. Anyone who wasn’t here today. Bring your friends with you to train. If you can’t do it today, do it tomorrow. I don’t care if you’re bringing someone new to the last training before we walk through those portals, or even as we’re walking up to the portals. Better late than never. Okay?”

      There were nods amongst the crowd.

      The guys and I answered a few more questions before we led the delegation back toward the school. It was a small group, but it was a start. I just hoped that in the coming days until the Gods’ Challenge arrived, we could form ourselves into a somewhat cohesive group. We would need to work together if we were going to stand a chance.

      As we stepped back through the double doors, our new recruits trailing behind us, grim determination filled me.

      Slowly but surely, we’re coming for you, Omari.
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      Have you ever tried to organize and train a ragtag army in just five days?

      Well, let me tell you, it’s not fucking easy.

      Classes went on as usual, but it hardly mattered. No one was really paying attention to the professors’ bullshit lessons anymore. The school had been divided into two factions, and all anyone could focus on was the upcoming challenge against the gods themselves.

      Lach, Merrick, Trace, and I spent every waking minute working with the students who had agreed to fight alongside us. Eden helped too, and she was a surprisingly good leader. Her sweet, bubbly attitude hid a spine of steel, and she was so nice and approachable that people felt comfortable coming to her when they were struggling.

      She would then pass that along to me, and the guys and I would help whip that person into shape.

      It was actually a surprisingly effective system. We were like the good cop and bad cop of leadership.

      But would it be enough?

      I wasn’t sure we’d have a fighting chance against the gods if we trained for months, let alone a handful of days. Not that we had any choice.

      The following Monday, a pall of tension hung over the school as we all trooped silently down the stairs and out the front doors. Very few people spoke as we made our way up to The Hill, where the portals always delivered the competitors to the godly realm for the challenge. Today, instead of gathering in the stands, all the students would step onto the pavilion, and all of us would walk through a portal into another realm.

      Eden reached out and squeezed my hand as we neared the pavilion, and I gave her a squeeze back. I fucking hated that she’d been dragged into this, just like everyone else had. She had agreed to lead a team of her own in the challenge, and although I respected the hell out of her for it, I couldn’t help but worry about her.

      I’d never had any siblings, but Eden felt a little like a younger sister to me, and unfamiliar protective instincts rose inside me at the thought of her getting hurt.

      “Ye did what ye could, Ari,” Lach murmured to me as we joined the throng of people on the pavilion. There were a few hundred students at Magic Blessed, so the pavilion was crowded as fuck, all of us wedged together like sardines. “We all did. We’re as ready for this shite as we can be.”

      “And a lot of the stronger magic users sided with us,” Trace noted. “They’re not weak, and they’re not followers, unlike half the people Wesley turned against us. We can do this.”

      He sounded like he actually believed it, and I was grateful for his optimism.

      We truly had no idea what we would face this time. The rules had remained the same. One of us had to retrieve the gem from the playing field in the godly realm, and if we managed to do that, we would win.

      Except this time, we weren’t playing against deadly traps or monstrous beasts. We were playing against the gods themselves, and they wanted to slaughter every last one of us.

      “Why don’t they just do it?” Merrick murmured. When I glanced at him, his amber eyes burned with anger. “Why don’t they just kill us outright if they want to end us so badly?”

      We’d talked about this before, but it was a question I kept coming back to as well.

      “They don’t want to risk upsetting the general magic population,” I said quietly. “It’s the only reason I can think of. If they’re seen slaughtering a bunch of innocent magic users, how long do you think people will keep building those shrines? They’ll lose their worshippers, their supporters. They don’t want to risk that. But if we all die in a challenge, in a game? Well, that’s easier to write off and brush aside.”

      Merrick opened his mouth to reply, but before he could say anything, Dean Frost stepped onto an elevated platform that had been set up at one end of the pavilion. Normally, she would’ve stood in the center of the pavilion to address the crowds in the stand, but now that the crowd was all on one level, the admins had clearly had to improvise.

      “This semester’s challenge will be the truest test of your mettle yet,” she intoned gravely, sweeping her gaze over the crowd. “The gods chose to have all of you participate in the challenge, which in itself would have raised the level of difficulty in what you will face. But since some of you”—her gaze somehow snapped straight to me, finding me in the sea of bodies as if I were glowing like a beacon—“saw fit to throw down a gauntlet to the gods themselves, you will now face an even greater test of your abilities.”

      Gods, this fucking bitch. She was a good damn liar, I would give her that. She made it sound like I had betrayed my fellow students, like I’d thrown them under the bus in a bid for more glory for myself.

      Nothing could be farther from the truth. And Dean Frost knew that.

      But it didn’t change the rumbling of low murmurs in the crowd as people reacted to her statement. Several people nearby, members of Wesley’s faction, scowled at me. I wanted to shake them, to force them to see that I was trying to save their stupid asses, but I couldn’t make them believe that.

      They would only truly understand once the competition began.

      I just hoped that understanding didn’t come a half-second before they were slaughtered.

      “As in previous competitions, there can be only one winner. You must find and pick up the gem that’s been hidden in the godly realm. When you do, every other student will be transported back to the earthly plane, and you, as the winner, will be transported to the palace of the gods.” Her sharp features were a mask as she scanned the crowd again. “In previous challenges, winners have won the right to an audience with the gods after they finish their training at Magic Blessed. But given the changes to the competition this year, it’s been decided that the prize will be rewarded immediately.”

      “Great,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “So the winner can be killed off by the gods right away. How fucking efficient.”

      Eden’s grip on my hand had become bone-crushing, and when she turned to look at me, I saw tears in her eyes. “I know you want it to be you, Aria. That you want to be the one to get the gem. But please, please, don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I won’t.” I smiled at her reassuringly. “Promise.”

      It was complete and utter bullshit, and she obviously knew it. Even though her gray eyes still shimmered with tears, she snorted a laugh.

      “Uh huh. Sure.”

      “In order to make the competition fair, you will all be transported to the godly realm before the challenge starts,” Frost continued. “Only once the final competitor has arrived will the challenge begin.”

      School admins began clearing a space in the middle of the pavilion. The bodies around me pressed tighter as everyone shifted to make room. Once they had cleared an area that was about twenty feet across, five portals sprang up in a neat row.

      “Good luck, everyone.” Dean Frost dipped her head, her expression serious. “Mageía mésa, ísos se óli.”

      Magic Within, Might Throughout.

      It was the same thing she’d said every semester before the start of the games, but as the crowd repeated it back to her, their voices rising as a single sound, I found myself joining in, saying the words with a fervency I’d never felt before.

      Magic Within, Might Throughout.

      The gods didn’t want wild magic users to exist. But we did. They hadn’t granted us our magic, but we had it anyway, and that made us strong.

      And what about me? Where does my magic come from? Is it truly godly power, or is it yet another mutation in the natural magic of the world—a new generation of wild magic?

      Those questions beat at my chest, but I couldn’t focus on them now. One day, I would dig up the answers. But first, I had to survive.

      The admins began ushering students through the five portals, one after another after another.

      It was unnerving to watch, somehow. The steady stream of students stepping through the portals and disappearing seemed like a terrifying premonition of what was to come, of what the gods wanted with us.

      Our disappearance.

      Our annihilation.

      Finally, the crowd ahead of us thinned, and the guys and I stepped forward, followed by Eden. We spread out and took our places in line, and just before I stepped through the portal, I looked over to see my three men and the girl who had become my unlikely best friend all poised to step through too.

      My stomach clenched.

      We better fucking survive this. I didn’t find all of this just to lose it so soon.

      Despite all the lies, the danger, and the betrayal we’d faced, this past year had been the happiest of my life in some ways. I’d found love with not one, but three amazing men. I had let down my walls, and amazing things had happened.

      Now it was up to me to protect it.

      Holding that thought close to my heart, I took a deep breath and stepped through the portal.

      Wind immediately whipped at my hair as I emerged on the other side. Little pieces of sand pelted my skin, biting like bee stings, and I held an arm up to shield my face.

      Oh, fuck.

      Maybe we had walked into a slaughter.

      All around me, sand dunes rose and fell. This was nothing like the jungle we’d been dropped in the first time, and as scary as that had been, somehow this barren landscape was way more terrifying.

      There was nowhere to hide, no place to take cover. In the distance, I could see mountains rising up, and when I looked the other way, I noticed a forest of scraggly trees on the horizon.

      If we can get into the trees or up in the mountains, we’ll have a better chance.

      All around me, students continued to appear, stepping out of the ether and glancing around in fear as the wind whipped up little dust devils at their feet.

      My heart beat hard and fast in my chest, and I stepped closer to Merrick as Lachlan and Trace came to join us. Eden caught my gaze and gave me a solemn nod as she went to gather her own team.

      As pissed as Wesley had been about the guys and I working together during our first challenge, it was truly the best way. It hadn’t taken too much convincing to get the students we had trained to see it that way too. Facing the prospect of going up against the gods, most of them were only too happy to have backup.

      “We’re almost all here by now.” Trace glanced around, his blue eyes squinting slightly against the wind and the sand. “The last few will be through soon, and the portals will close. We should be ready for anything.”

      “Ye can say that again.” Lach snorted. “After those fuckin’ earth monsters and the damn bird Wesley unleashed on me last time, nothin’ would surprise me.”

      As if to punctuate his words, five more students appeared out of thin air, and the portals fizzled into nothingness behind them.

      That was it. We were all through.

      The men and I fell into a battle formation as easily as if it were second nature. We formed a tight circle, each of us facing out, our hands raised and magic thrumming between our fingers.

      But it wasn’t monsters that attacked.

      It wasn’t magical creatures.

      Nope.

      It was the gods themselves.

      One moment, there was nothing around us but sand and the occasional rolling tumbleweed.

      Then, in a flash, over twenty gods appeared, arrayed around the large group of students as if they were trying to box us in.

      I jolted, adrenaline surging through my system, as the gods raised their hands.

      “Shields!” I screamed, and the call went up among the rest of our allies, who had bunched into tight groups like me and my men.

      All of us threw our arms up, sending out bursts of magic that twined together, creating a dome-like shield around our entire group.

      Purple and blue and red magic hurtled into the shimmering dome, and I swore I could feel the impact down to my soul.

      Shit, the gods were strong.

      I fed more of my magic into the dome surrounding us, trying to strengthen the spots where the blast had weakened it.

      The gods barely even hesitated, sending another attack right on the heels of the first. I screamed as the dome around us shook, but I kept pouring my own magic into the barrier, doing what I could to strengthen and fortify it.

      And incredibly, it held.

      Is that because of my power? Is godly magic strong enough to repel other gods’ magic?

      Whatever the cause, I wasn’t going to question it. This was keeping us alive, but we couldn’t hold it up forever. We needed to break through the gods’ ranks so that we could find that damn gem. We were sitting ducks here, but once we spread out, we’d have a better chance of evading them until we could find the prize.

      The gods around us raised their hands again, and I scanned my gaze over them quickly.

      “I don’t see Omari,” I muttered to the others. “Or Ryker either.”

      “Me neither.” Trace’s voice was strained with effort. “But I do see a god I recognize from when we snuck into the palace. Looks like Omari sent some lower level peons to deal with us. Must not’ve thought we were worth coming to kill himself.”

      “I’m weirdly offended by that,” Merrick remarked, and I almost laughed.

      “That’s good.” Lach’s lips drew back in a snarl. “If they’re lower level, it means we’ve got a better chance of kickin’ their arses.”

      Good point.

      I braced for another strike, already planning a counter-attack, but before it came, a sound to my left caught my attention.

      “Great gods!” Wesley, who was protected by the dome just like the rest of us were, lifted his arms in a gesture of supplication. “I am honored to compete in your challenges, and I am proud of winning the competition last year. But I do not want to fight you.”

      “What the fuck?” Trace sounded disgusted.

      “I will happily compete against my fellow students, but I won’t compete against the gods who gave me everything—who granted me my magic,” Wesley continued, and my stomach twisted. “So I offer you my allegiance, my help, and my loyalty.”

      “What the actual fuck?” This time, Trace yelled his comment, and several students echoed his sentiment.

      But I saw other people nodding along with Wesley before turning to face the gods with awe in their faces. Whatever insane impulse had prompted Wesley to speak, he wasn’t alone.

      And unlike the gods, they were inside the dome with the rest of us.

      “I will prove my loyalty to you right now!” Wesley continued, his voice rising and his eyes shining.

      Then he turned toward a group of students, ones who had spent the week training with the guys and me. He lifted one hand and then snapped it forward, sending out a whip of magic.

      My breath caught in my throat.

      Oh, no you fucking don’t.
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      Fury lanced through me, and I threw out my own hand, sending a bright beam of magic hurtling toward Wesley’s magical whip.

      My magic intercepted his just before it reached the girl he’d been aiming for. She and the others around her dived out of the way as a loud crack filled the air. Wesley’s magic and mine exploded, sending a shock wave through the dome.

      “You son of a fucking bitch!” I screamed, advancing on him with my men at my side.

      This asshole. This smelly little shit stain.

      I remembered thinking to myself that I would protect even him from the gods if they tried to take us out—and now, here he was, offering to be their fucking lackey and kill his own people in service to them.

      Well, fuck that noise.

      The shield dome around us was still holding, but now that Wesley had turned traitor, others followed his example, turning on their fellow students. They probably hoped that attacking us would earn them leniency from the gods, and they were willing to sell us out if it helped them.

      As more people turned their attention to defending themselves from attacks inside the dome, I watched the powerful, shimmering shield begin to grow more faint.

      Fuck. Wesley and his cronies might not be good enough to take us all down, but if they weakened us to the point where the shield dropped, the gods would be able to pick us off easily.

      “The shield!” I yelled, turning to face Lach, Merrick, and Trace. “Tell everyone to put everything they have into the shield!”

      Trace’s dark brows pulled together. “Everything? Snow, we’re under attack here. Are you sure—”

      “Yes.” I nodded, holding his gaze. “I’m sure.”

      He didn’t question me any further. He didn’t know what I had planned or if it would work, but he trusted me enough not to make me explain it in detail. Which was good, because there wasn’t time.

      “Bolster the shield!” Lach bellowed, his voice rising over the shouts and grunts inside the dome.

      “Come on. Do it! Hurry!” Trace sent out the little balls of magic I’d seen him use before in combat—only this time, he used them as a sort of beacon, drawing our allies’ attention back to us as the floating spheres zipped around the dome.

      The shield began to strengthen, and I pushed as much magic as I could muster into it. My gaze slid sideways, catching on Merrick’s amber eyes.

      “On my signal,” I said, “we need to push outward. With everything we have.”

      His eyes sparked with understanding, and he and the other men began calling out directions, spreading the word among our fellow students.

      Fuck, I hope this works.

      I had wondered once if the collective power of many wild magic users would be enough to defeat a god. We were about to find out.

      “On my signal!” I screamed. “Three… Two… One. Now!”

      As one, all of the students who had joined together to create the shield shoved their magic outward. The dome burst apart with a boom so loud I felt it more than I heard it. Just like my magic and Wesley’s had met and exploded, the magic of over a hundred students combusted.

      It was like being at the epicenter of a bomb.

      As the magic dome burst, the force of it hurled the gods backward, sending sand flying and making the ground shake.

      “Split up!” I screamed, grabbing Merrick’s hand and pulling him after me as I sprinted away, heading in the direction of the foothills in the distance.

      I didn’t have to tell the other students twice. They all saw their opening just I like had, and groups of them splintered away from the small crater the dome had once covered, racing across the sand in all directions. A twinge of worry went through me as I thought of each of those groups potentially having to fight off a god on their own. But if it was only one god, they would have a chance. I had to believe that.

      The sand churned under my feet as the men and I ran, making it hard to keep my balance. As I tried to take another step, a rope of magic wrapped around my ankle, sending me sprawling.

      “Oh, no, you don’t, you little fucker,” I heard Lach mutter before he and the other guys unleashed several blasts of magic behind us.

      Wesley. I was sure that was who had tried to attack me.

      He was a fawning, sniveling idiot and a coward, but he had it out for me. If he was going to come after any group, of course it would be me and my guys.

      Well, good.

      We could hold him off, keep him distracted while the other teams got away.

      I scrambled to my feet again, whipping my hand out behind me and using magic to make sand spray into the air. Wesley’s shrieked curse met my ears, and I smiled grimly.

      “Come on, Snow!” Trace grabbed my arm, pulling me along and helping me stay on my feet as my men and I ran again.

      Part of me wanted to stop right where we were, to plant my feet and fight Wesley head on until either he died or I did.

      But we needed to be smart. We needed to live so we could help the other students win this damn challenge. And as satisfying as killing Wesley would be, our ultimate enemies were the gods.

      Lach sent another burst of magic behind us, making more sand spray into the air. It was slowing Wesley down and hampering his sight, making it harder for him to pursue us.

      Hmm. Hampering his sight…

      Letting Trace’s grip on my arm keep me steady, I turned my focus inward, reaching for the magic inside me. I let it spill out through my fingertips, but instead of sending the glowing tendrils behind me in an attack, I began to wrap them around the men and myself.

      “Uh, Aria, what are you doing?” Merrick glanced down as he sprinted.

      “Trying something.” I was panting from exertion—not just from the running, but from the amount of magic I’d used in a short time. “Let me know if it works.”

      Summoning as much concentration as I could muster, I imagined the magic around us turning to a shimmering glow, just like the heat waves coming up off the sand all around us. Making us look like mirages, and hopefully making us blend in with our surroundings enough that Wesley wouldn’t be able to track us.

      For a long moment, the three of us just ran in silence as I worked. Then Merrick made a low noise in his throat. “Holy shit. Nice work, Ari.”

      “Do you see it?” I panted.

      “Yeah. Or rather, I barely see it. And I barely see you. You keep shimmering out of sight.”

      “We all do.” Lach sounded proud.

      “Good.”

      I pulled away from Trace, turning to look at the dark-haired man beside me. Just as Merrick had said, I could barely see the ex-rock star, although I could hear him breathing heavily beside me.

      Slowing my pace a little, I glanced over my shoulder. In the distance, I could see other groups scattering from the place where we’d first arrived. The gods had been blown back far enough by the blast, and probably stunned enough too, that it had allowed our classmates to make a break for it.

      Wesley was still running behind us, but as my men and I veered in a new direction, he didn’t follow. He couldn’t see us well enough to know we’d changed course.

      Thank fuck.

      My legs ached from the effort of sprinting on shifting sand, my lungs were burning, and my skin felt raw from the sand that had pelted my skin earlier as we fought. But we couldn’t stop. Not until we were someplace with at least a modicum of cover. I didn’t think any gods had followed us, but it was only a matter of time before they tracked us down.

      “There,” I gasped, pointing toward the foothills. They were nearer than they had been, but still so far away that my muscles ached just thinking about it.

      I’d forgotten the men couldn’t see me thanks to my mirage spell, but it didn’t matter. They all recognized the foothills as our best chance of finding shelter too.

      Now that we were no longer fleeing from Wesley, our pace slowed a little. We pushed ourselves hard though, jogging across rising and falling sand dunes as we approached the foothills and the mountains that towered beyond.

      It started to feel a little like the mountains themselves were a mirage, like we’d never make it. But just when I thought my legs might straight-up give out, the ground began to slope upward, turning from sand to hard-packed dirt beneath our feet.

      “Okay, seriously. I’m not running up a damn mountain,” Trace grunted. “You all saw how shitty my balance is. I try running up this thing, I’m just gonna end up sliding back down ass first.”

      I laughed at the visual, but I was only too happy to stop running. The immediate danger had passed for now anyway.

      It took another two hours of hiking before we reached a stream running down the side of the foothills.

      “Oh, thank fuck.” I threw myself down beside it, slurping up water like—well, like I’d just sprinted several miles through the desert. Which I had.

      Merrick, always the smartest and most organized of us, had brought a refillable canteen made out of a soft plastic. Technically, we weren’t supposed to bring anything that could help us in the challenge to the godly realm, but after witnessing Wesley cheat his ass off last semester, I didn’t give a single fuck about the rules.

      We all drank our fill, and Merrick filled up the canteen before we moved on, following the path of the stream for a while.

      Finally, we reached a small plateau where several large boulders clustered together, creating a naturally sheltered area between them. From inside the circle of boulders, we could peek out over the lower foothills and the landscape beyond, but our position wouldn’t be immediately obvious to anyone passing by.

      “Looks like as good a place to stop as any,” Merrick murmured, glancing around.

      “Good, because I’m dead on my fuckin’ feet.” Lach flopped to the ground, leaning against a boulder with his legs splayed in front of him.

      We were all dusty and sweaty, covered in small cuts and bruises. But we were all still alive, and as the sun set on our first day of this new Gods’ Challenge, that felt like a pretty damn solid accomplishment.

      I sank down beside him, resting my head against the rock. “A-fucking-men.”

      Trace and Merrick sat too, and for a moment, we all just caught our breath. Then Trace dug into his pocket. “I brought these. I wasn’t sure the gods would even put supplies around the playing area like they used to—why would they give us any advantages if they want to kill us all? So I figured we’d have a tougher time finding food than we did last time.”

      He pulled two small vials from his pocket, and when he passed one to me, I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Am I supposed to eat this?”

      He rolled his eyes at me, chuckling. “No. Drink it. Split it with Lach, I don’t have enough for all of us to have our own. It’s an energy potion. It’ll basically give you as much energy as a full meal would.”

      “Oh.” I looked at the little bottle with newfound respect. I’d rather it was a damn cheeseburger and fries, but if it could take the edge of the gnawing hunger in my belly, that would do just as well.

      “Yeah.” Then Trace grimaced. “The unfortunate thing is, it’s not actually food. So even though it’ll give us a boost of energy and keep us going, that effect is sort of an illusion. If we go too long without eating, we’ll still die, even if the potion keeps us feeling okay. So we’ll have to find food eventually.”

      “Hey, anything that keeps me from having to hunt godly realm bunnies right now?” I chuckled. “I’m all for it.”

      “Thought you might be.”

      He leaned forward, clinking his little bottle against mine. Then we both drank half before handing the bottles off to the other two.

      I didn’t exactly feel like my belly was full, but the hunger faded from my awareness, and the exhaustion eating away at me lessened. The sun was almost fully down by now, and although I wished we could light a fire, I knew it was a bad idea. A glow on the mountainside would be like a beacon to the gods and other students who were hunting us.

      As night fell, the four of us settled into our makeshift shelter, talking and joking amongst ourselves. It was strange, how these little moments of calm found their way into the chaos of our lives, giving us flashes of peace and normality even in what was inarguably an insane situation.

      I was grateful for it, and I couldn’t help the little smile that quirked my lips as I gazed around at the three men who had become my lovers and my best friends.

      Even in the dark, Trace caught me looking. His shadowed blue eyes softened as his gaze met mine, as if he could read each of my thoughts clearly in that moment.

      “We’re better with you, Snow,” he said softly. Merrick and Lach, who had been bantering about which one of them was more likely to be a better hunter, broke off, turning to gaze at me too as Trace spoke.

      “What do you mean?” Warmth spread through my belly at the way they were all looking at me.

      “We were friends before we met you, but we’re so much more than that now. These guys are my fuckin’ brothers, and the thing that brought us together like this is you. We’d die for each other,” Trace said, not a hint of humor or irony in his voice. “And we’d die for you.”

      His words didn’t exactly shock me. After all, I had thought similar things about all of them, about what I would be willing to do to protect them. But still, hearing it out loud? Seeing the sincerity in his face by the light of the stars and moon above us, and seeing that same sincerity in the other two men as well?

      It felt like the wind had been knocked out of me, but in the best way. As if I’d finally hit the ground after the long plunge of falling in love with these three men. But instead of killing me, the landing somehow made me feel more alive.

      These men were mine. I was theirs.

      I hated to thank the gods for anything, but if I did, it would be for this.
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      When I woke, the sky above was a purplish blue, bruised by the coming dawn. I shifted a little against the warm bodies that encased me, feeling Lachlan’s arm tighten around me as he pulled me closer to him.

      Memories of the first night we spent together in that cave came rushing back. Gods, so much had changed since then. That morning, I’d been embarrassed as fuck when I came fully awake and realized I’d been grinding against Lachlan’s morning wood like a stripper giving a first-class lap dance.

      This morning?

      There wasn’t an ounce of shame in me as I pressed back against his hard on, rubbing my ass against him as my pussy throbbed.

      Godsdammit. I don’t want to find any stupid gem. I want to stay in this little shelter and fuck these men until none of us can walk.

      Maybe he sensed my thoughts, because Lach’s deep chuckle rumbled against my back. His lips found the back of my neck, and for a moment, we just gave in to the desire the swirled between us, our bodies moving together as we each pushed each other higher.

      But before I could reach behind me and push his pants out of the way to free his cock, he sighed, his warm breath ghosting over my cheek.

      “We should wake the others,” he murmured roughly. “We need to get started searching for that fuckin’ gem. The sooner we find it and get the hell out of here, the better the chances of everyone makin’ it back to school alive.”

      Frustration barreled through me, but I knew he was right.

      “Dammit,” I muttered. “Why did I have to go and fall in love with such good fucking guys? All selfless and shit.”

      “Ha. Takes one to know one, Snow.” He rolled me over onto my back and leaned over me, his green eyes shining as he gazed down at me. “Ye’re the best woman I know.”

      Reaching up, I brushed my fingers over his broad chest. “You need to get out more.”

      He laughed again, making Merrick stir beside us. “I get out plenty, thanks. And I mean it. Life with my club taught me a lot, but one of the biggest things it did was teach me what true leadership means. My club president—that man is a fuckin’ leader. The boys and I would’ve followed him anywhere.” His gaze grew serious, his fingertips trailing down the side of my face. “And that’s the whole point. We would’ve followed him. Because he never led from behind, never gave orders and then sat back or hid away and let us take on the hard work. He was always right there with us. Just like ye.”

      Dipping his head, he kissed me, his mouth moving skillfully over mine. My hands threaded through his hair, and I pulled him down so that his body draped over mine as my tongue slid against his.

      When he pulled back, he brushed the tip of his nose against mine. “Ye lead by doin’, Ari. By bein’ who ye are. Fierce. Stubborn. Strong as fuckin’ steel.”

      My chest felt like it might burst. It was almost too much to bear—his faith in me, his complete confidence in me. But it made me want to be the person he saw when he looked at me. To deserve the pride shining in his eyes.

      Leaning up, I pressed one more hard kiss to his lips. Then I slapped his firm ass. “All right, sweet talker. Then let’s go kick some godly ass.”

      The other two had woken up sometime during Lachlan’s and my make-out session, and we all got to our feet quickly. Since we didn’t exactly have camping gear or food for breakfast, we were ready to head out in a matter of minutes.

      As we stepped out of our makeshift shelter, I held up my hand to block the early morning sun rays, staring out over the horizon. “Where do you think we should—”

      Before the final words were even past my lips, a flare rose up in the distance from the foothills to our right. I froze, my heart kicking into a gallop as my gaze tracked the trajectory of the flare.

      We hadn’t had any means of staying in communication with the other groups of students who were on our side. But I had wanted to make sure we could reach each other if and when one of us found the gem. That flare that’d just been set off was an alert that one of our teams had located it.

      “Shit. We gotta go!” Spinning on my heel, I raced in the direction the flare had come from, tracing the smoke path downward as the flare hovered bright in the sky. It would stay like that for a while, magically sustained, before it petered out.

      The men were right behind me, all four of us scrambling and darting around low shrubs and plants as we hurried toward the gem’s location.

      By the time we neared it, I was out of breath—fucking hell, I should’ve spent more of the summer doing straight cardio—and the bright light of the flare in the sky was beginning to fade.

      Another team of students arrived almost exactly when we did, and it was a good fucking thing.

      Because four gods were guarding the gem.

      My heart seized in my chest as I took in the scene. A girl named Nadia was suspended above the ground, bright tendrils of magic wrapped around her limbs. It looked like she was fighting the god’s hold on her, but none of her efforts were making the slightest difference. As I watched, the tendrils of magic began to pull apart, and she screamed.

      Holy fuck. He’s going to rip her limb from limb.

      I didn’t even think. I just threw myself into the fray. The other students who’d been assigned to a team with Nadia were being similarly held by the other three gods, and I saw my men sprint toward the bound students. As I rushed forward, I threw out my hands and sent ropes of magic bursting forth. They wrapped around the god’s magic, and I pulled as hard as I could, trying to create slack on the lines that were slowly stretching Nadia’s limbs apart.

      “Help! He—”

      Her last word was cut off by an agonized scream, and fury rose in my veins. I dropped the magic I’d been using to try to free her and turned it on the god himself instead.

      He looked middle-aged, with beady eyes and a broad forehead, and his lips twisted unpleasantly as he spread his hands, about to rip the girl to pieces.

      Without even thinking, I hurled a bolt of magic at him. It hit him hard in the chest, knocking him off balance. While he was distracted, I ran toward the girl, leaping into the air and wrapping myself around her like a damn koala. She shrieked again, a mix of pain and fear this time, but I ignored it. This close to the lines of magic that wrapped around her, I was able to use my own to counteract them, slipping small threads of my power between the god’s magic and her skin.

      She shivered in my hold, shaking and crying as the god got to his feet again. Behind him, I could see the gem sparkling in the early morning light, but I couldn’t abandon Nadia until she was free.

      With a growl, the god sent new ropes of magic hurtling toward me. They began to slither around me, binding both me and Nadia.

      Motherfucker. This was not part of the damn plan.

      “Nadia,” I murmured, trying to keep my voice calm and ignore the fact that she was basically giving me a piggyback in mid-air. “I need you to help me. Do you feel what I’m doing with the god’s magic? I need you to do the same thing, okay? We need to break the hold.”

      She sniffled and gasped, but I felt her nod. Tentatively, her magic followed the same path mine had, creating even more space between the god’s power and our bodies.

      “What…?”

      The low voice ahead of us drew my attention, and I looked up to see the god regarding us with wide eyes as we slowly fought against his magic.

      Ha. That’s right, you fucker. This is why your leader fears wild magic users.

      With a final surge of energy, Nadia and I broke the binds holding us. We tumbled to the ground, landing in a tangle of limbs. I rolled away as she pressed up to her hands and knees, her limbs shaking so much it looked like she was trying to stand up in the middle of an earthquake.

      Shit. We’d managed to wriggle out of the god’s magic, but Nadia was out for the count. And the god was still pissed.

      I clambered to my feet, squaring off against him as my breath came hard and fast. From the corner of my eye, I saw Trace and another student break past the god they’d been battling, and my heart leapt.

      “Hey! You think you’re better than us, you dumb fuck?” Raising my hands, I created a web of magic between my fingers, taunting the god with the beady eyes.

      That’s right, keep watching me.

      I threw the net at him, but he raised an arm and swept it aside. Then he lifted one foot and stomped hard on the ground. A ripple of power spread out from where his foot connected with the earth, sending Nadia back down as she tried to stand. I nearly lost my footing, and I saw Trace stumble as he reached for the gem.

      Come on, come on…

      He righted himself as the student behind him was caught again by the tendrils of magic a god shot at him. The magic ropes pulled the other man back toward the angry god, but I could only focus on Trace’s hand as his fist closed around the gem.

      But then he stumbled forward, nearly going to his knees.

      The gem continued to hover about six feet off the ground. For a second, it looked almost transparent, as if it were a ghost of the real thing. Then it became opaque again.

      What the fuck?

      With an angry snarl, Trace turned to snatch at the gem again, but the god who had captured the other student released a pulse of blue light from his hand. It hit Trace in the chest and sent him flying backward.

      “Trace!”

      I ducked under a blast of magic that the middle-aged god sent flying toward me, sprinting over to where Trace was crumpled on the ground. He sat up as I reached him, coughing and gasping for breath.

      “Dammit.” He shook his head to clear it. “It’s real, Ari. I’m sure of it. I felt my fingertips brush it. But those fuckers cheated. They made it fade out as soon as I tried to grab it. They never meant for this to be a fair fight, and they sure as hell aren’t gonna let us win.”

      Anger made me clench my jaw so tightly my teeth ached. “Yeah. I don’t need anyone to let me win. Those assholes aren’t gonna get away with this.”

      A slightly pained grin split his face. “Fuck, I love you.”

      I grinned back, then helped him to his feet. The two of us wheeled to face the action again, realizing as we did that a third group had joined our efforts—the one led by Eden. Grim satisfaction filled me as I watched them hurl themselves into the fray. The gods might’ve thought that bringing us all here would give them more chances to kill us, but it had also given us the power in numbers that was so essential to combating the gods’ massive strength. And with more of us searching for the gem, it had only taken a day to find it, instead of a month.

      As Eden and her team hurled spell after spell at the gods, keeping them on their heels and distracted, I looked over and caught Lachlan’s and Merrick’s gazes. Without a word, they nodded, sprinting forward to join Trace and me as the four of us raced for the gem.

      It was eerily reminiscent of the first time we’d done this, after spending weeks in the godly realm fighting off unknown threats and getting to know and respect each other. In the final stretch, we had all had to sprint for the gem, pushing through a wall of magic that had slowed us to a crawl.

      Nothing was slowing us this time though.

      Lach, Trace, and Merrick all threw up shields as we dashed toward the gem, deflecting blasts of magic meant to knock us off course. The others were fighting the gods off, keeping them busy, but they couldn’t hold them much longer.

      Ahead of me, the gem flickered slightly—not a glint of sunlight off its faceted surface, but as if the gen had blipped in and out of existence.

      Motherfucker.

      Trace was right. The gods were toying with us. This was the real gem; the power radiating from it made me certain of that. But every time someone reached out to grab it, I was certain it would fade into nothing.

      That’s not fucking fair. This whole challenge isn’t fucking fair.

      The thought made a burst of anger flare inside me, hot and bright.

      Without thinking, I whipped my hand out, letting magic pour from my fingertips. As the gem flickered again, my magic wrapped around it. My body jolted, almost as if I’d touched a live wire. I could feel the power of the gem through my magic as the thing tried to repel the spell I was wrapping around it. But I held on tight, forcing more magic out as the men and I sprinted the last few feet toward the gem.

      I pushed off with my back foot, hurtling through the air toward the glimmering stone.

      My hand closed around it.

      For just a second, it felt like I had wrapped my fist around nothing.

      But then my magic gave a sharp tug, and the gem faded back into solidity, cold and hard against my palm.

      My feet hit the ground hard, and I stumbled slightly, one hand still clutching the gem. A victorious cry fell from my lips, but it broke off suddenly as I felt an invisible force latch on to me.

      Then, in the blink of an eye, the ether pulled me away.
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      Shit!

      I remembered what Dean Frost had said. The winner, whoever claimed the gem, would be taken immediately to the gods’ palace for an audience with them.

      Desperately, I reached out with my magic as the ether sucked me away from the mountainside plateau where we’d been fighting. I felt it latch around the three men who had been standing near me, and I held on as tightly as I could as I flew through space.

      A second later, I was spat out in an opulent, airy room with white marble walls. It felt a little like I’d been dragged here by my hair, like I’d been turned inside-out on the way, and I worked hard not to barf as I stumbled and caught my balance. I heard noises behind me and glanced over my shoulder to see Trace, Lach, and Merrick tumble out of the ether as well.

      Thank fuck.

      Whatever I had done to bind them to me, it’d been enough to get them sucked into the portal the gods had created too.

      I wasn’t alone in this.

      That thought was like a shot of bravery injected right into my heart, and I straightened, drawing my shoulders back and lifting my chin.

      We were in a place I recognized. The main court of the palace, where so many of the gods had been gathered last time we came here. As he had been then, Omari was settled on a throne that sat atop a large dais. Several gods surrounded him, and I noticed Ryker standing off to one side, his dark hair gleaming in the light.

      Clutching the gem tightly in my hand, I stormed toward the dais. The gods all watched me with narrow-eyed interest as I threw the carved gemstone down in front of Omari.

      “There,” I spat out. “There’s your fucking prize.”

      The stone skittered across the slick floor and under his throne. The entire room went so quiet you could’ve heard a pin drop, and Omari’s gaze slowly lifted to mine.

      “You did it.”

      He seemed a bit taken aback by that, as if he couldn’t quite believe the words that were leaving his mouth. Of course he couldn’t. Whatever magic they had worked on the gem had obviously been designed to ensure that no one could grasp it, no matter how hard they tried.

      I wasn’t about to tell him exactly how I had managed it. He already hated wild magic users enough to want to demolish our entire race—I was sure he would fry me on the spot if he had any inkling I might possess more, stranger magic than that. If he suspected I had magic that should only be wielded by the gods themselves.

      “So that’s it then?” I asked instead, still holding his gaze with a challenging one of my own. “It’s done. The Gods’ Challenge is over until next semester? Everyone else went back to earth?”

      A slow smile spread across the white-haired god’s face. He was handsome for his age, with strong features and a commanding presence, but his smile made him look almost reptilian. “Yes. It is done.”

      There was something about the way he said the words that made the bottom of my stomach drop out.

      “What do you mean? You did send everyone back to earth, didn’t you?”

      Fucking hell. Why had I ever taken these gods at their word on anything? Had they refused to send the others back?

      “Yes. They are all back at Magic Blessed Academy.” Omari’s smile widened.

      “What the fuck are you so happy about?” I snapped. I swore I could hear Merrick groan behind me, but I couldn’t take this god’s smug attitude. He was obviously hiding something from me, and he was either gonna tell me or not. I wasn’t into this whole “let’s drag out the suspense” thing.

      Omari scowled, clearly annoyed that I was deflating his big moment. But he seemed to collect himself quickly, fixing that smug grin on his face again as he said, “You are aware the magic using population watches the Gods’ Challenges, are you not? We allow them to see bits and pieces of the games, as a way of honoring us and those who fight in our name.”

      Ugh. Gag me. I was sure Omari got off on the fact that people built shrines to him.

      “Yeah? So?”

      He chuckled, the sound low and deep and utterly humorless. “So, would you like to know what they saw this time?”

      “Us kicking your ass?”

      This time, I was pretty sure Trace huffed a soft laugh behind me, but before I could peek over my shoulder to be sure, Omari waved a hand. An image appeared on the white wall behind the throne, almost as if it was a video being projected onto a screen.

      It was a scene of several of my classmates forging their way through the godly realm. They looked like they had ended up in the scraggly forest, so they must’ve headed in the opposite direction from us after we broke through the gods who had surrounded us when we arrived. They all looked a little beat up, but no one seemed to have major injuries.

      Then I gasped suddenly, jerking my head back as a new figure came into view in the image.

      Me.

      The strange version of me hurled magic at the group of students. A tendril of purple energy wrapped around one girl’s waist, picking her up before slamming her down to the ground. Behind the me-who-wasn’t-me, figures who looked like my men burst from the underbrush, attacking just as viciously as I had.

      “What the fuck?” Lachlan blurted behind me, stealing the words right out of my mouth.

      “Oh.” Omari grinned, baring his teeth as he gazed at me. “Do you not remember doing that? I’m not surprised.”

      “What the fuck is this?” I rounded on him. “What the hell are you playing at?”

      He looked so pleased with himself that I wanted to storm up onto the dais and kick his ass right off that fucking throne.

      “Did you think the only reason we had the entire school compete in the challenge was because we wanted to fight you?”

      “It had occurred to me,” I shot back through gritted teeth.

      “Well, that’s because you’re human. Short-sighted and weak,” Omari drawled. “While you were busy searching for the gem and running from my compatriots, we sent magical doppelgänger’s throughout the playing area to attack your own people. This was broadcast out to magic users everywhere, and what they saw is rogue agents turning on their own kind. They saw powerful magic users betray the ideals they have all been taught since birth. And now, when we tell them what wild magic users are and why they need to be stopped…” He spread his hands, gesturing again to the moving images behind him. “Well, I think they’ll believe us.”

      I blinked, trying to piece together what his words meant. They’d used decoy versions of us, almost like we had when we’d snuck off the course last semester. But they had made those decoy versions attack and fight against our classmates. We looked fucking psycho.

      Omari smiled as he saw understanding dawn in my expression. “You know, Aria Banks,” he said smoothly. “I really should be thanking you. You will become the figurehead for this, the representation and personification of why the gods must wipe out all wild magic users. If any of our followers doubt the wisdom of our decision or question whether it’s too brutal, we’ll need only to speak your name, and they will relent. They’ll realize what must be done.”

      My blood chilled. “You made it look like me and my men went insane, mad with power or whatever… so that you could justify killing all wild magic users?”

      Omari clapped indolently, smirking at me. “Ah, well.” He shifted his gaze to a god standing nearby him, inclining his head as if the two of them were sharing a private joke. She’s not so stupid after all, is she?”

      Fuck. Maybe she is.

      Because for all the planning and strategizing my men and I had done, we had never seen this coming.
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      Anger exploded like a bomb inside me, shattering my grip on my self-control.

      I lunged forward, about to physically hurl myself at Omari. If I could just get my fucking hands on him, maybe I could wrest him from his throne and bash his head against the marble. I could get him down on the ground, straddle him, and beat the ever-loving—

      Arms wrapped around my waist from behind just before I reached the dais where Omari sat. Two other sets of hands grabbed my arms, holding me back as I kicked and jerked, desperate to unleash my wrath on this cruel, mocking god.

      “It’s not worth it, Ari,” Merrick murmured in my ear, his voice strained. “It’s not fucking worth it. We need you.”

      He didn’t outright say the words we need you alive, but I heard the meaning in his voice anyway. Even if I was a god, or had some kind of god-like power, I couldn’t take on a whole room full of the most powerful magical beings in existence. It would be suicide.

      Not just for me, but for my men too.

      That thought stopped me in my tracks, and I let the men pull me back, breathing hard as a stared angrily up at Omari.

      For a split second, something like fear passed over his face. Had he truly been afraid of me attacking him?

      But before I could interpret the expression, it was gone, replaced by that same cocky smile I hated so much. Ryker’s eyes narrowed, and I noticed that he’d taken a step forward when I had rushed toward the king of the gods.

      Huh. Guess he’s willing to defend that guy even if he doesn’t agree with him on how to deal with wild magic users.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. I’d overheard the two gods arguing at the end of spring semester when I had snuck back into the palace—but just because Ryker didn’t like Omari, that didn’t make the tall, striking god my friend.

      Did he tell Omari he saw me that day? Does he recognize me now?

      I couldn’t guess the answer to either question. Ryker’s face was like stone, betraying nothing of his feelings as Omari waved a hand. Before my men and I could react, magic poured out of Omari’s fingers, wrapping around my entire upper body and binding it tight. The men’s hands were wrenched away from me as they were bound too, and I almost overbalanced and went down at the sudden loss of their grip holding me back.

      Fuck. Of course Omari wasn’t going to just let us go back to Magic Blessed. Thanks to the false images they had of me and my men turning on other magic users as if we’d gone feral, he had the perfect excuse to kill not just us, but all wild magic users.

      “Your fellow students have been returned to Magic Blessed Academy,” Omari said smoothly, as if he’d heard my thoughts. “That is where we will wipe them all out. Once we know that public opinion is on our side, the school and everyone in it will be leveled to the ground. From this moment forward, those who spontaneously develop magic shall be treated as they always should’ve been. As aberrations, as threats to the natural order.”

      “You’re a fucking threat to the natural order!” I yelled, yanking hard at my bonds. I heard Trace hiss out a breath behind me, and I honestly wasn’t sure if it was because he was afraid my big mouth was gonna get us all killed or because he was disappointed in my smack talk.

      Admittedly, it was far from my best comeback, but I was under a lot of godsdamn pressure, okay?

      Omari’s smile grew wider. “Keep screaming. Keep struggling. Shout obscenities when we drag you out for your public execution. It will only sway more and more magic users to our side.” He cocked his head slightly, considering me. “I don’t know who you are, Aria Banks, but you have given me everything I needed to finally take care of the wild magic problem. Thank you.”

      My blood turned to ice, a cold feeling taking root in my stomach. Shit. Everything I had done to try to protect the other students, my plans to take on the gods, all of it…

      It had only given this manipulative, cunning leader of the gods the opportunity he needed to turn people against us. I had become a figurehead for the wrong cause.

      My jaw clenched, furious tears burning my eyes. I opened my mouth to scream impotently at Omari, but before I could, he waved his hand again, sending a new wave of magic hurtling toward us.

      It hit me like a ton of bricks, and I was out before my body even hit the floor
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      “Aria…”

      “Aria, are you…?”

      “…that fucking asshole hit her with…”

      “Aria!”

      The voice snapped me out of the haze I was drifting in, and I sat up so quickly I saw stars. I groaned, collapsing back onto the hard stone floor. My pulse pounded in my temples, and it felt like someone had made my blood thicker somehow—as if every beat of my heart took extra effort, as if my veins were clogged and full.

      “Fuuuck,” I moaned.

      “There’s the Ari we know and love.” Merrick’s words were teasing, but his tone held concern, and when he lifted my head into his lap, his touch was gentle. “Give it a minute. We all felt like shit when we woke up too, and I think you got hit the hardest with whatever magic Omari sent at us.”

      He stroked my hair as shudders wracked my body, making my skin feel hot and cold and clammy all at the same time. I rolled onto my side, and Trace’s hand rubbed soothing circles over my back as Lachlan rested his large palm on my hip. They were surrounding me, and in the comforting bubble of their presence, I let myself relax for a moment.

      Then everything that’d happened came rushing back, and I sat up again so fast that I actually retched. Fortunately, it’d been so long since I’d eaten that nothing came up, but that didn’t make my body feel any better.

      Merrick sighed. “I’m guessing this means you’re done resting?”

      “I can’t rest,” I croaked. “You heard him. He’s gonna kill everyone at Magic Blessed. We have to go back there and warn them or something. Help them—”

      “Dunno if ye noticed, lass, but we’re in a fuckin’ dungeon,” Lachlan cut in, running a hand through his coppery brown hair. He shook his head, a look of fury passing over his face. “The walls are set with some kinda spell that makes them impenetrable. None of our magic can do shite.”

      I glanced around, gritting my teeth against the wave of dizziness that assaulted me. He was right. The room was made of dark stone, a total contrast to the polished white marble of the throne room and the rest of the palace. The room wasn’t large, and at first, I couldn’t even see a door. When I finally spotted one, my heart sank. It blended perfectly with the wall, and there was no obvious lock or handle, no window to see out. It was a perfectly smooth panel, and I could feel the energy radiating from it, the protective charm what would shield it from any of our magic.

      Fuck.

      “How long was I out?” I asked, turning back to the men. Judging from the worried expressions on their faces, I looked just as shitty as I felt, but as adrenaline pumped through my system, my mind was slowly beginning to clear.

      “About an hour after the rest of us woke up,” Trace said, chewing on his lip. “We don’t know how long the three of us were unconscious for, but I’m guessing it was at least a few hours.”

      When public opinion was on their side. That was what Omari had said about when he and the other gods would kill all of our classmates, destroying them within the walls of Magic Blessed Academy like shooting fish in a barrel.

      How long did that give us? How much time would Omari truly take? He seemed eager to carry out his genocide of wild magic users, public opinion be damned. If he didn’t get the support he needed within a day or two, what were the odds that he would just go ahead with his plan anyway?

      High.

      Much too high for my liking.

      “We have to warn them somehow,” I insisted, shifting onto my hands and knees as I tried to find the strength to stand.

      And do what?

      Beat against the door?

      Curse and scream at Omari? Beg him to release us?

      None of that would do any good. But I had to do something. I couldn’t just let him get away with this.

      Shoving to my feet, I swayed a little and gratefully accepted the support as Merrick slipped an arm around my waist. He saw me eyeballing the door with a thoughtful expression and shook his head, his grip tightening on me.

      “It’s no good, Ari. We’ve all tried. Nothing gets past the defensive charms they put on it. It’s rigged to repel any attack from a magic user.”

      A magic user.

      But was that all I was? Or was I something else? Something the gods didn’t know and couldn’t anticipate?

      As soon as that thought flitted through my head, a new thought tumbled along after it, making me suck in a sharp breath.

      “What is it?” Merrick glanced down at me, his face shadowy in the dim light. “What’s wrong?”

      “Maybe nothing. Maybe…” My stomach fluttered with nerves and hope, and I held out my hand, gesturing Lach and Trace closer. They both came willingly, Trace grasping my hand and Lachlan supporting my other side.

      “What’re ye thinking, Snow?” The Irishman chuckled. “Ye’ve got a crazy look yer eyes.”

      “Omari knows we’re wild magic users,” I said slowly. “But that’s all he knows. He doesn’t know I can move back and forth between the earthly plane and the godly plane. Ryker saw me when I snuck back into the palace last spring, but even he might not know how I got there. So they’ve rigged the door with protections to keep us locked up. But have they done anything to stop someone from transporting to another plane? Could they even use a charm to stop that?”

      Trace blinked at me, a surprised look crossing his face. Then he grinned. “Fuck, Ari. That’s brilliant! You can go back to earth. Get the hell out of here and warn the others!”

      My throat tightened at his use of the word “you.”

      No. I don’t want to leave here without my men.

      I couldn’t bear the thought of escaping and leaving them alone to face execution at Omari’s hands. Not to mention that if he found out I had slipped away, he would take his wrath out on anyone who was still here.

      “No.” I gritted my teeth. “Either you come with me, or I’m not going.”

      The men all exchanged a look, and I didn’t have to see the expression on each of their faces to know exactly what they were thinking.

      “It’s not that we don’t want to come with you,” Merrick said slowly, his voice careful. “But you’ve never been able to transport us to and from the godly realm. And it’s more important for you to get out of here, Ari. For you to live.”

      “Like fuck it is!” Panic and horror opened a hole in my chest, and my grip tightened on all three of them.

      I was feeling better, stronger, and the world was no longer spinning around me. Fear had narrowed my focus down to a single objective.

      Get out of here. With my men.

      “Merrick’s right, lass,” Lach added. “Ye’ve got to—”

      Before he could finish that sentence, I turned toward him, rose up on my tiptoes, and pressed a hard, bruising kiss to his lips. When I pulled back, I nipped at his bottom lip, fire burning through my veins.

      “Shut up,” I whispered hoarsely. “I need to concentrate. Because I am bringing all of you with me.”

      Lachlan’s green eyes seemed to shine in the darkness as I drew away. Trace opened his mouth as if he was about to say something, but then he snapped it shut, lifting my hand and pressing a kiss to my knuckles instead.

      I let the feel of his lips on my skin spread through me, igniting my nerve endings and warming my body. I thought of everything the four of us had been through together. About the time Trace had been so badly burned, and the abject fear that had run through me at the prospect of losing him. About the way the four of us had become a unit, and about how it felt when we all came together.

      My heartbeat picked up as I remembered the first night I had fucked all three of them at once—Lachlan in my ass, Merrick in my pussy, and my lips wrapped around Trace’s cock. It was one of the hottest, dirtiest experiences of my life.

      But it was also one of the purest.

      I had never felt so totally connected to the three of them as in that moment, with all of them surrounding me, inside me, pleasure passing between us like an electric current.

      Holding on to that feeling, I tightened my grip on each of the men as they supported me. Then I reached out with my mind, feeling for the ephemeral switch that would flip me from this world to the earthly plane.

      As I grasped it in my mind, I felt the familiar falling sensation of traveling between worlds—but as the ether began to pull me away, I could feel my grip on the men loosening. Fading.

      No!

      I redoubled my efforts, squeezing Trace’s hand so hard I thought I might crack his bones.

      But I refused to let go.

      If I’m a god, if I’m anything close to a god, then I can do this. I have to. I fucking have to.

      The room around me faded into nothingness, and the ether sucked me in.
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      I landed back on earth disoriented and weak, stumbling and almost going to my knees.

      Panic hit me like a baseball bat to the chest, and I cried out wildly.

      “Trace! Merrick! Lachl—”

      “We’re here, lass.”

      Lach’s voice behind me made me whirl around. The men were all behind me, as if we had been split apart somehow as we were transported back to earth—as if they had been just a few seconds behind me. But they were here. They’d made it.

      All three of them looked queasy as fuck, and Merrick scrubbed a hand over his mouth.

      “Shit. So that’s what it feels like to be yanked across dimensions.” Then he broke into a smile, although he was still green around the gills. He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me. “You did it, Ari. You did it.”

      Relief weakened my muscles, and I let out a shaky breath, thanking every single one of my lucky stars. “I almost lost you. I could feel it.”

      “So could I.” His amber eyes gleamed with fierce emotion. “But you held on.”

      “And you got us right where we need to be,” Trace added, glancing at our surroundings.

      I followed suit, finally taking in the location where we’d arrived. We were on school grounds, between the castle-like building that housed the dorms and classrooms and The Hill, where we had stepped through the portals before the Gods’ Challenge.

      Just the sight of the empty pavilion made my stomach twist.

      Turning toward the school building, I looked up at the imposing structure. The sun was nearly down, and in the gloomy light, the place looked haunted as fuck.

      Gods, I hope it’s not full of dead bodies. What if Omari already took them all out?

      Shoving down the fear of what I might find inside, I set off toward the school, my men close behind me.

      When I shoved open the massive double doors at the entrance, relief and fresh worry washed over me simultaneously.

      The interior of the school was far from a ghost town.

      Instead, it was utter chaos.

      People were rushing down the hallways, voices raised in anger and alarm. I noticed students nursing injuries, and several who looked like they could barely stand. Along one wall of the large entryway, I noticed several unmoving forms lying under sheets.

      “Oh, fuck,” Trace breathed, coming to stand beside me just inside the front doors.

      This was the aftermath of the Gods’ Challenge.

      The entire school had been forced to compete, and even though we had “won” in the end, it wasn’t without grave consequences. The images Omari had shown me of my men and I attacking our fellow students? Even if those doppelgängers weren’t really us, the damage they had done was viscerally real.

      As if his low murmur had been a shout, several people in the hall looked up at us quickly. Their faces contorted with anger, and one man whose name I thought was Justin strode toward us, his eyes flashing.

      “There you are! You honestly have the guts to come back here after what you did?”

      His rage was so hot and so unexpected that I was knocked off balance for a second. Of course I should’ve expected this. These people had been attacked by creatures that looked just like me and my men. Of course they would hate and distrust us.

      “No, it’s not what you—” I began, but my words were cut off as another student began stalking toward us, fury in his features.

      “Stop!”

      The clear voice rang out in the large entryway, and before I knew what was happening, Eden had thrown her body in front of mine.

      “What are you doing?” Justin growled.

      “She didn’t attack you. I know she didn’t!” Eden was a small girl, but she seemed to have grown six inches as she faced down the angry students who surrounded us. “She and these guys were the ones who grabbed the gem. The reason we all got sent back home when we did, before we could lose anyone else.”

      “It’s true.” Nadia’s voice was breathy and ragged, and when I looked toward the sound, I saw that she was in rough shape. She’d been part of the group that had found the gem, and she’d helped fight off the four gods who protected it, keeping them distracted so the guys and I could snag the prize.

      She stepped toward us, limping slightly. “I don’t know who it was that attacked you guys, but I know it wasn’t Aria. She helped us. She saved me.”

      Justin still looked unconvinced, his suspicious gaze darting back and forth between Nadia, Eden, and me.

      For fuck’s sake. We don’t have time for this.

      “I didn’t attack anyone,” I said loudly, meeting Justin’s gaze but lifting my voice to address the whole room. “Except those motherfucking gods who were trying to stand in our way. And speaking of motherfucking gods, we need to be ready to defend ourselves. Because even though we won the game, they’re not done with us. Omari, their leader, wants to wipe out everyone at this school.”

      A chorus of gasps and yells followed my pronouncement. Justin’s eyes went wide, and his mouth fell open a little. But before he could say anything, Dean Frost stormed into the entry hall.

      “What is going on here?” she demanded, her voice imperious.

      My hands clenched into fists, and I turned away from the still-gaping Justin to address the dean instead. “What’s going on is that your precious gods have declared an all-out war on wild magic users. Guess they got sick of killing us piecemeal like they used to—sick of picking off the ones you sent to compete in the Gods’ Challenges.”

      Frost’s face went blank for a moment, and I could tell she was trying to cover her surprise. She was a good actor, but I could see through her facade well enough to see the gears turning in her brain.

      Then she snapped her fingers suddenly, summoning two school staff members to her side. One was Miss Avery, the woman who had greeted me on my first day at Magic Blessed, and the other was a professor named Margo Pfeiffer. Both of them were looking at me with much the same expression as Dean Frost wore, and I could see malice glinting in their eyes.

      “You have clearly turned traitor to your school and your fellow students,” Dean Frost bit out. “We’ve all seen the footage of you attacking with no provocation. You’ll have to be restrained, delivered to the gods for whatever punishment they see fit.”

      Oh, hell no. I just got out of that fucking place—there’s no way I’m going back.

      As Miss Avery and Professor Pfeiffer stepped forward, I raised my hands.

      And chaos broke loose.

      They both attacked at the same time, and the magic I shot back at them was joined by blasts from my men as well. More screams and shouts echoed in the large room as students leapt into action, choosing sides in the blink of an eye. To my shock, more than half of the room’s occupants seemed to have sided with the men and me, restraining other students who were trying to join in on the attack against us.

      I caught Miss Avery against the face with a whip of magic. Her head flew to the side, a line of blood appearing across her cheek, and she collapsed to the ground. In a flash, Eden pounced on her, wrapping a magic bind tightly around her wrists.

      “This is mutiny!” Dean Frost shouted, frustration and fear resonating in her voice as Professor Pfeiffer went down just like Miss Avery had. More students were rushing into the room, summoned by the noise, but instead of rushing to her aid, most of them just looked shocked and wary.

      With one more burst of magic, I wrapped a tendril around the dean’s leg and yanked her off her feet. Then I darted forward, holding my hand over her face and performing a spell like the one I’d used against the rhino-bull all those weeks ago.

      Her gaze locked on mine for a moment, angry and fearful.

      Then her eyes rolled up as her eyelids drooped, and she went limp, sprawled out on the floor.

      Keeping one hand raised in case anyone else tried to attack me, I glanced up at the students gathered around us.

      “Dean Frost has been lying to us. Some of the teachers knew about it too, or at least suspected. The Gods’ Challenges were never meant to test our strength or give us a chance to earn the gods’ favor. They were designed for only one purpose: to cull our numbers. Because the gods fear us.” I raised my voice, watching the terrified faces around me as everyone absorbed my words. “They never gave us magic. They don’t know where it came from or why we developed powers. And that makes them fear us.”

      “What are you talking about?” Justin sputtered, his cheeks flushing. “We’re magic blessed.”

      I shrugged tiredly, suddenly feeling the pull of exhaustion after everything that’d happened in the past twenty-four hours. “Maybe so. But it wasn’t the gods who blessed us. And now they want to kill us.”

      “So… what do we do?” Nadia looked like she might pass out at any moment, but she still squared her shoulders stubbornly, like she was prepared to fight until she literally dropped dead.

      Fuck. That really is the million-dollar question, isn’t it?

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “Omari said they plan to eliminate everyone at this school, but he didn’t say how. I don’t know if we should try to make a stand here or if we’d be better off scattering to the wind and hoping they never find us. But I have a feeling running won’t—”

      My words broke off as a low rumble caught my ear. I felt it a second after I heard it—a shaking under my feet, as if the earth was shifting deep underground.

      Oh, fuck.

      Were the gods here already? Had they discovered that my men and I had escaped and decided to move up their attack, to take us all out now?

      “Shit. Shit, shit, shit.”

      Jerking my head at my men, I turned and darted back toward the entrance, yanking one of the heavy double doors open and peering outside. In the dim twilight, I couldn’t make out any figures on the lawn. But as I scanned our surroundings, something did catch my attention.

      A ripple of color, deep blue and almost pearlescent, wavered in front of my eyes.

      “What the hell?”

      Reaching out, I brushed my fingertips over the magical film that seemed to surround the massive stone building like a tight-fitting bubble.

      A shield.

      The feel of powerful magic raced up my arm, making my bones tingle, and I drew my hand back, staring in surprise at the magical barrier.

      Someone had put this up to protect us. Someone didn’t want the gods to have an easy time killing us.

      But who?

      I glanced over my shoulder, meeting Merrick’s gaze. I could see the same confusion I felt reflected in his amber eyes, and the same relief too. Regardless of where the shield came from, we were lucky as hell that it was here. Because it would buy us the one thing we needed most—time.

      Letting the door fall shut, I turned back to sweep my gaze over the large entry room. Eden and Nadia were standing over Dean Frost’s prone body, as if ready to attack her again if she so much as stirred. Everyone else was staring at the four of us, fear and doubt in their eyes. I knew it would take more convincing to get some of them to believe us, but at least now we’d have that chance.

      As I stepped forward to help tend to the wounded, a new thought occurred to me, and I glanced around the room again.

      Where’s Wesley?

      Had he not come back?
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      It took hours to bandage and heal all the injuries people had sustained during the Gods’ Challenge. Some people jerked back when I approached, obviously wary of being touched by someone who looked like an exact copy of the person who had kicked the shit out of them.

      But more students had stepped forward to verify my story, and after we’d restrained a few more teachers who were clearly in league with Dean Frost and the others, the students who had seemed doubtful at first appeared to have landed solidly on our side.

      Part of me cursed myself for keeping everything I’d learned about the school quiet for so long. Were the deaths of the people who hadn’t survived the challenge on my head? Would things have been different if I had told everyone the truth as soon as I’d learned it?

      “It’s not your fault,” Merrick said quietly when I admitted my worries to him. “If you’d said something then, there’s a good chance no one would’ve believed you. Dean Frost could’ve dealt with you quietly and efficiently, and the truth would’ve died with you anyway. It’s awful, but I think for some of these people, the only way they would ever believe the gods might betray them is to see it with their own eyes.” He looked sadly at the stragglers who were still getting their wounds tended to. “And now they have.”

      He was right, but that didn’t make me feel a whole lot better as I thought about the bodies that’d been carried down to the basement level. They would have to be given a proper burial after we were able to leave the castle safely—if that day ever came.

      By the time everyone’s wounds had been treated, I was dead on my feet, so exhausted that it felt like my body was shaking.

      After grabbing some food, the men and I all trooped upstairs, and without even speaking a word, all three of them followed me to my room. We showered, rinsing off the sand and sweat and blood that felt like it had been ground into our skin. And then we collapsed into bed together, too tired to do more than lie in a tangle of limbs with me at the center.

      I slept like a rock, letting the comforting feeling of Lachlan’s hand on my hip and Trace’s breath on the back of my neck soothe me.

      I was so exhausted I didn’t even dream, so I couldn’t explain why my eyes popped open at some point in the middle of the night, my body coming fully awake so fast it felt like I’d been pushed off a cliff.

      For a second, I just blinked into the darkness, absorbing the feel of my men around me and listening to the quiet stillness of the room.

      And then my heart stopped.

      We weren’t alone.

      There was a fifth person in the room, a presence I could feel near the doorway—powerful and solid.

      I lifted my head, my heart slamming against my ribs, and craned my neck to peer toward the doorway.

      Ryker stood just inside the door.

      My body immediately went into defense mode, and I was about to leap from the bed and summon any spell I could when the dark-haired god lifted a finger to his lips. The gesture was so surprising that I froze momentarily.

      Why haven’t the guys woken up? Did he do something to them? Put a spell on them?

      Thank fuck I hadn’t slept naked tonight like I often did. I didn’t relish the idea of fighting a god with my tits bouncing all over the place.

      “How did you get in here?” I asked, my voice low and intense. The men beside me still didn’t stir, and I was sure it had something to do with Ryker’s magic. “There’s a shield around the school. It’s strong. It’s—”

      “I know.” He chuckled lightly, his lips spreading into an easy smile. “I built it. Of course it’s strong.”

      My jaw dropped.

      He built it?

      He was the one who had protected us?

      I had no idea why he would do that, and my recent experiences with gods had made me wary about trusting any of them. It suddenly occurred to me that the barrier around the castle could be meant to keep us in rather than to keep any threats out. Were Ryker and the other gods planning to starve us?

      It seemed like a cruel and weirdly anticlimactic way for hugely powerful beings to vanquish their enemies, but I honestly wouldn’t put it past any of them.

      I sat up, trying to ignore the way my men slept soundly beside me. It was creepy as fuck, the way none of them had been disturbed at all by Ryker’s arrival or my agitated movement in the bed. If I hadn’t been able to feel Trace’s chest rising and falling, I would’ve thought they were dead.

      “So?” I asked challengingly, no longer bothering to keep my voice soft. “What do you want? Why did you come here?”

      Ryker smiled again, as if my bad attitude actually pleased him. “Can we speak somewhere else?”

      “Why?” I scowled, gesturing to the guys. “It’s not like they can hear us, thanks to you.”

      “True. But I would like to speak to you privately anyway.”

      It seemed like a stupid request, and I wondered for a moment if he was just trying to get me away from any potential backup. But then again, the men were essentially defenseless like this—maybe it would be for the best if I got Ryker out of here, took him to a room on the other side of the building where he couldn’t unleash hell on the guys if our little conversation went south.

      “Okay. Fine.” I crawled out of bed and stood on the cold stone floor, crossing my arms over my chest. “Let’s go.”

      Ryker dipped his head in a nod, then opened the door and gestured me through. I cut a glance at him out of the corner of my eye as I passed by him and stepped into the hallway. He definitely knew I was the same girl he’d seen in the palace that day he’d argued with Omari. I was sure of it now.

      What the hell does he want with me?

      The question rattled around in my head as I led the imposing god through the halls, ending up in the large industrial kitchen on the first floor. He cocked an eyebrow at me as he followed me inside, and I shrugged.

      “What? It’s not like I have a private office or anything.”

      Not to mention, the kitchen had several potential exits, knives galore, and a walk-in freezer I could try to trap him in if things didn’t go well. But I refrained from mentioning any of those points to Ryker.

      Instead, I leaned against the large metal work table in the middle of the room. “Okay. You got what you wanted. This is about as private as it gets. What do you want to say to me?”

      “You did well today.”

      The words shocked me so much that I almost lost my balance. Ryker had spoken calmly and plainly, no mocking tone or undercurrent to his voice. He actually sounded… proud.

      “I… uh…”

      For the first time in a long time, I was completely speechless. I didn’t know how to react to a compliment from a god, especially one that I’d been counting as an enemy. After all, he hadn’t done shit to stop Omari when the leader of gods had knocked me and my men out and locked us in a fucking dungeon.

      As if reading my thoughts, Ryker chuckled. “I knew you were strong. That much was obvious when you managed to transport to the godly realm. And when you undid the spell preventing anyone from grasping the gem. But I was truly impressed that you managed to free not just yourself, but your men as well. When I arrived in the dungeon to free you, I was pleased to see you had already managed to do it yourself.”

      ...excuse me, what?

      “Wait. Hold on. Time out.” I made a T shape with my hands, holding them up in front of me. “You what?”

      “I came to free you.” Ryker scowled. “You don’t honestly think I would allow that toad Omari to imprison my only daughter, do you?”

      I froze.

      My lungs seemed to fill with cement as I stared at him in shock.

      What in the ever-loving fuck?

      “What?”

      The word was barely more than a choked noise, but Ryker either understood it or just made an educated guess based on my reaction.

      “You are my daughter, Aria. My only daughter. The product of a love I shared with a human woman.”

      “That… that can’t be true,” I stammered. “I have a father. I mean, had. I knew my father. He was a fighter, he lived in Boston, he…”

      My voice trailed off. Ryker hadn’t said a single thing to contradict me, but even as I had spoken, I could feel how wrong my words were. Somehow, I knew Ryker was telling the truth. And it would explain everything. Why I had powers only a god should have, but also why my powers hadn’t manifested until later in life. Why I’d struggled with them so much.

      Because I wasn’t a god.

      I was a demi-god.

      “How?” I asked softly, my heart thudding heavily against my ribs.

      Ryker dipped his chin, his expression softening a little. It was a strange look on him, and it made him seem much more human.

      “Your mother was a wild magic user. Just like you, she was picked up by the school’s recruiters when her magic manifested and brought to Magic Blessed Academy. She competed in the Gods’ Challenge, just like you.” He ran his fingers over his jaw, his gaze going out of focus as he got lost in memories I couldn’t see. “It is not uncommon for the gods to watch the challenges from time to time, and that was how I first encountered your mother. I saw her fighting off a venomous snake whose body was six feet across. She was beautiful, strong, and capable.”

      True affection seeped into his words as he spoke, and it pulled at my heart. Whatever else had happened, wherever this story was going, he had truly cared about my mom once.

      “During the challenge, I snuck into the playing area. I had to meet this wild, enchanting creature. And the moment I met her, the moment she saw me, it was as if something snapped into place.” He exhaled a long breath. “Our affair was intense and all-consuming. She forgot her search for the gem, and I forgot everything. Several weeks passed, and then one day, she was pulled from my arms and transported back to earth when another student finally won the challenge.”

      “And that was it?” I asked, leaning forward in spite of myself.

      “No.” He shook his head, pain flashing across his face. “I was completely taken with her, but when she entered the challenge again the following semester, Omari marked her for death. She had become one of the most promising students at Magic Blessed, and he felt she was growing too powerful. She was supposed to die in the Gods’ Challenge, but I could not stand by and watch that happen.”

      “What did you do?”

      Ryker shook his head. “I did what any man in love would do. I tried to protect what I loved. I entered the playing area again, and this time, I used my powers to ensure that Abigail was safe.”

      My stomach twisted as I thought of the hatred Omari seemed to have for all wild magic users, and the massive power the leader of gods wielded. “But you weren’t able to protect her in the end, were you?”

      “Yes. And no.” Ryker grimaced. “She survived the challenge, although she did not win it. But Omari discovered what I had done, and was furious at my interference. He had marked her for death, and he was determined to see her meet that fate. She graduated from Magic Blessed that spring, and although I did everything I could to protect her, he killed her a year later.” His dark gaze met mine. “She died shortly after you were born, and you were taken in by the man you knew as a father then.”

      My jaw clenched as my hands curled into fists. This was so much. Too much. It felt like my brain might explode from an overload of information. I wanted to ask Ryker why he hadn’t been the one to raise me after my mom died, why he hadn’t been in my life at all until now. But I had a feeling I knew the answer.

      His association with a human had ended up getting that human killed.

      What would’ve happened if Ryker had taken me back to the godly realm as a baby? If he had shown me to the other gods, his half-human offspring?

      I would never have survived.

      Ryker dipped his head a little, his voice growing softer, more serious. “The gods fear people like you, Aria. They don’t know how wild magic users developed their power, and that terrifies them. Because long, long ago, before time was time, that is how the gods came into existence too. That is what our legends claim, anyway. That godly power was granted to a small, select few.”

      My pulse pounded in my ears, and I shook my head to clear it. “So, what? They think we’ve been given power by the same force that gave it to all of them?”

      He nodded. “Yes. And because you’ve been granted power like this, because it is wild and unpredictable, many of my brethren fear that you and your kind could become gods yourselves.”

      I laughed and gasped at the same time, and the end result was a choked snort. “What? Become gods? How the fuck would that even be possible?”

      “Well, you’re already halfway there, Aria,” he reminded me gently. “You are something none of them have ever encountered before, even though none of them—not even Omari—know what you truly are.” He straightened to his full height, gazing down at me. “You should never have existed, Aria. It shouldn’t have been possible. I am not the first god to lay with a human woman. But you are the first child ever to be created from such a union.”

      His answer knocked me flat, and I shook my head as a torrent of new thoughts flooded my mind. “How? Why me?”

      “Your mother was a wild magic user,” he said simply. “The rules as we know them don’t apply to your kind.”
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      Okay, Aria. Deep breaths. Whatever you do, don’t pass out in front of the god.

      Your dad.

      Ugh.

      My mind spun, making the world seem to tilt around me.

      Godsdammit. I said don’t pass out!

      Gripping the edge of the metal table, I drew in several long breaths through my nose. Everything I had just learned felt like it was crashing around inside my brain, new insights clashing with old beliefs until the whole thing was one giant mess.

      My dad… the man who had raised me until I was twelve, until the day he died? He wasn’t my father at all, at least not in any blood sense. But he still felt more like a dad to me than this imposing, inscrutable god who had ignored my existence for most of my life. The fact that he’d probably done it as a means of trying to protect me didn’t entirely ease the sting of learning that he’d been alive this whole time, and I had never known anything about him.

      Had he watched me grow up? Had he seen me fighting in the ring? Seen me getting involved with the criminal underground of Boston during my rougher years as a teenager in foster care?

      And through all of that, he had never stepped in or interfered in my life.

      “So, you thought I had everything under control, huh? Growing up? You figured once my da—the guy who raised me died, I was just fine bouncing around the system?”

      My words were caustic, but if I was hoping they would land like daggers in Ryker’s heart, I should’ve known better. I didn’t doubt that he had loved my mother, but the man was still a god. There was something removed and otherworldly about him, as if he wasn’t quite familiar with human emotions.

      “I know my solution wasn’t a perfect one,” he said slowly. Although his expression had remained as stoic and calm as ever, I saw something almost like guilt flash in his eyes for a heartbeat. “But it was the best I could do. I had failed your mother, and I was determined to do better by you. It seemed for many years that you had not inherited her powers, so I thought it best to let you live your life in the human realm unimpeded.”

      Fucking gods. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at his obtuseness. Having a father figure in my life wouldn’t have been an impediment.

      “So why help me now?” I demanded instead, crossing my arms.

      “Because things have come to a head,” he said simply. “Omari is determined to see his foolish plans through, and he intends to wipe out all wild magic users. I would be against this on principle, even if one of those wild magic users wasn’t my daughter.”

      “Now what?” I gestured around the kitchen, but my motion was meant to encompass the whole school. “We’ve got this shield around us, and now what?”

      “Omari won’t stop coming for you.” Ryker’s lips pressed together. “Against anyone with wild magic. Against your classmates. Your lovers. But against you, most especially. You have humiliated him, undermined him, and proved yourself to be a powerful foe. He won’t stand for that.”

      “So we just hide out in the castle forever? We don’t let him get us?”

      He chuckled humorlessly. “If I thought that course of action would keep you alive, I would heartily recommend it. However, my shield won’t hold indefinitely. I am strong, but so is Omari, and he has many gods behind him. Some follow me instead, but too many still fall in line with Omari’s demands.”

      He stepped closer, the force of the power radiating from him nearly bowling me over.

      “My shield will not hold indefinitely,” he said. “I will keep doing what I can to turn other gods against Omari, to reveal him for the short-sighted tyrant that he is. In the meantime, you must prepare. I have bought you time, but you won’t be safe within the school’s walls forever.”

      A chill trickled down my spine at the warning in his words.

      Fuck. We need to get ready. We need to be prepared to fight.

      Dean Frost, Miss Avery, and the other teachers who’d supported her were being held in a training room on the second floor. A few professors had taken our side, and although I had a feeling that everyone who worked at this school had at least an inkling of what was going on, we weren’t in a position to deny potential allies. If the teachers were willing to work with us, I wasn’t about to lock them up with the dean. We’d need them for the fight.

      “Okay. I’ll gather everyone tomorrow, and we’ll do what we can.” I looked up, meeting Ryker’s dark gaze. It was overwhelming to look him in the eyes, and not just because of his status as a god. Because he’s my father. “Thank you.”

      He studied me for a moment, as if he was finally allowing himself to look his fill, and I suddenly wondered how much of my mother he saw in me. I had never known her, but I had a few pictures—I knew we looked alike, with similar dark hair and brown eyes.

      “You are welcome, Aria,” Ryker said at last. “I will do what I can to help you and your friends.”

      Then he stepped back, and before I could think of anything else to say, he disappeared from view, slipping from the earthly plane to the godly one so smoothly that it was as if he had just winked out of existence.

      I stared at the place where he had been standing, biting my bottom lip hard as I tried to absorb the shock of everything I’d just learned. When a soft noise came from one of the kitchen doorways, I straightened suddenly, my whole body tensing for a fight.

      “Hey, whoa. It’s okay.” Trace stepped out of the shadows, holding up his hands, and a flood of relief went through me at the sight of him.

      Whatever sleeping spell Ryker had put on him, it clearly wasn’t permanent.

      “How long have you been here?” I asked, my voice rough.

      “Long enough.”

      He strode across the kitchen and wrapped his arms around me, and for once, I didn’t fight against it or try to put on a facade of strength. I just let my body melt against his, wrapping my arms around him and inhaling his masculine scent, relishing the warmth of his skin.

      “So… that’s my dad,” I muttered with a dry chuckle. The words were muffled against Trace’s chest.

      “Yeah.” He let out a breath. “That’s fuckin’ nuts. Although honestly, I’m not surprised in a way. Aria, the shit you can do…” He pulled back from me a little, taking my head in his hands. His palms cupped my cheeks as his fingers delved into my hair, his eyes bouncing back and forth between mine. “It’s incredible. I don’t know if you ever realized how much of the summer the three of us spent in awe of you. Watching you blip over to the godly realm like it was nothing? I knew there was something in you, something bigger than what’s in any of us.”

      His words warmed me, but I found myself shaking my head anyway, panic and worry for the future making my stomach tie itself into knots. “What if I don’t want it? I don’t want to be one of the gods; I fucking hate them! And Ryker? He may be my dad, but that just makes him a shitty father. I spent my whole life essentially on my own, and now he marches back in and wants to help me?”

      Trace chuckled, taking my tirade in stride. He leaned against the large metal table, pulling me in to rest against it beside him, his arm settling around me.

      “My dad was a total hard ass. He hated every single one of my tattoos, he hated the music I listened to, and he really wanted me to become a doctor. But when I decided I was going to give music a real go, he was the one who bankrolled my first album. It took me a long time to realize why he gave me such a hard time when I was younger, but now I think he was just trying to make me into the best version of myself. And when he saw that my best self wasn’t quite what he’d envisioned, he supported me anyway.”

      I turned to look up at him, and he cocked an eyebrow as he tilted his head.

      “Sometimes you gotta give people time to show you who they really are,” he murmured. “Give Ryker a little time; don’t dismiss him yet. He saved our asses, and he’s risking starting open warfare with the leader of gods—and he can say whatever he wants, but I’m pretty sure he’s doing all of that just for you.”

      I made a soft noise in my throat, my thoughts drifting back over everything Ryker had said and done. “I dunno. Maybe.”

      “And besides,” Trace added, his lips tilting up into a grin, “even if Ryker lets you down, I promise you there are three people who won’t. Lachlan, Merrick, and I will be here for you no matter what. You know that, right?”

      Something almost painfully sweet swelled in my chest, and I pressed away from the table, turning back to step between Trace’s legs. My arms wrapped around him, my hands splaying over the defined muscles of his back, as I looked up into his eyes.

      “I love you.”

      This time his smile was as slow and beautiful as a breaking sunrise. “I love you too, Snow. Always will.”

      When our lips met, there was nothing hurried or desperate about it. It was a physical expression of the words we had just spoken, a perfect encapsulation of love.

      It was desire and comfort.

      Need and support.

      It was everything I needed in that moment, despite the earth-shattering news I had just received, despite the horrors of the Gods’ Challenge and Omari’s proclamation.

      For just this moment, with Trace’s lips pressed against mine and his tongue tangling with my own, none of that existed. None of it could harm me or any of the people I loved.

      His breath was warm, and a faint taste of peppermint lingered on his tongue. Rising up on my tiptoes, I delved my fingers into his hair, running them through the short strands at the nape up his neck before fisting his dark hair close to the roots.

      He groaned appreciatively when I did that, so I did it again, pressing my body full-length against his.

      Lachlan was the burliest of the three men who had become mine, but Trace and Merrick were far from small. As he pressed away from the table, Trace reached down to wrap his hands around my upper legs, lifting me in his arms with ease. My legs wrapped around his waist as his large palms made their way to my ass, groping me shamelessly as he kept kissing me like it was what he’d been born to do.

      Like most things between Trace and me, it only stayed sweet for a little while. It wasn’t long before I was sliding my body against his, using the leverage of my arms and legs wrapped around him to grind against his cock.

      The sweetness was a manifestation of our love, but this was too.

      Palming the back of my head to take our kiss even deeper, Trace pivoted, turning back toward the large metal work table. I gasped as he set me down on it, every bit of skin that wasn’t covered by my tank top prickling at the feel of the cold metal.

      He broke our kiss and pulled back, grinning mischievously when he noticed my nipples had peaked at the sudden chill.

      Still settled between my legs, he dropped his head and bit down on one of the peaked buds through the thin material of my tank, making me yelp and grab fistfuls of his hair again.

      He chuckled, his teeth closing just a little bit tighter around my hard nipple. “Shh, Ari. People are sleeping. We don’t want to wake them up.”

      “Then stop pressing all my wake-up buttons,” I shot back, arching my back in a way that suggested if he actually did stop, I’d kill him for it.

      He must’ve read between the lines, because he didn’t stop at all. Instead, he transferred his attention to my other breast, hesitating for a brief moment just before his mouth closed around my nipple. The anticipation made every nerve ending in my body scream, and when he finally bit down, I tilted my head back, panting out a breathless cry.

      As he drew back, his blue eyes gleamed in the dim light of the kitchen. He straightened, tugging my tank top off and looking down at me sprawled on the table before him, my legs wrapped around his waist and my chest heaving. His thumbs found my nipples as he massaged my bare breasts, making me think I’d go out of my mind from an overload of sensations.

      I’d never known I could come just from nipple play, but it was about to fucking happen.

      Before I could hurtle over the edge though, he pulled his hands away. Then he carefully unwound my legs from his waist, stepping back. He turned and strode toward the large freezer on the other side of the room, and my jaw fell open.

      What the hell? He wants a snack now?

      I was pretty sure the appliances in the Magic Blessed Academy building were run by a combination of magic and technology. I still wasn’t exactly sure where in the world the academy building was actually located, but I highly suspected it was very far off the beaten path.

      Trace opened the freezer, and I was about to give him shit for leaving a job half finished—but before I could, he was already walking back toward me, something glinting in his hand.

      When the cube of ice met the skin between my breasts, I hissed a breath, pulling my bottom lip between my teeth. Trace grinned wickedly, then slid the piece of ice in a broad circle around my breast, tracing a spiral pattern until the cold, wet cube brushed against my nipple.

      I half sat up, a tortured groan bursting from my throat, and he chuckled softly as he pushed me back down.

      “I love you, Snow. Let me take care of you.”

      As I sprawled back out on the table, it occurred to me that Trace’s definition of “take care of you” might be something along the lines of “make you pass out from pleasure.”

      Not that I was complaining.

      Little trails of water slid down the side of my breast from the melting ice cube, and I did my best to hold still as Trace moved it over and repeated the spiral pattern on the other side. But my breath was coming in short gasps, and although he hadn’t even touched my lower half yet, my clit was throbbing in time to my heartbeat, a steady ache building in my core.

      He looked up at me through his lashes as he trailed the ice cube down my stomach and over the dip of my belly button. When he reached my soft cotton pants, he trailed the ice cube over the skin just above the waistband, and when I growled in frustration, he laughed. But he gave me what I wanted, sliding my pants and panties off with one hand while the slowly melting ice cube traced pathways over my hips and upper thighs.

      My clothing fell to the floor as Trace brushed the piece of ice over my folds, then between them, just inside my pussy.

      The feel of the cool slickness against my hot, swollen core was more than I could take, and I tossed my head back and forth, gasping and panting.

      Another low chuckle rumbled in Trace’s chest, but when I looked down my body at him, he looked like he was torturing himself as much as me by dragging this out. His cheeks were so flushed I could see the tint even in the shadowy kitchen, and his hair was mussed from my fingers, sticking up at odd angles.

      It was hot as hell. I wanted to ruin him, to make him unravel completely.

      Before I could sit up and try to reach for the bulge straining his pants, he pushed the ice cube a little deeper inside me, finding my clit with his thumb at the same time.

      My world spun, seeming to collapse in on itself and then expand as a burst of sensation surged through me.

      “That’s it, Ari. Come for me. Come, baby.”

      Keeping his thumb on my clit, Trace withdrew the ice, and as the orgasm continued to roll through me, I watched him pop the melting ice cube into his mouth. The feral, hungry grin on his face as he tasted it—tasted me—made me groan.

      “You sure you aren’t… trying to kill me?” I panted, and Trace laughed softly as he chewed the remainder of the ice.

      Then he licked his lips, hooking my thighs and pulling me closer to the table’s edge. I caught sight of his thick cock springing free as he pushed his sweats down, then his broad head nudged my entrance.

      “Never, Snow,” he said softly. “In fact, one of my main goals in life is to keep you alive.”

      I would’ve laughed at his comment, but there was a sincerity in his tone that made the sound die in my throat. And then he surged forward, filling me in one deep thrust, and I forgot everything but the feel of him.

      He draped his upper body over mine as he began to fuck me hard and fast, and when he caught my mouth in a deep kiss, his tongue was still cool from the ice. We kissed until every last bit of the chill was gone, and I wrapped my arms and legs around him, holding him close as he drove into me over and over.

      When I came again, it was with a scream that might’ve woken up the entire school if Trace hadn’t swallowed it with his kiss, absorbing my pleasure and feeding me back his own like a feedback loop.

      With one more hard thrust, he froze inside me, his hips pulsing against mine as he emptied himself in my channel.

      As my body finally began to relax, tension seeping from my muscles, Trace gathered me in his arms, lifting me off the table with his cock still buried inside me. My arms and legs wrapped around him automatically, and he held onto me just as tight, our chests pressed together as we breathed in sync.

      “We should go upstairs,” I finally murmured sleepily against his skin. He had to be getting tired. I was exhausted, and I wasn’t even the one holding up another person.

      “We will, Snow. Soon.” His fingers ran through my dark hair, and turned his head a little, pressing a kiss to my jaw. “I just need another minute. Just like this.”
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      Despite the fact that I’d barely slept the night before, I was up early the next day.

      Turns out, there’s something extremely motivating about knowing a bunch of gods plan to kill you and all your friends.

      Trace rolled me over on the bed for a deep kiss that made my toes curl a little, memories of last night invading my thoughts. I let Merrick and Lachlan kiss me good morning too, basking for just a few short minutes in the bubble of happiness that seemed to fall around us every time the four of us were together like this.

      But worry was eating a hole in my stomach lining, and not even a good, long fuck would solve the problems we were facing. So before things could progress any more, we all climbed out of bed, got dressed, and went downstairs.

      The first order of business was to check on our prisoners. Dean Frost was practically spitting with anger, and I gave her a heftier dose of the knockout spell before shifting my gaze to Miss Avery and the others. None of them seemed to want to share her fate, because they all hung back, watching me with wary eyes.

      Okay. So Frost was definitely the leader of this operation.

      It made me hate the woman even more, something I hadn’t thought was even possible. But it was good, in a way. As long as we kept her out of commission, the odds of the others trying anything stupid were much lower.

      I instructed another student to go get some food and bring it back to the makeshift holding cell, then asked a second-year guy named Mitch to set up a watch rotation so we could keep eyes on the dean and her lackeys at all times.

      Only when Mitch scampered off to do as I’d instructed did it occur to me that, whether I had ever wanted this or not, I had become the de facto leader of the remaining students at Magic Blessed.

      The thought made my stomach pitch, a combination of nerves and distaste rising inside me. This wasn’t what I had ever wanted. I wasn’t the kind of person who craved a leadership role, who wanted to be in charge. But I was the kind of person who liked to get shit done, and who hated to see bullies win—so if this was what it took to make that happen, then so be it.

      We had lost almost twenty people to the carnage of the Gods’ Challenge, and another dozen hadn’t returned from the godly realm when the game ended. Wesley was among that group, and I cringed a little to think of his body rotting on the ground somewhere in the desert or the dry forest of the playing area.

      The majority of us had made it back alive though, and that was what I needed to focus on now.

      In the mid-morning, about thirty students met in a large training room on the first floor. I noticed that Eden and Nadia were right up at the front, and I felt a flash of pride for my friend. Eden was sweet and bubbly, a pacifist if there ever was one. But even she was ready to step up to a leadership role in this fight.

      “Okay,” I said once everyone was mostly settled. A lot of students were still recovering from the Gods’ Challenge, and we had lost nearly forty people yesterday. “We know where the shield came from now. And we know that unfortunately, it won’t hold forever.”

      A ripple moved through the crowd around me, murmurs and panicked whispers filling the space.

      “But,” I continued, plowing ahead, “it gives us time to prepare. Time to get as ready for this fight as we can possibly be. You all are here because you know something bad is coming, because you understand that the gods want to wipe us out. There are a lot of students at this school who are still scared to admit that. So the way I see it, every moment from now until the shield breaks down, we need to be focusing on two things. One: training. Two: convincing anyone who’s still on the fence that, as shitty as it may be, this is our best chance. I sure as hell wish we had a better set of options, but right now, it’s looking like our two choices are fight or roll over and die. And I know which one I choose. Every damn time.”

      “Agreed.” Eden stepped forward, catching my gaze and giving me a small, encouraging smile before turning to face the others. “I say Aria should be in charge of training us. She’s the strongest magic user here, and she’s faced off against the gods more than any of us. Professors who are willing to actually start teaching us instead of just trying to hold us back can help us with magical theory and stuff. And we should start thinking about the strategic entry and exit points of the school building. If it comes down to a fight, we’ll want to know where our weak spots are.”

      I shot her a look, impressed.

      Eden had seriously changed since the first day I’d met her, and I was proud as fuck to call her my friend.

      The other students all nodded and murmured their agreement, and I saw Lachlan shoot me a wink. Then the burly Irishman stepped forward, rubbing his hands together as a feral smile broke out on his face. “Then what the fuck are we waitin’ for? Let’s get ready to kick some godly arse.”
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        * * *

      

      The next week and a half seemed to simultaneously drag and fly by.

      Every day was packed full of training and preparation, arguments with other students who were still resistant to the idea that the gods would betray us, and strategy sessions with the small group who had stepped up to lead.

      By the time my head hit the pillow every night, it felt like I might fall asleep and never wake up. And yet, every morning I was jolted awake by a fresh wave of worry that today would be the day Ryker’s shield gave out. Today would be the day the gods came for us.

      We resumed “classes” in a sense, but first, we threw out the entire curriculum. Instead of the half-assed lessons we had been taught before, the few professors who had solidly sided with us—Professor Wist among them—pushed us to our limits, stretching our powers and abilities in ways we had never experienced before.

      Holy shit, I thought to myself on the tenth day of our training as I watched Eden and Mitch spar in the middle of the large classroom. What would it have been like if our training had been like this from day one? How powerful would we all be now?

      I had seen all of my classmates, and even the three men I’d fallen in love with, improve dramatically in their skills since we’d all started training hard. Even I was improving, and now that I was no longer holding back at all, the scope of my powers was obvious to everyone around me.

      Students looked at me with awe when I passed them in the hall, but at least the mistrust had begun to fade from their eyes. More and more of students who had been on the fence or unwilling to commit to a fight had started showing up to our training sessions, and it felt good to see the school’s student population coming together as a mostly united force.

      I’d considered keeping part of what Ryker had told me a secret—namely, the fact that I was his daughter and part god.

      But I was sick of secrets, and I had known there would be no way to disguise my power if I truly trained as hard as I could. People could judge me or hate me or fear me or do whatever the hell else they wanted, but I wasn’t holding back anymore. I was going to use the full force of the power available to me to protect my school.

      Eden and Mitch finished their fight, both breathing heavily but looking pleased with themselves, and everyone broke up to head to dinner.

      “You coming?” Eden nudged me, swiping her sweat dampened hair away from her face. “I want you to give me some pointers on that trick you do where you use your magic like a springboard, to launch yourself into a jump.”

      I grinned. “Not something I ever would’ve thought I’d hear you say.”

      She laughed, wrinkling her nose. “Well, I’m just trying to keep up with the times.”

      “Yeah, I’ll explain it to you again. Actually, after dinner I can show it to you if you want.” I glanced toward the stairs as we made our way down the hall toward the cafeteria. “I’ll meet up with you in a sec. I just need to go do something really quick.”

      “Okay.” She joined the throng of students heading to the cafeteria, giving me a wave.

      After darting up the stairs, I made a beeline toward my dorm room, chewing on my bottom lip as I walked.

      It was strange. Other students might seem a little intimidated by me or frightened by me now, but they had all taken the news that I was the daughter of a god in relative stride.

      Me, on the other hand?

      I still couldn’t process it. I kept running through my conversation with Ryker over and over in my head, delving into my memories to try to pick up any hint or clue I should’ve noticed as a child that the man who claimed to be my father was actually no such thing.

      But I couldn’t find any. I had loved my dad, the man who’d raised me, and I was sure he had loved me too.

      In that sense, I was glad that Ryker had stayed out of my life. I’d at least managed to have something like a normal childhood—for a few years, anyway, before I’d been left on my own at age twelve.

      The sheets on my bed were rumpled when I walked inside the room. All three of the men had been sleeping in here every night since we’d gotten back from the godly realm. Everything else at this school was turned on its head, so sticking with our original dorm assignments seemed pointless and stupid. And besides, I was pretty sure we all felt the same sort of desperate need to keep the others around, as if we were all anticipating the moment when battle might drag us apart, might kill one or all of us and shred the happiness we’d found into little pieces.

      Shoving those fears into the back of my mind before they rose up and swamped me, I grabbed the little notebook I’d kept for years from its place atop my dresser. I’d never really been a “dear diary” kinda girl, but I’d kept this journal around to jot down random shit that I just needed to get out of my head. I also had a few keepsakes and mementos pressed between the pages near the back, and I flipped to a picture of my mom, pulling it out.

      The photo was worn and faded, but the face in it was achingly familiar. High cheekbones, a heart-shaped face with a slightly pointed chin, dark hair tumbling over one shoulder. My mom had been beautiful, and I could see so many of her features in me.

      I stared at the picture harder, shifting it back and forth so that light played across the surface.

      Who the hell were you, mom?

      I knew more about her now than I ever had before, but every question that’d be answered had only led to dozens more questions. All my life, I’d thought my mom was an ordinary woman living a simple, straightforward life. But in reality, she had been a wild magic user, a brave and daring woman who had fallen in love with a god and paid the ultimate price for it.

      Ryker’s words echoed in my mind. It shouldn’t be possible.

      I shouldn’t exist. Regardless of whether my mom fell in love with a god, it should’ve been impossible for them to have a kid together. According to Ryker, that had never happened before. No gods had fathered half-human children.

      So what did mean?

      My father was a god. My mother was a wild magic user.

      What does that make me?
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      My back hit the mat with a heavy thud.

      I rolled quickly, slipping out of Lachlan’s grip before he could pin me. Then I scrambled to my feet, lashing out with a well-timed kick before he could tackle me again. I caught him in the shoulder, sending him sprawling, but he managed to hook my standing leg with a sweeping kick of his own, bringing me down again.

      My blood rushed in my ears as he straddled me, and I bucked, hooking his arm and shifting my weight to roll us both over.

      “Ah, shite!” With a muffled curse, he rolled us again, laughing low in his throat when he ended up on top of me with my legs wrapped around him.

      Lachlan and I had stepped into the training room at around nine in the evening, and we’d been going hard for the past hour. This was the first time I had sparred without magic in days, and it felt amazing to just fucking fight. My powers were starting to settle in much more deeply, to become as instinctual and second-nature as the boxing combos I’d been practicing since I was ten. And I knew that in the upcoming battle against the gods, I would absolutely be calling on every magical advantage I had.

      But that hadn’t stopped me from begging Lach to spar with me tonight in a good old fashioned brawl; no magic allowed.

      Judging by the way his eyes had lit up when I’d asked him, he’d been dying to scratch that itch just as much as I had.

      And judging by the look in his eyes now, by the feel of his body between my legs, it wasn’t the only itch he’d be happy to scratch. We’d all been too exhausted to do much but collapse into bed and pass out every night for the past week, and although I loved having them curled up next to me while I slept, I’d been seriously missing the physical connection the three of us shared.

      I grinned up at Lach, a challenging expression on my face. “You ready to tap out?”

      He chuckled, and I could feel the vibration of it in the connection between our bodies. “Tap out? I dunno if ye’ve noticed, Snow, but I’ve got ye pinned.”

      “Yeah.” I tugged my bottom lip between my teeth. “But sometimes being on the bottom isn’t such a disadvantage.”

      As I spoke, I rolled my hips against his, hooking my legs around his waist and pressing into his ass with my heels, making his cock grind against my core. I felt him thicken and harden against me, and the low groan that fell from his lips made my clit throb.

      Fuck, yes.

      “Oh, ye think ye can still win this, do ye?” he asked, his voice shifting to a low rasp. “And how exactly do ye plan to do that?”

      “Like this.” With a grin, I trapped his arm and rolled us again. But this time, I didn’t stop moving. Using the momentum of our roll, I flipped around, grabbing his leg and putting it in a lock.

      The big man grunted in surprise, then hissed and tapped out when I tightened my hold.

      “Never let down your guard, Lach,” I reprimanded as I released him. My tone was teasing, but a tendril of fear unfurled in my belly. We’d been pushing each other hard this whole session, and although neither of us would say it out loud, I knew why.

      We were scared.

      We were worried for each other.

      A sudden swell of emotion gripped my chest, and I got to my feet, brushing off my pants. “I think that’s enough for tonight. Let’s go.”

      I stepped forward to help him up, but as he grasped my hand, Lach gave a sharp tug, throwing me off balance as he pulled me down on top of him. Then he rolled us, pinning me with his large body as his green eyes blazed down at me.

      “Never let down yer guard, lass.”

      His voice was low, and the way he was staring at me made my blood heat. For a suspended moment, we just stared at each other, thick tension building in the space between us.

      Then we moved at the same time, our lips crashing together in a kiss that was almost as violent and raw as our sparring session had been. My teeth clacked against his, and I felt a sting of pain as I cut my lip, but I hardly paid attention to it. My tongue was sliding into his mouth, tasting him, battling with his own tongue, as my hands raked over his body, tearing at his clothes as if I hated every single stitch of fabric he was wearing.

      We rolled again, then again, our joined bodies moving restlessly over the floor as we fought to get closer to each other, pulling off articles of clothing so desperately they almost tore.

      When we were finally naked, skin to skin, Lachlan didn’t waste a single second. Settling me onto my back, he spread my legs and drove inside me, plunging balls-deep in one hard thrust. I arched against him, scratching at his back as he fucked me. My hands moved down to his ass, digging into the firm muscles as they contracted with each thrust.

      “Fuckin’ hell, Ari. Why weren’t we doin’ this the whole time?” he muttered, his words almost incoherent as need overtook him.

      I shook my head, not able to formulate a good answer. There wasn’t one. This was what we should’ve been doing all this time. Fuck training. Fuck sparring.

      This was all I needed.

      Lachlan set a punishing pace, slamming into me hard and then grinding his hips against me before withdrawing and thrusting in again. Sweat dotted his brow as he lifted one of my legs, resting my calf against his shoulder to give him a better angle to thrust deeper.

      “I love the way ye squeeze my cock. I love the way ye drive me fuckin’ mad, sweetheart.”

      He kissed me again, but our lips kept breaking apart from the force of his thrusts, and finally, he rose up onto his knees, hooking both my legs under the knees and lifting my ass off the floor. I was completely at his mercy in this position, and it allowed him to go deep and hard, making pleasure spike through me like a drug.

      Whimpering and gasping, I grabbed my breasts in a firm grip, squeezing and massaging them, tugging at my nipples and pressing my boobs together, all the while keeping my gaze locked on the man above me.

      He was so fucking dominant and powerful, holding me up as he thrust inside me, his thick cock stretching me just to the point where pain met pleasure.

      “Lach…” My eyelids fluttered as I fought to keep hold of my sanity, of my consciousness. “I’m gonna… oh fuck, I’m gonna…”

      Before I could finish the sentence, an orgasm crashed into me like a runaway train, making my toes curl and my pussy clench around Lachlan’s cock. He shortened his strokes, driving into me with shallow jabs as my inner walls tightened and convulsed. He rode me through it, letting my body come down from the high before he pulled out and slid back in slowly, filling me completely.

      “More?” he murmured, his gaze capturing mine.

      “Fuck, yes.”

      “That’s my fuckin’ girl.”

      He draped his body over mine and rolled us again, stopping with his back on the mat and me straddling him. His hands reached up to cup my breasts before gliding over my rib cage, following the dip of my waist and settling on my hips.

      “I want ye to ride me, sweetheart,” he said roughly. “Use my cock te get yerself off again.”

      Fuck. His words alone might do that.

      His words, and the look of pure worship on his face as I began to slide up and down his shaft, using the muscles of my legs to control the movement.

      I could feel how very hard he was, his cock like a steel rod as I clenched around it, milking him with every roll of my hips. And even as another orgasm began to coil low in my belly, I focused on the man beneath me. On the broad sweep of his shoulders, the firm muscles of his chest. The way his biceps and forearms clenched as he gripped my hips. His strong, angular features, and the slight shadow of stubble that had grown on his jaw.

      I loved this man.

      I loved him with every damned part of myself, and I wanted him to know it.

      To feel it.

      Bracing my hands on his chest, I rocked my hips faster, riding him hard. The full lips I loved so much drew back in a grimace as his abs contracted, the muscles tensing and tightening. “Fuck, Ari. Ye feel so damn good.”

      His words fed my determination, and I kept stroking his cock with my pussy until finally, his fingers dug hard into my hips. Holding me in place, he slammed into me from below—once, twice, three times.

      Then, on a tortured groan, he spilled himself inside me, sitting up and wrapping his arms around me as I followed him over the edge.

      He held me so tightly I almost couldn’t breathe as the orgasm washed through both of us. But I didn’t care. I hugged him back just as tightly, burying my face in his neck as a mix of emotions and physical sensations overwhelmed me.

      His cock pulsed a few more times, and he shuddered in my arms.

      I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like that, gripping each other so tight that no daylight could ever come between us. But slowly, incrementally, he relaxed in my hold. He sank back down to the floor, bringing me with him so that my body rested atop his. His cock slipped out of me, and I could hear the heavy beat of his heart beneath my ear.

      His fingers traced a soft path up and down my spine as exhaustion crept up on both of us.

      The last thing I heard before my eyes drifted shut were his whispered words.

      “I won’t lose ye, Ari. Ever. I can’t.”
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      We dozed in each other’s arms for a while, our breath falling into sync as I rested my head on his broad chest. Neither of us was fully asleep, but we weren’t fully awake either, hovering in that in-between place between consciousness and oblivion.

      My leg was draped over Lachlan’s body, and one of his muscled arms wrapped around me, holding me close against him.

      It was perfect.

      There’d been a time in my life when the idea of cuddling after sex would’ve made me break out in a cold sweat. I would’ve run the other way if a guy had even suggested wanting to hang around after we both got off—hell, that’s exactly what I’d done with Merrick. I had run so far and so fast in the other direction that it’d taken us both getting hauled in to Magic Blessed Academy for our lives to intersect again.

      But now?

      Now these little moments with my three men were what gave me the strength to keep forging ahead, to keep moving down a path that could very well end in all of our deaths and the elimination of all wild magic users.

      It’d taken me a hell of a long time to get here, but I had finally realized that caring about people wasn’t a weakness. Being loved wasn’t a weakness. It was my greatest strength.

      Still half asleep, Lachlan tightened his grip on me, hauling me even closer so that I draped over his body, resting on his chest like a cat. His stunning green eyes blinked open, and the warmth and desire in their depths made my heart expand. Running his hands up the curve of my back, he threaded his fingers through my hair and lifted his head to kiss me.

      Slow and deep, an exploration of my mouth, my lips, my tongue.

      I fell into it, letting my body melt against his as I gave myself over to him entirely. As it always did with us, what started sweet and tender quickly grew heated and fierce, and I straddled him as I sat up, keeping our lips connected as he sat up with me.

      His cock thickened beneath me, coming to life again as I rocked my pelvis against his, and his tongue ravaged my mouth, tasting and devouring me.

      “Fuck. I can never get enough of ye,” he grunted.

      He sounded genuinely frustrated by that fact, and I chuckled into our kiss, gliding my slick pussy over his cock again. “Good.”

      His grip on my hair tightened, fisting the thick strands close to the roots, and he pulled my head away from his so he could meet my gaze. The look in his eyes made fresh arousal burn through me, and my clit throbbed as it brushed over the head of his dick.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m not gonna try,” he murmured roughly, something almost like a warning in his voice.

      Oh, fuck yes.

      I shot him a taunting grin, and he growled, wrapping an arm around me and quickly flipping me onto my back. Before I could reorient to this new position, he was sliding inside me, stretching my walls with the thick invasion of his cock.

      “Gods, yes, Lachlan!”

      I arched against him, wrapping my legs around his waist as he pounded into me hard and fast. Our first fuck had been a much needed homecoming, a reminder of everything we meant to each other and the strength of the feelings between us.

      This?

      This was a release of all of those feelings.

      And it felt fucking incredible.

      With every deep stroke, every harsh grunt, I could tell Lachlan was trying to do just what he’d promised—trying to get enough of me. Trying to get deeper inside me, to taste and touch and tease more of me. His lips were everywhere. On my mouth, on my neck and jaw, licking and sucking at my breasts.

      And when he came on a deep groan, the muscles in his neck standing out corded and thick, I squeezed my inner walls around him as tight as I could, trying to get enough of him too. My walls clenched around him rhythmically, each pulse of his cock sending me closer to the edge.

      Then I flew off the cliff too, writhing and moaning beneath him as ecstasy flooded my body.

      We were both breathing hard, covered in a light sheen of sweat. For a moment, he just rested on top of me, and the feel of his heavy weight draped over me, his cock still buried deep inside me, and his warm breath ghosting over my neck—for just that moment, it felt like maybe we had both satisfied our deep, insatiable craving for the other person.

      It wouldn’t last though. I was sure of that.

      As soon as he pulled out, my body would miss him all over again.

      “I love you,” I murmured, just because I could.

      Because I could finally say it with no hesitation, no doubt at all in my mind. No fear.

      I felt his smile curve against my skin, and when he lifted his head, his grin beamed down at me. “Love ye more, Snow.”

      He kissed me with a resounding smack, then leaned back, pulling out of me. I hadn’t worried about falling asleep naked in the training room since we had locked the doors, and it was so late that nobody else would be looking for an open room.

      Besides, Lach probably wouldn’t have cared if someone did walk in. As he strode across the room to grab a towel, he looked like a god himself in all his naked glory. His ass was perfectly shaped, round and muscular, and his thighs were like fucking tree trunks. The muscles of his back stretched and shifted as he moved, and when he turned around to walk back to me, his barely softened cock jutted out from his body, bouncing slightly with each step. His abs were cut, and the sexy V at his hips made me bite my bottom lip as he approached, kneeling next to me with the towel.

      “What?” He arched a brow at me as he helped me clean up.

      “Nothing. Just admiring the view.”

      His eyes darkened, turning a deep green like a forest dappled with shadows. His gaze ran up and down my body appreciatively, and he grinned. “It is a gorgeous fuckin’ view.” He palmed my cheek and kissed me again, then pulled me to my feet. “Now come on. Merrick and Trace will have my arse if I keep ye up all night.”

      I laughed, because he was absolutely right. I could practically hear Merrick giving him shit for it now.

      “What time is it?” I asked as we dressed quickly.

      “Dunno.” He shook his head. “Late.”

      “Thanks.”

      He chuckled at my dry tone, then waved a hand to banish the spell he’d put on the door to muffle our noises. As we stepped out into the quiet, darkened hallway, he let the door fall shut behind us with a thud.

      But before we could turn toward the stairs that would take us up to the dorms, another low thud caught my ear.

      What the hell? Maybe I was wrong about no one else training at this hour.

      I glanced over at Lachlan to see if he’d heard it too, and he nodded, his brows pulling together.

      Jerking my head in the direction of the noise, I padded down the corridor toward it, Lachlan right beside me. When we turned a corner into the hallway that lead to the front of the school, I stopped in my tracks, my heart lurching in my chest.

      “Wesley?”

      At the sound of my voice, the lanky man looked up. He had one arm braced on the wall, and his entire body looked like it was sagging, as if gravity was too much for it to withstand anymore.

      “Aria.” He straightened a little, then began limping down the hall toward me and Lach.

      With a grunt, the burly Irishman stepped in front of me. “Oh no, ye fuckin’ don’t.”

      Wesley blinked, and as I peered around the giant, muscled barrier between us, I saw him shake his head. “It’s… it’s not like that, Lachlan. I—I get it now. I understand.”

      “What do you understand?”

      My hands clenched into fists, my entire body ready for a fight as I stepped around Lach. I appreciated him wanting to look out for me, and I could relate to his obvious desire to kick Wesley’s ass. But as I looked closer at my classmate, I realized Lach and I were both too late.

      Someone else had gotten to Wesley first.

      And they’d done a real number on him.

      One eye was almost completely swelled shut. The leg he was limping on had a deep gash in it, visible through the tear in his pants. Other bruises and scrapes marred every visible part of his body, and his clothing was dirty and tattered.

      “What the fuck happened to you?” I breathed, pity and horror coloring my voice.

      I hated Wesley, I wouldn’t deny that—but seeing anyone like this made my stomach twist.

      “You were right.” Wesley shook his head, grimacing as if the movement hurt. “The gods… they’re not on our side. They don’t want to help us.”

      “Took ye fuckin’ long enough to realize that shite,” Lachlan grumbled, but I ignored him, narrowing my eyes at the man in front of me.

      “They did this to you?”

      Wesley nodded, swallowing hard. “Yes. They did worse to the others. They punished all of us just for… just for existing.”

      Lach was right. Wesley’s moment of seeing the light was too little, too late as far as I was concerned. Why couldn’t he have realized this shit back before he had offered himself up as a lackey to the gods? Why couldn’t he have stood with his own people all along?

      “Wait a minute.” I took a step forward, my heart lurching. “How did you get in here? There’s a shield around the school.”

      “I know.” He nodded, licking his lips. “I felt it. But I just… walked right through.”

      What? How was that possible?

      Unless Ryker’s shielding spell had somehow been designed to sense students from the academy, and would admit anyone who belonged here. Wesley said the shield was still in place, that he’d felt it, but still…

      Lach and I shared a look, and my stomach tightened into a hard knot.

      “We need to go check on the shield,” I said quickly. Then I turned back to Wesley. “I’m gonna have to put you in the holding area where we’re keeping Dean Frost and the others. I’ll get you a healing potion, but we can’t let you just wander around free. Once this is done, we’ll decide what to do with you all.”

      Something flickered in Wesley’s eyes, and he looked down, seeming almost ashamed. “Of course. I understand. It’s better than I deserve.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Whether he was boasting of his accomplishments or admitting he’d been a short-sighted asshole, Wesley was always a damn drama queen.

      “Lach.” I glanced over at my boyfriend, who gave a feral grin and stepped forward to grab Wesley.

      But before he could pull the battered man down the hall toward the makeshift holding cells, a low boom echoed down the corridor. A blast of power followed it, washing over me like a tidal wave, and my skin chilled.

      “What the fuck was that?” I gasped, my gaze darting around wildly.

      Wesley smiled, his swollen face contorting gruesomely as he let out a quiet chuckle. “You never should’ve trusted me, Aria.”

      My blood turned to ice, chilling me from the inside out.

      Lachlan growled, letting go of Wesley’s arm and fisting the front of his shirt, dragging the smaller man closer and growling in his face. “What the fuck did ye do, ye wanker?”

      Another boom sounded, coming from the other side of the school this time, and the wave of magic that followed felt like a premonition of death.

      “The shield,” I muttered, my voice choked. “He sabotaged the shield.”

      Wesley’s grin only grew wider, his eyes burning with mad glee as he looked up. “They’re here.”
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      Blood rushed in my ears, threatening to drown out any other sound.

      “What the fuck?” I stepped up beside Lachlan and grabbed Wesley’s face in a tight grip, snarling at him. “What did you do? Tell me. Right now.”

      “It was a flaw in the shield.” Wesley grinned, insane pride glinting in his eyes. “A weakness. It repelled gods, it repelled their messengers, but it didn’t repel me. It was meant to protect the students, and I’m a student.”

      Motherfucker.

      I had thought it might be something like that. It was strangely kind of Ryker at the same time it was monumentally stupid of him. The fact that he had wanted to protect all the students of Magic Blessed had ended up being our downfall.

      Another boom rocked the hallway, and I squeezed Wesley’s face tighter, my fingers and thumb digging into his flesh. “What are they planning? What are those noises?”

      “Magical charges,” he spat out. “I placed them all around the school before you caught me. They’re taking the shield down. It won’t last long now.”

      “Fuckin’ hell.”

      Lachlan shoved Wesley away, and before the man had a chance to even stumble, I hit him with a right hook so hard that his entire body spun around before crumpling to the floor. He lay sprawled there, still and motionless, but I was already moving.

      Leaping over his body, I charged toward the front entrance, gathering magic between my palms. “Lach!” I screamed. “Raise the alarm!”

      With a grunt, he unleashed something that looked almost like a fireball from his hands—but instead of just rushing forward like a normal fireball, this one split into dozens of little sparking lights, which zipped through the air, racing down the corridor and up the stairs. They would wake the school, alerting everyone to the fact that we were under attack.

      If the booms haven’t woken them already.

      I skidded to a stop in the large entryway, breathing hard as another heavy explosion rattled the walls. Whatever Wesley had placed around the school to disable the shield from the inside, I didn’t think it was actually tearing down the stone walls themselves. But the force of the magical shield being disintegrated still rocked the whole building on its foundations.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      Merrick’s voice, still a little rough from sleep, rose up behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see him and Trace striding toward us, several other students trailing in their wake.

      “Wesley,” I said grimly. “The fuckwad got through Ryker’s shield and set magical charges to disable it. Even now, after everything, he’s still working for the gods.”

      “Piece of shit.” Trace bared his teeth, summoning the tiny blue glowing balls as he dropped into a fight stance.

      “Yeah.” I turned back to face the door, my heart thudding wildly in my chest.

      I wasn’t sure how Wesley had gotten so beat up—had he volunteered to let the gods do that to him so it would be easier for him to sneak inside the school? If so, he was even more psychotic than I thought.

      A heavy thud against the door made someone behind me yelp, and I felt all three of the men gathered at my back tense.

      Fuck. This is it. The end.

      We’d known this day was coming. We’d spent the past two weeks preparing for it, doing everything we could to be ready. But I still wasn’t. How could a person ever be ready for something like this? It was the kind of thing most people wouldn’t even dream of having to face in their entire lifetime.

      I wanted more time. Time to have a moment with my men—to tell them everything, to make sure they knew how I felt about them, how much they had changed my life.

      But we don’t always get what we want.

      Before I could even look over my shoulder at them one more time, the large doors of the front entrance exploded inward. Several gods poured through, and even as adrenaline spiked in my veins, I noticed that this time, Omari was right at the front.

      In the Gods’ Challenge, he’d sent his underlings to do his dirty work. But not this time.

      Now he was pissed.

      Now it was personal.

      As if to drive that point home, his gaze landed on me, and a cruel smile tilted his lips. His long white hair streamed behind him as he strode forward, lifting his hand and hurling a blast of pure white fire at me.

      My men and I dove out of the way, each of us unleashing magic of our own as we did. Screams erupted behind me as his fireball crashed into the stone wall, sending particles of rock and dust flying.

      Magic whorled in the air, bright colors of all kinds clashing and spiraling around each other as the gods attacked and we defended. My magic combined with my men’s, and the four of us created a shield wall that the other students could hide behind.

      But we couldn’t last in here.

      Another powerful blast of godly magic smashed against the wall at the back of the entry room, blowing clear through the stone, and the building shook around us. If we stayed inside, there was a good chance we’d end up getting buried in a pile of stone rubble. Fighting on the campus grounds would give us less cover, but it would also give the gods fewer places to trap us.

      “Retreat!” I bellowed, pouring more magic into the shield as Omari growled and raised his hands again.

      The students behind me didn’t need to be told twice. More had arrived, summoned by the sound of the fight, and there wasn’t enough room to maneuver in here without risking blowing a hole in your friend while trying to take out a god.

      People began to rush back through the hallways of the school, and I glanced over my shoulder as the crowd of students behind me began to thin out. “We can’t hold them for long. Go, go!”

      I caught sight of Eden’s terrified face as she helped another second-year girl dart down the hallway. Blood streamed down the side of the girl’s face, and dust coated her hair. She must’ve been close to the blast where the wall had exploded.

      Fuck. We need to get out of here.

      Hiding out in the massive school building had saved our asses while it was protected by a shield. But now, it was turning into a death trap.

      As the students poured down the hallway behind me, the men and I began to back up, still holding our hands outstretched, twining our magic together to create a wall. We’d spent more hours than I could count over the past week practicing this, figuring out how to combine our power to the best effect.

      Mine was strong, but it wasn’t as strong as the gods’. When the men’s magic bolstered it though, it was powerful enough to combat godly magic for a little while, at least.

      Another blast of magic ricocheted off our shield, veering toward the ceiling instead and making massive chunks of stone rain down. Merrick wrapped an arm around me, pulling me out of the way of a falling rock, and my heart stuttered in my chest.

      Shit. I was usually highly attuned to my surroundings, with quick reflexes developed over years of fighting. But the level of concentration it was taking to maintain the shield against the full assault of the gods made it hard to focus on anything else.

      “Cut them off!” Omari screamed, gesturing to the gods around him and pointing to the escaping students. Several of the gods slipped back out the door, and adrenaline surged inside me.

      “We need to get outside,” I muttered to the men, never taking my gaze off the white-haired god. “We need to help the others.”

      “We need to not get dead,” Trace shot back grimly, grunting as a massive blast rocked our shield.

      Fear gripped my chest as I wondered what was happening outside the school. The other students had been training hard, and I’d seen several of the professors who had sided with us slipping out with them. Surely they were better prepared to face vengeful gods than they had been during the challenge, right?

      If we can just keep Omari occupied long enough, I thought desperately, they can fight the other gods off. But we need to take care of this fucker.

      We were the only ones who stood a chance.

      I was the only one who stood a chance.

      No matter how powerful the other students and my men were, none of them held the power of the gods at their fingertips.

      “Motherfucker. Aria, look out!”

      Merrick’s yell made my head snap up, and cold fear washed through me. A new kind of magic was pouring from Omari’s hands, something that looked almost like a dark blue smoke. As I watched, the tendrils of it billowed up to the broad shield the men and I had created—then the smoke began to spread, creeping around the edges of the shield and drifting quickly toward us.

      “Shit!”

      I didn’t know what the smoke would do when it reached us, but given the power I could feel radiating from it, I didn’t care to find out. Dropping the shield entirely, I used my magic to create two long ropes, spinning them in front of me so fast that my dark hair floated around my head as if from a strong wind.

      The ropes caught the smoke, pushing it away and dispersing it. But before it was even entirely gone, Omari was already summoning more magic. Most of the gods with him had gone outside to fight the others, and it occurred to me suddenly that my men and I were the only ones left to hold off the leader and his top cronies.

      Super. If this is one of the “perks” of being a demigod, I want my money back.

      Shoving away the thought, I yelled, “Cover me!”

      All three of the men around me unleashed massive bursts of magic toward the gods. Trace’s little blue orbs swarmed a redheaded god’s face, making her shriek in dismay. In the chaos and confusion, I sprinted forward, simultaneously performing two spells at once.

      With one hand, I sent out a burst of magic toward the floor in front of me, and with the other, I gathered all my power into a blade that protruded from my fist. During my training with the guys, I had realized that the closer I kept the magic to my core, to my center, the stronger I was able to make it. Whips or blasts of magic that I threw across the room could be powerful, but they would never match the strength of the magic that was an extension of myself.

      And I needed all the extra strength I could get right now.

      As I raced toward Omari, I pushed off hard with my back foot, leaping onto the ball of magic that I’d thrown at the floor. The thing worked like a springboard, launching me into the air, and I hurtled toward Omari, my fist raised and magic sparking along the magical blade that protruded from between my knuckles.

      Omari’s eyes widened, and for the second time in my life, I saw a flash of fear cross over his face. Then he ducked to the side, moving with lightning speed.

      He wasn’t quite fast enough.

      My magic blade caught his arm, slicing cleanly across his bicep as I flew through the air. He hissed in pain, and I hit the ground hard a second later, rolling to absorb some of the momentum from my fall. By the time I scrambled to my feet and wheeled around, Omari was storming toward me.

      Lachlan sent a blast of magic toward the god’s back, but Omari batted it away like it was nothing. Then the other god attacking Lach redoubled his efforts, forcing the Irishman to focus on him or be killed.

      Omari thrust out a hand, sending more of the blue smoke toward me, and I threw myself away from the creeping tendrils.

      I was too slow though. One tendril of smoke brushed against my face, seeping up my nostril. It felt like someone had poured flame directly into the inside of my skull, and I screamed in agony as the poisonous smoke continued to invade my body.

      Then there was a loud crash, and suddenly, it stopped.

      The burning pain in my head died as the smoke evaporated, and I coughed and choked, blinking watery eyes open to look up as a deep voice called across the destroyed entry room.

      “Omari! End this. Now!”
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      Ryker.

      The god who had declared himself to be my father strode across the debris strewn room, looking more powerful and imposing than I had ever seen him in his rage.

      For a terrified moment, I thought he was ordering Omari to end me, to bring a stop to the fighting by killing me. But then the dark-haired god’s gaze slid from his rival to me, and the expression I saw on his face made a dozen undefinable emotions crash through me.

      He was worried.

      Afraid for me.

      And furious at the god who had attacked me.

      “This ends now, old man!” Ryker shouted, his voice so loud and booming that I swore it rattled the stone walls almost as much as the blasts of magic had.

      Omari laughed, the sound wild and angry. Some of his aura of kingliness had faded during our fight, and now he just looked like a madman, his white hair streaming around his shoulders.

      “Yes,” he drawled, his voice taunting. “It does end now. It should’ve ended long ago, but I was too lenient with you. I should’ve put an end to you when you first began speaking out against me, turning the other gods against me. Plotting against me.”

      “It should’ve ended when you began to go mad, you old fool,” Ryker shot back. His gaze flicked to me and then toward the large double doors of the entrance as he stalked toward Omari.

      My heart sped up.

      Holy shit.

      He’s giving me a chance to escape. Buying me a way out from under Omari’s thumb, taking on the god by himself.

      I barely knew Ryker, and I didn’t know him at all as a father. Maybe it was stupid of me to trust him, but at the moment, I didn’t really have a choice. As he lunged toward Omari, I darted out of the way, and the two gods met in a fiery clash of magic and strength.

      “Fucking hell!” Trace blurted, ducking a stray blast of green light as he and Lachlan held off the redheaded god. His gaze darted over to Omari and Ryker, his eyes wide and amazed.

      Ryker had his arms wrapped around Omari in a gesture that I might’ve mistaken for a hug if I hadn’t been so familiar with boxing. As I watched, he shoved the other god back, using a combination of physical strength and magic. Omari slammed into the wall, and several more large chunks of stone fell from the ceiling.

      I almost crowed in delight at the sight of Omari’s eyes bulging, his mouth dropping open in a low grunt as Ryker slammed him into the wall again. This time, the wall crumbled, a massive hole appearing in it, and Ryker hauled Omari back, hurling him to the floor.

      The redheaded god threw spears of pale blue energy at the men and me, and I managed to slice one in half with the magical blade that still extended from my fist. Across the room, Merrick was holding off another god as the tall, lanky deity tried to yank him off his feet with ropes of magic.

      Lachlan managed to get a solid blow in against the god with flaming red hair, sending her flying with a short burst of three magical blasts that hit her like cannon balls. She flew backward, leaving a massive indentation in another wall.

      Beneath my feet, the entire building shook and groaned, and a spike of fear pierced my stomach as I glanced around at the damage.

      How much more can it sustain before the entire place comes down?

      The people we’d put in the holding cells were still trapped inside, and although maybe I shouldn’t particularly care if they died, the thought of them being crushed to death like bugs made my stomach roil. And what about the fighters outside? If the building came down, were they far enough away to be safe from it, or would they still bear the brunt of falling rocks?

      Ryker pulled his fist back to strike Omari just as I hurled a net of magic at the redheaded god. It wrapped around her and stuck to the wall behind her, pinning her in place momentarily like a fly in a net.

      As she struggled, I saw Omari reach up to block Ryker’s blow.

      And as the two of them touched, something happened. Purple light exploded from the point of contact, spreading like lightning and wrapping itself around Ryker, coating him like a second skin. His eyes widened for a split second, and his mouth fell open. And then his whole body slowed to a stop, hanging frozen in mid-action as whatever Omari had unleashed on him solidified like an iron casing.

      Oh fuck.

      It was the only thought I had as Omari’s gaze snapped up, fixing on me instantly.

      He’d taken down my backup.

      He’d incapacitated my father, at least for the moment.

      And now he was out for blood.

      “The roof!” I screamed, grabbing Trace and Lach by the arms and racing toward the stairs.

      We needed to get out of the entryway, or we’d all die. The foundations of the building couldn’t sustain much more fighting. And if we went outside, we’d only be bringing greater danger to the fighters who still battled the gods on the lawn. This was our best chance at keeping both ourselves and them alive.

      Merrick broke away from the god he was fighting, sprinting to join us, and I threw a spear at Omari to keep him distracted. Then all four of us hurtled up the stairs, throwing everything we could think of behind us to buy ourselves time. The last thing I saw before I rounded the landing onto the second floor was Ryker’s frozen body, still covered in that strange, glowing film.

      He had meant to save me, but if our flight up to the roof kept Omari from delivering a killing blow against the dark-haired god… well, I was glad he wouldn’t die. We were a long way off from doing father-daughter dinners or whatever, but Trace had been right. I wanted to give Ryker a chance to show me who he really was.

      And he could only do that if he was alive.

      Bolts of magic narrowly missed us as we tore around the landing and headed for the third floor. With every set of steps we climbed, I swore the attacks got closer and closer. Finally, Lach wrenched open the door that led to the roof access stairs, and we hurried up the narrow steps and burst out onto the gray-tiled roof.

      As soon as we emerged into the cool night air, the chaos from down below met my ears—shouts and screams, cracks and booms. I couldn’t tell who was winning and who was losing, but the flashes of bright light let me know that the battle was still raging in earnest.

      Behind us, the door that opened onto the roof flew off its hinges, nearly decapitating Lachlan as Omari stormed out after us.

      Any semblance of cool control he had once given off was gone now, burned away in the fire of his rage. His fingertips shook as he raised his hands, and the two gods who’d followed him out onto the roof mirrored his gesture.

      “You foolish, foolish girl,” the god spat. “Why did you have to fight? Why couldn’t you just accept your fate peacefully like all aberrations should? You. Should. Not. Exist.”

      “And yet I do,” I shot back, gathering power from the pit of my belly, funneling it into my arms, my hands, my fingertips. “Maybe you need to get with the times, old man. Some power even greater than you or me gave the gods their strength once upon a time. Now it’s happened again, and just because you don’t like it, that doesn’t mean you can stop it. You’ll never be able to wipe out all wild magic users.”

      Something in his expression twisted, a grimace that contorted his features. As if he knew, deep down, that I was right.

      The gods hated wild magic users because they hadn’t been the ones to gift us with this power.

      But the truth was, even if they killed everyone at this school tonight, it wouldn’t be the end of wild magic.

      Like pollen spreading from flower to flower, wild magic would continue to spread, granting other humans power just like ours.

      Wild magic just was. It existed, and would continue to exist, no matter how many temper tantrums the old gods threw. No matter how many people they killed.

      In that split second, in the angry curve of his lips and the flash of fury in his eyes, I know that Omari understood all of that.

      Then his expression morphed into something cruel and vicious, and he sneered at me. “Maybe not. But I can wipe out the ones you care about.”

      With that, he shifted slightly, turning toward Merrick as he shot a blast of what looked like pure lightning from his fingertips.

      The bolts of energy hit Merrick square in the chest, sending him hurtling backward. Merrick had been prepared to step up and defend me, not to defend himself, and Omari’s sudden change of target had caught us all flat-footed.

      I watched in horror, my heart clogging my throat, as Merrick’s body sailed backward. He hit the roof with a sickening thud and skidded over the tiles, half of his shirt singed away and glowing burn marks decorating his skin.

      No. No, fuck, please, no.

      I hadn’t been ready. No matter how many times I had considered the possibilities, trying to anticipate what could happen in our fight against the gods, I hadn’t ever been able to truly admit the possibility that I could lose one of the men I loved.

      No. I can’t lose him. I won’t live through it.

      Merrick stirred, groaning as he tried to shove himself to his feet. His body was too weak though, and Omari was already readying a second attack.

      Nothing I had done against the god had been enough to bring him down. I hadn’t been strong enough to fight him off. But I could at least keep him from hurting someone I cared about.

      With a feral scream, I threw myself forward, diving between the white-haired god and Merrick just as Omari unleashed another burst of lightning. My body absorbed every single bolt, and pain like I had never known spread through me like fire. My body was hurled backward, my feet leaving the roof as I flew through the air.

      Vaguely, I was aware that I was dying. I could feel the power of the blast Omari had thrown surging through my system. I could feel it killing me, wiping me out cell by cell.

      But then… I realized something else.

      Something strange was happening. Even as my cells were being destroyed by Omari’s blast, it felt like new ones were forming. As if I was literally being torn apart and remade.

      Rebuilt.

      Reincarnated.

      The world went fuzzy around me, blackness closing in at the edges of my vision. I had been thrown clear of the roof, and I held my breath, bracing myself for the moment when my body would hit the ground.

      But it never came.

      Because I wasn’t falling.

      I was flying.
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      Almost as suddenly as it had come, the blackness receded from my vision, the world around me snapping back into focus.

      I was hovering in the air several feet away from the edge of the roof, and as I looked down at myself, I realized that the usual light aura that surrounded all magic users had intensified around me. My skin gave off a bright white light, as if I had absorbed the lightning Omari had sent at me and it was now radiating from my pores.

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed.

      My brethren fear that you and your kind could become gods yourselves..

      Ryker’s words the night he snuck into the school replayed in my mind as shock reverberated through me.

      Was that what had happened?

      I had been part god to begin with. Had Omari’s blast of power, which my body had somehow soaked up like a sponge, transformed the magic inside me into something else entirely?

      There wasn’t time to think about it now.

      There wasn’t time to doubt or question it.

      There was only time to fight.

      To protect the people I loved.

      My head snapped up, my gaze finding Omari in an instant. The white-haired, imposing god was staring at me with wide eyes, an expression of fear and horror on his face.

      Yeah? I’ll give you something to be scared of, you fucking asshole.

      Leaning forward, I shot through the air toward him, some part of me cackling with glee as the fear in his features morphed into flat-out panic.

      I had seen him fight Ryker. I knew that just because I was on even footing with him magically, that didn’t mean I was guaranteed to win. But it sure as hell meant I was gonna give it everything I had.

      My body hit his like a speeding train, and I wrapped my arms around him as we tumbled across the roof. Magic flowed through my veins like it had replaced my blood, and my body was still glowing like a lightbulb.

      With a furious roar, Omari backhanded me, sending me flying off him. But my speed and strength were bolstered by magic, and I leapt to my feet almost as soon as I landed, charging at him again. I called on my favorite weapon, building blades of magic that protruded from my fists, as I swung a right hook at him. He pulled back, and just the tip of my magic blade cut a clean line across his cheek, drawing several drops of blood.

      Gods can bleed.

      Which means gods can die.

      Fury like I had never known coursed through me as I swung my fists at him again and again, trying to simultaneously punch him and stab him. He stumbled backward, thrown off balance, but then he caught one of my arms before my strike could land. The same magic that he’d used against Ryker sparked at his fingertips, and I kicked him hard in the stomach, shoving him away and breaking his grip before the magic could capture me.

      Focus, Aria. Be smart. Look for your opening.

      I knew this. I had done this countless times before in the underground ring in Boston. Back then, it had been against beefy men who were too cocky to believe a woman could kick their ass. Now it was against an ancient god who’d been too cocky to believe someone with wild magic could ever truly beat him.

      The men in the ring had been wrong.

      And so was this fucking god.

      I was vaguely aware of Lachlan and Trace fighting off the other two gods, protecting Merrick’s prone form. The sight of him lying so still on the slightly sloped roof made my heart clench in my chest, but I let every bit of pain inside me transform into anger, and I released that anger through my fists.

      Magic and pure brute strength poured out of me as Omari and I traded blows. Sweat poured down my face, and I lost all sense of time. There was only the sound of my harsh breaths, the feel of my pulse in my ears, the swing of my fists, and the small shifts in Omari’s stance that telegraphed his next move.

      And then I saw it.

      My opening.

      Omari ducked left, and before he could shift back, my right hand flew out, my fist connecting with his ribs as the magical blade protruding from between my knuckles sank into his flesh.

      The god jerked, his entire body going rigid. His eyes, the most inhuman thing about him, opened wide as he sucked in a gasping breath.

      “Your reign as leader of gods is done,” I whispered, my voice shaking. Our bodies were so close that I could feel the tremor that wracked him. “It’s time for a new generation.”

      Then I kneed him hard in the stomach, pushing him off my blade. Before he even hit the rooftop, I was following him down, and as we landed, my second blade pierced his chest.

      This time, the sound he made wasn’t a gasp at all.

      It was barely more than a sigh.

      Then nothing.

      The glow around his body faded, and it was almost like his form shrank in on itself, seeming to grow smaller as the power that had raised him to the level of a god slipped away.

      I crouched over his body, breathing heavily as I stared at him in shock for a few heartbeats.

      Maybe the legends were right. Maybe the gods really were nothing but ancient magic users who had spontaneously developed powers just like all the students at Magic Blessed Academy had.

      His face looked waxen and slack in death, and I stood up quickly, stepping away from the body. Then I turned, my hands curling into fists again as I searched for the other two gods who had been fighting Trace and Lachlan. But the redheaded woman and the tall, lanky man were nowhere to be found.

      What the hell?

      “Aria!” Trace called, drawing my attention. He and Lach were still standing near Merrick’s body, and before I knew what I was doing, my feet were moving, racing across the slick tiles until I reached their side.

      I threw myself down next to Merrick’s still form, panic reigniting in my chest. “Where did the other gods go?”

      “They fuckin’ bailed,” Trace bit out. He looked bruised and battered, but at least he and Lachlan were still on their feet. “As soon as they saw you kill their leader. Cowards.”

      Anger flared inside me. They were cowards. I wasn’t sorry the fight had ended, but I hated that those fuckers had only been following a leader—they hadn’t even believed in Omari’s mad vision enough to keep fighting for it after he’d been killed. Instead, they had fled.

      Even as that thought ran through my mind, I realized that the sound of fighting below had died away too. Either those gods had left with their brethren, or they’d been defeated by the students who’d been fighting them.

      I didn’t know which it was. And at the moment, I didn’t care.

      All I cared about was the man lying motionless on the roof beside me, his eyes closed and his face pale. The ugly burns still glowed on his ravaged skin, red and orange and black. He was breathing shallowly, and the small movements of his chest were the only thing that kept my heart beating.

      “I don’t have a healing potion,” Trace said. He crouched next to me as Lachlan kneeled by Merrick’s other side. “Fuck. Let me go try to get one. I’ll hurry. In the med ward, there’s gotta be—”

      “Wait.”

      My voice was soft, choked with fear. But when I hovered my hand above Merrick’s chest, my fingers didn’t shake.

      If there was ever a time that I needed the magic inside me, it was now. I needed it more in this moment than I’d needed it during my fight with Omari. I needed it to bring the man I loved back from the brink of death.

      Fear tried to invade my mind as I narrowed my focus. It tried to set up camp in my heart, promising me that I was too late, that I could never do this. But I shoved it aside and focused instead on hope.

      On love.

      On the certainty that even if he wasn’t conscious, even if he was slipping away from me, Merrick was doing everything he could to fight his way back.

      And he needed help.

      Warm golden light began to gather around my hand, pouring into Merrick’s body like rays of sunshine. It was blinding to look at, but I forced myself to keep staring at the place where his skin had been burned away almost to the bone.

      Come back to me, Merrick. Come back to all of us.

      As my muscles strained and my breathing grew ragged from the effort, I felt Trace’s arm move around my waist, supporting me. Comforting me. Lachlan’s big hand came to rest atop my smaller one, and the contact between us felt like a jolt of pure power.

      Slowly, Merrick’s skin began to heal. His chest rose and fell more evenly as color returned to his cheeks.

      When he blinked his eyes open, I almost collapsed on top of him, throwing myself into his arms.

      “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, you’re alive. Gods, don’t ever fucking scare me like that again, you asshole.”

      He chuckled roughly at my profanity-laced whispers, and when his arms slowly wrapped around me, the fear I had been holding at bay broke. I had come so close to losing him. To losing all of them.

      But they were right here with me.

      “You did it, daughter.”

      The deep voice from behind me made me jump, my fight-or-flight instincts ramping up to one thousand again. Of course, fight was always my first option, so my hands unconsciously curled into fists before I looked up to see Ryker striding toward me.

      He looked like he must’ve had to fight his way out of the magic Omari had wrapped around him. I could see exhaustion on his face, but underneath that, there was relief. And pride.

      “If you mean I killed Omari, then yeah,” I said flatly, turning to face him but keeping my body protectively between his and Merrick’s. I could feel the blond man sitting up behind me, probably assisted by Lachlan, but I kept my wary gaze on Ryker.

      My father glanced dispassionately at the fallen god nearby before turning his gaze on me again. “Omari’s time had come. The world had changed, and he refused to change with it.” His eyes narrowed slightly as he studied me. “You do realize this changes everything, don’t you? You are a god now. You may take your rightful place among our kind.”

      I scoffed. Exhaustion made me feel like I was ten feet underwater, but I rose to my feet anyway, feeling my men gather close around me. “Oh, take my place among the people who just tried to kill me and all my classmates? No, thanks.”

      Ryker shook his head. “The collective Omari brought with him tonight was not all the gods. It wasn’t even most. There are many who refused to take his side in this, and even those who backed him are not loyal to him.” He glanced around at the abandoned rooftop. “As you can see.”

      I chewed on my lip, staring down the father I’d never known. “Well, some of them still tried to kill us. And they need to answer for that.”

      He nodded. “Agreed.”

      “And this whole campaign against wild magic users has got to stop.”

      “It does.” His dark eyes glittered as he smiled, a fierce pride glinting in his eyes. “And you are in a position now to make it stop. You have killed the leader of gods, daughter. The followers among us will be looking for someone new to guide them. To lead them into this new world.”

      My stomach seemed to fall out of my body.

      Holy fuck. Is he saying what I think he’s saying?

      No fucking way. I didn’t want to step into Omari’s footsteps, to sit atop his throne and give orders. To be stuck in the godly realm forever.

      I was about to open my mouth and say all of that when Lachlan put a hand on my lower back. It was a simple gesture, an act of support—his broad palm warm through the fabric of my shirt.

      But his touch brought with it a flash of memory.

      Ye lead by doin’.

      He had told me that once, and I hadn’t quite understood what it meant at the time. But as I thought about it now, as I considered the possibilities laid out before me and felt the strength of my men surrounding me, a sudden clarity cut through the fog in my mind.

      I don’t have to walk in Omari’s footsteps. But maybe I can still lead.

      A slow smile spread across my face, and I tilted my head up to meet Ryker’s gaze.

      “I hope to hell these old-ass gods are ready for the new world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Three Months Later

        

      

    

    
      “Fuck!”

      The word was torn from me on a ragged cry as pleasure splintered my world apart. Merrick’s tongue flicked back and forth over my clit as his mouth closed around the sensitive nub, sucking just hard enough to roll my first orgasm into a second one.

      My hands momentarily froze, fingers wrapped around Lachlan’s and Trace’s cocks, as I lost all sense of time and space.

      “Shite, you’re fuckin’ beautiful when you come, Snow,” Lach groaned, wrapping his hand around mine and guiding my movements as he stroked himself hard and fast.

      I was gasping for breath as Trace pulled himself from my grip, and when he moved up to kneel by my head, I turned toward him hungrily, opening my mouth as he braced himself above me. His cock plunged between my lips, already salty with the taste of precum, and I opened the back of my throat, groaning around him as Merrick ran his tongue up my slit.

      When Merrick stiffened his tongue and began to fuck me with it, pinching my clit between his thumb and forefinger, I screamed out another curse that was muffled by Trace’s thick cock.

      “Shit, Ari. Oh, fuck. Oh, shiiiit.”

      Trace’s cock pulsed against my tongue, and I swallowed over and over as his cum hit the back of my throat. Lachlan groaned above me, and a second later, I felt the wet splash of his own release spattering my bare breasts and stomach.

      I turned my head a little as Trace withdrew from my mouth, working out the kinks in my neck.

      Fucking worth it.

      My body felt limp and used and completely sated, so lost in a haze of bliss that I couldn’t even think about climbing out of bed to clean up. Besides, I kind of liked the feel of Lach’s cum on my skin. Marking me. Declaring me his.

      Theirs.

      After all, I had Merrick’s teeth marks on my inner thigh and the taste of Trace’s cum lingering on my tongue. They had all marked me, in their own way.

      And I was sure they would do it again and again and again.

      Merrick crawled up my body to plant a kiss on my lips, not seeming bothered at all that I still tasted like his friend. Then he collapsed beside me just as Lachlan dropped to the bed on my other side. Trace settled onto the mattress near the headboard, lifting my head up and sliding down a little so I could use his stomach as a pillow. His fingers tangled in my hair, and my head rose and fell slightly with each breath he took.

      “You know,” I murmured, gazing up at the ceiling in the large room. “This palace is kinda growing on me. Now that we’ve christened it.”

      “We christened the fuck out of it,” Trace commented with a laugh.

      He wasn’t wrong. My quarters in the palace of the gods were huge, made up of several rooms, and we’d fucked in every single one—multiple times. Not to mention a few other places in the palace where we’d been lucky not to get caught.

      Also worth it.

      A grin tilted my lips at the memory. I had officially been a resident here for a few months, although the guys and I were splitting our time between the godly realm and earth. I’d gotten so good at transporting the three of them across the veil between planes that it no longer took any thought at all.

      “Ye know,” Lachlan said, his voice rumbling in his chest, “I feel like I get stronger and stronger the more time we spend here.” He draped an arm over me, his hand coming up to cup my breast, teasing my sensitive, stiff nipple. “I wonder if it’s bein’ in this realm that’s doin’ it, or if it’s just my connection to you.”

      “You joke,” I shot back, arching into his touch, “but I’m pretty sure I won’t be the last new god in existence. It’s only a matter of time. Especially now that wild magic users will be properly trained and allowed to explore their full potential.”

      Lach made a noise of agreement in his throat, and Merrick braced himself on one elbow to look down at me, pride shining in his amber eyes.

      “That’s why the world needs people like you, Ari,” he murmured. “Some people would get the kind of power you have and then do everything they could to keep anyone else from having it. That’s what Omari did. But you? You want other people to have it.”

      I grinned up at him, the warmth in his eyes making my skin heat for a whole new reason. “Well, there are assholes in every group. And the only way to keep them from taking over is to have enough non-assholes around to hold them in check. I figure a few new gods might re-establish the balance in the godly realm.”

      He laughed out loud at that, then dropped his head to kiss me again. When he pulled back, he made a face.

      “Speaking of that, we’d better go. I know Dean Wist wanted to go over a few things with us before the school officially opens its doors again.”

      I sighed, then nodded. This had been my choice. I’d had the chance to back out of taking any leadership, any responsibility, but I had decided against that route. And honestly, as much as I wanted to spend the whole day in bed with my men, I was proud of the work that we’d done over the past few months and excited to see it all come to fruition.

      “Alright, alright. I’ll try to get my legs to work again,” I joked as we all sat up slowly.

      Merrick chuckled. “I’ll be a little offended if you manage it too easily.”

      I grinned and punched him in the arm, but I didn’t have to fake the wobble in my knees as I climbed off the bed. The man had a seriously talented fucking tongue.

      We all cleaned up and dressed quickly, then headed out into the halls of the palace. It was strange to call this place a second home, considering we’d spent a good part of a semester trying to sneak into this exact palace. There were changes I was still pushing for among the gods, but several of Omari’s staunchest followers had been imprisoned, and without their influence, things were already changing around here, even without my nudges.

      When we reached the throne room, Ryker looked up from his seat on the dais.

      “Daughter.” He smiled broadly.

      It always sort of cracked me up when he addressed me like that. Something about it was so old-fashioned and formal sounding, but part of me just thought he liked the way it sounded—and maybe he was trying to make up for lost time. Now that he could call me daughter, he never seemed to want to miss an opportunity to do so, and it was hard to be mad about that.

      We were still feeling out our relationship, but for a dominant, all-powerful god, Ryker was surprisingly patient with me. Maybe it helped that I was also a dominant, all-powerful god. There wasn’t much he could do to make me move faster even if he wanted to. But more than that, he seemed determined to build a real father-daughter relationship with me, and if that meant taking time to build the foundation, he was willing to do that.

      “Father,” I shot back, echoing his words with a grin.

      He chuckled lightly, then glanced over my shoulder at my men. “You four are headed to the earthly realm, I imagine? Today is the day, is it not?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “We’ll probably stay for a few days, just to make sure everything’s going smoothly. Keep everyone from doing anything stupid around here while we’re gone, okay?”

      His dark eyes flashed with amusement. “I’ll do my best, as always.”

      “Good.”

      I reached for Merrick and Lachlan’s hands, feeling Trace reach out to grip my shoulder. With a thought, I sent us all hurtling through the ether, and a second later, we stepped smoothly onto the lawn outside the large stone building I knew so well.

      The cleanup from the fight against Omari and his minions had been time consuming. There had also been the matter of making funeral arrangements for those who had died in the fight—a number that was higher than I had hoped for, but much lower than it could’ve been.

      Wesley had died in the fight, attempting until his last breath to help Omari and his followers. Dean Frost and the others who had been locked in the makeshift holding cells had survived. They had been passed on to the wider magical community to deal with, and as the truth of everything they had been doing was slowly revealed, public opinion had turned against them almost completely.

      “Looks almost good as new,” Trace commented as the four of us strode toward the school building.

      “Yeah. Hard to believe someone threw a god through that wall,” I said dryly.

      He huffed a laugh as Dean Wist stepped through the large double doors, obviously having seen our arrival on the lawn. As she walked toward us, I could practically feel the excitement coming off her in waves.

      This was what she had always envisioned for this school, what she had hoped it would be and been horrified to discover it wasn’t under Dean Frost’s guidance—a place for people who suddenly developed magic to come and learn. To practice and train, to learn magical lore. And to reach their full potential.

      “Everything is in order,” she reported by way of greeting, rubbing her hands together crisply. “Come, come. I’ll show you around. We’ve been working on a few new classrooms with more space for specialized spell work, we’ve expanded the library, and we’re working on turning the pavilion on The Hill into an outdoor sparring arena.” She smiled broadly, gesturing for us to follow her as she walked back toward the stone building. “A few students have arrived early. I’d love for you to meet them. Eden has been showing them around. She can’t wait to start teaching this semester!”

      After everything that’d happened, everything the students had gone through, several of them had been allowed to graduate early—partly so that they could become teachers. It seemed important to have people who understood exactly what new magic users were feeling and experiencing guide them through their training, and Eden had been a perfect candidate for that. She was well-suited to the role of a teacher, and she’d leapt at the opportunity.

      Wist kept up a running monologue as she led us inside, her excitement bubbling out of her in giddy words. As we stepped through the double doors, I looked up at the sign that hung on the wall in the entryway, the name of the school written in beautiful, swirling letters.

      My heart expanded in my chest, and as Wist prattled on, I exchanged a glance with my three men. My lovers. My best friends. My partners.

      “Not too shabby,” Trace murmured, draping an arm around my shoulders as his gaze followed mine, moving up to the sign above us.

      Welcome to Wild Magic Academy.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading the Magic Blessed Academy series and sticking with Aria and her guys on this journey!

      If you want a little peek into their future, I wrote a bonus scene that takes place two years after the end of this book. Click below to sign up to receive my author updates, and I’ll send you the free scene! (If you’re already a subscriber, I include links to bonus scenes in all my emails.)
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      Click HERE to join my newsletter and claim your free bonus story!

      And if you looking for some contemporary dark/enemies-to-lovers romance (there will be hate sex, lol), I have a new series coming out soon that I’m so excited about! Vicious Kings, the first book in The Dark Elite series, will release in March 2020. Turn the page to find out more…
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        They say the devil goes by many names, and I know four of them:

        Ciro, Hale, Zaid, and Lucas.

      

        

      
        My father was once a powerful player in the Chicago underground, but six years ago, he left that life behind.

      

        

      
        We changed our names.

        Our identities.

        Our lives.

      

        

      
        The ghosts of the past never forgot him though. They never forgot me.

      

        

      
        Dad promised me we were safe, but I should've known that was just another one of his lies.

      

        

      
        The past always finds you, and mine finds me on my wedding day when four brutal, dangerous men drag me from the altar in a hail of gunfire.

      

        

      
        Four men who used to be four boys.

        Four boys I cared about.

        Four boys I left behind.

      

        

      
        They're not the same boys I knew though, and whatever we may have once been to each other, it doesn't matter anymore.

      

        

      
        Because they're only one thing to me now:

      

        

      
        My captors.

      

        

      
        Pre-order Vicious Kings now!

      

      

      
        
        You can also try my dark high school romance, Lost Boys, or my college age enemies-to-lovers romance, Who Breaks First.

      

        

      
        For more fun stuff, come hang out in my Facebook group, Eva Ashwood’s Readers. I post giveaways, teasers, and updates there too!

      

        

      
        Reviews are like hugs for authors—if you enjoyed this series, please take a second to leave a review!
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