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      “Hustle, Atwater!” Lincoln screamed in my ear as I ran along a track behind the school.

      I shot him a death glare and took off, making it to the front of the line where Tiffany was running like a freaking gazelle, not a drop of sweat to be seen. I side-glanced at my fellow blonde nemesis. One foot stuck out and she would trip—and at this speed, she’d probably break her nose. Maybe even a tooth.

      “Stop and drop!” Lincoln shouted.

      I growled and skidded to a halt. All plans of rearranging Tiffany’s face were ruined, as our group of twenty boot camp cadets dropped to the ground, and started to do pushups. The gravel ate into the palms of my hands, but I knew better than to complain.

      Shea had dropped a few feet behind me. “Your boyfriend is a psycho,” she whispered.

      I didn’t have the extra breath to reply.

      We’d been at boot camp for a month. The eighty-eight students who passed the gauntlet had been separated into four groups, with either Lincoln, Noah, Blake, or Darren as their drill sergeant.

      Guess which group I got?

      “Faster!” Lincoln barked.

      Boot camp was supposed to prepare us for joining the Fallen Army. The paychecks had started to come in, and I wasn’t going to lie, it was nice. We were kind of like reserve army members. We would still finish school here at Fallen Academy, but one weekend a month we’d go out into the war zone and help flush out the demons that were ravaging the humans there. And of course, in an emergency, we’d be called out too.

      I was just settling into the summer nicely. It took a few weeks for the stares at the devil mark on my chest to die down. Tiffany now called me Princess of Darkness as well as Archie. Her payback was coming—Shea was brewing a gnarly potion that would hopefully make her intestines fall out.

      “Up!” Lincoln roared, and I sank to the ground, letting my burning arms take a moment of rest.

      Lincoln’s boots stopped two inches from my face. “Brielle Atwater, you are dismissed for the rest of the day.” His voice was layered with concern.

      What the…?

      Jumping up, I got ready to defend myself regarding whatever I was in trouble for, when I looked just beyond him and saw my mom. She was standing there with my little brother, Mikey, who was hunched over. It looked like his face was bleeding.

      Oh shit.

      “Preferential treatment,” Tiffany mumbled next to me, causing Lincoln to shoot a sharp glare at her.

      “Give me two laps for speaking out of turn, Woods,” he growled.

      With a huff, she took off.

      I looked up at my man with a thankful expression. “Thank you, sir!” I shouted, then started running to meet my family.

      My mind was going through a thousand thoughts. Did Grim—Shea’s boss, who I’d almost killed and was now my mom’s boss—attack Mikey? Did he just get jumped by demon thugs?

      As I neared, I saw two duffel bags behind them.

      “What happened?” I skidded to a stop and took in the scene.

      My mom looked fine. Tired, but normal. My brother, however, looked like he’d been beaten badly. His right eye was swollen, nose broken, lip split, and he was probably clutching broken ribs.

      My mom chewed her lip. “He can’t go back to Demon City. Some Tainted Academy kids roughed him up.”

      Those assholes! I would kill them.

      “Mikey,” I breathed, reaching out to touch his shoulder, but he recoiled.

      “They said if I came back, they’d kill me,” he grumbled.

      My eyes widened. What the hell? Are they somehow targeting him because he’s my brother?

      My mom was staring at my chest and the mark that lay there in shock. I’d spoken to her on the phone several times after the gauntlet, told her what happened and explained the mark, but to see her staring at my chest now with tears in her eyes made my stomach hurt.

      “Okay, we’ll figure it out,” I said to Mikey. The demons were clearly after my family.

      Mikey swayed a little on his feet. He needed medical attention.

      “Come on, let’s get him to the clinic,” I told my mom.

      Mikey was eighteen now, which meant he’d be attending the Awakening ceremony in August. As a free soul, he’d be admitted to Fallen Academy. Maybe I could get him in a little earlier than planned.

      While my mom helped Mikey limp to the healing clinic, I trailed after them with his duffel bags. After introducing Mrs. Greely to them, I paced while she scanned him for injuries. I hadn’t yet learned the energetic scanning that could tell a healer if someone had internal wounds, such as bleeding or tumors, as it was a third-year thing. I was eager to learn though.

      Mrs. Greely winced. “Three broken ribs, but no internal bleeding. I’ll need Noah to heal the nose and ribs, but I can get started on the rest.”

      Relief mixed with anger poured through me. How dare these bastards jump my little bro. Was it because they wanted to get to me? Was that their motive?

      “I’ll get Noah,” I told her and bolted from the room, pulling my cell from my pocket.

      He was out on the field screaming obscenities at his boot camp group no doubt, so I didn’t expect him to pick up, but he did.

      “Hey, Lincoln told me. I’m on my way” was all he said before he hung up.

      What the…? Damn, my boyfriend was good. Sort of. When he wasn’t torturing me.

      I had barely even made it down the hall when the double doors opened, Noah striding through in all his beautiful perfection.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      I rubbed my sore arms, still burning from the push-ups. “Some kids at Tainted Academy jumped him.”

      Noah growled. “Little shits. Don’t worry, I’ll fix him up,” he told me and then winked. This guy handed out winks like they were high fives.

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      He jogged down the hall and I just stayed there, letting my thoughts run rampant. My mom would have to go back, but Mikey needed to stay. There were still five weeks of summer before the Awakening ceremony. What was I going to do with him for five weeks?

      I made $2700 a month with my new Fallen Army gig, but that wasn’t enough for a studio apartment in Angel City. Especially after 50 percent taxes were taken out, plus my student health insurance, which was mandatory now that I was in the army. I needed some of that money for my own shit too—I was expected to have all these uniforms and military-grade boots, and that stuff wasn’t cheap. The army surplus store gave student deals, but⁠—

      “Bri?” My mom’s soft voice cut through my overthinking of the situation.

      I spun, and upon seeing her open arms, I fell into them. Feeling her, smelling her, it made me emotional. I was homesick. I didn’t get to see her enough, and having her here with me now was a welcome relief, even under these circumstances.

      When I pulled back, she smiled down at me through tired eyes.

      “I gotta get back. This was my lunch break,” she said, her eyes flicking to the tattoo on my chest again. She didn’t say a word though. When I’d told her over the phone, she’d cried, but my mom was the type of person who didn’t dwell on bad shit. She just got over it and moved on. A useful survival tool.

      “How’s work?” I asked her. Since Lincoln killed her boss to dissolve my slave contract, she’d gotten a new boss—Mr. Grim, Shea’s old boss who owned all the strip clubs.

      “It’s okay. Not making as much money as when Burdock was running it. Grim doesn’t like that.” She shrugged.

      Panic gripped me. “Does he hurt you? Grim?”

      She shook her head. “No. He leaves me be, but docks my pay for stupid things. He’s all about the money.”

      That mofo!

      Suddenly I felt selfish. Every time we spoke, we talked about me. Did my mom need money? “Well hey, I am a salaried Fallen Army soldier now, so I can help out with your bills,” I told her.

      Her limp blonde hair fell across her shoulders, as she shook her head. “No, baby. I’ll be okay. I rented out your and Shea’s room about four months ago to Mrs. Conner. You just take care of Mikey, okay?”

      Mikey. Shit. What am I going to do with him?

      I nodded. “Of course, Mom. I will.”

      She smiled again, weaker that time. “Love you, bee.” The childhood nickname caught me off guard. She hadn’t called me bee or bumblebee since I was ten.

      “Love you too, Mom.” I pulled her in for another hug, but then all too soon she was drawing away.

      “Bernie and Maximus miss you,” she added, and then she left. Just like that. She just left me with my little brother to take care of, and an ache in my heart for her, for Bernie, for all of them. It was the first time that I really realized how bad Demon City was, how bad being a slave bound was.

      I smoothed my hair and left the healing unit in search of the only person I knew could, and would help Mikey.
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        * * *

      

      I knocked on the large double doors lightly, praying he would be in his office.

      “Come in!” Raphael’s cheery voice called out.

      Thank God.

      Relief mixed with nerves flooded through me as I stepped into his office. He sat at his desk, looking over what looked to be maps and papers. He seemed surprised to see me.

      “Brielle? Is everything all right?” he asked, standing up from the desk, and walking around to meet me. His huge white wings were always striking, and I found myself staring, transfixed, at them.

      “Is someone hurt?” His concern deepened.

      Damn, I forgot about the mind reading.

      “Yeah, my brother. Who is a free soul!” I added quickly. “He was beat up by some Tainted Academy kids, and now… he can’t go back to Demon City.”

      I let that linger for a minute. Raphael’s brows drew together with concern.

      “But it’s only five weeks until the Awakening, and since he’s a free soul, he’ll be coming to Fallen Academy anyway.” Unless he’s a Gristle. Oh God please don’t make him a Gristle.

      “So….” I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t ask.

      Raphael chuckled. “You want him to stay here in the meantime?”

      Relief poured through me once again. “Yes. Please. If that’s okay?”

      The archangel rubbed his chin and then consulted some of the papers on his desk. “We are still transitioning students who failed the gauntlet out of school. We’ve allowed them to stay for the summer in the dorm housing, but we are working to get them jobs and more permanent housing, so I don’t have anything open at the moment.”

      My heart sank. I guess I could stay at Lincoln’s and he could have my bed, but I doubted they would allow a guy in the girls’ dormitory.

      “Except.” Raphael held up a hand. “Is he okay with doing yard work? Mowing the field, trimming hedges? My groundskeeper just graduated last year, and his cottage and job are open. Your brother could have the job for the summer, give me time to find a replacement.”

      A fifty-pound weight lifted off my shoulders.

      “Yes! Thank you, sir! He’ll do anything you need. He’s a super hard worker.”

      Not exactly the truth, but he could learn to become one. Maybe.

      Raphael beamed. “Wonderful.” Walking over to a cabinet, he produced a set of keys. “Here are the keys to the cottage. It’s the one behind the gym.”

      So that’s what it is. I’d seen it before and wondered what it was. It looked like a tiny stone house that had been left behind when they were building this enormous school.

      “Thank you so much, sir.”

      My walk back to the healing clinic was a little bit lighter. I’d figured out a temporary situation for Mikey. Now, I just needed him to not be a Gristle.

      When I got back to his room, he was knocked out, fast asleep. Noah was doing his crazy orange glowing hand, healing magic thing.

      “He okay?” I asked as I heaved his two duffel bags over my shoulders.

      Noah nodded. “Gave him a sedative. Mending bones is painful.”

      Yikes.

      “Thanks a lot. I’ll be right back, gonna set up his new living space,” I told the healer.

      I wasn’t sure which was harder, Lincoln’s drill team exercises or schlepping two huge, heavy duffel bags across campus to the little stone cottage.

      By the time I got there, my arms were so fatigued they were shaking. I let myself in quickly, and then dumped the bags on the floor. One of the zippers split the second it landed, and I winced as all my brother’s shit came tumbling out.

      What a mess.

      Leaning down to pick it up, my eyes fell on a bright orange flyer that had rolled out of his bag. The bold font stating $1,000,000 caught my eye first, then the words ‘Fight Night.’

      What the…?

      I picked it up and scanned over the flyer.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        FIGHT NIGHT

        Winner gets $1,000,000

        (no strings attached)

        Teams of two fighters will face off.

        Whoever is left standing wins.

        Televised. Ages 18-21 only.

        $100 entry fee per team.

        Winners get invited to join the Tainted Army.
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        * * *

      

      The last line made the room sway. Tainted Army? What the hell was that? I mean, it sounded a lot like Fallen Army, but… were the demons now using kids to fight for them beyond the wall? It was sickening.

      My head was reeling, so I sat down a second. As I leaned on the bed, I flipped the flyer over and my brother’s messy handwriting made my heart jackknife in my chest.

      Win the money. Buy mom’s demon contract. Free soul.

      I sat up straighter. Could my brother have been onto something? Would Mr. Grim take a million bucks to release my mom from her contract? She had just said he was all about the money…

      I stood then, a fierce desire in my heart. I was going to win Fight Night and free my mom. But it was going to take some help.

      Glancing at the paper, I noted the fight was scheduled for February, months away from today. I had time to plan.

      Hang on, Mama. I’m coming for ya.
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      “Absolutely not!” Lincoln roared. The sound was made louder by the fact that we were in his tiny trailer. It was late, and I just wanted this shit storm of a day to be over, but I couldn’t lie to him. Besides, I would need his help.

      “Babe.” I had never used the pet name before, but maybe it would help soften the blow now. “I’m doing it regardless. I’m just asking you to help train me for the fight.”

      He looked furious. The veins in his neck were bulging, and his left eyelid was twitching. “You don’t even know if he’ll take the money!”

      “He will,” Shea, who had been quiet while we fought, spoke up at that point. “He’s money motivated. I worked for him for nearly six years. If the Necro clinic isn’t making much, then he’ll see it as a fair payout for losing an employee. He’ll hire a new Necro, and be happy with the deal.”

      Lincoln shot her a death glare. “Noah and I will fight,” he finally answered.

      I winced and pointed to the flyer. “It says eighteen to twenty-one. You guys are twenty-three.” It was sweet of him to offer to fight for my mom though, which I would never forget.

      His fingertips pressed against his temples, rubbing them. “Well, you’re not doing it. We’ll crowd fund or something.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Crowd fund a million bucks? People don’t even like me! They think I’m evil. No one is going to pay to get my slave bound mom out of Demon City, Lincoln.”

      He sighed. “Well, it’s a bad idea. You could die.”

      I chewed my lip and stepped closer to him, reaching out to touch his arm. “It’s my mom, Lincoln. My flesh and blood. The woman who gave me life.” I saw the moment he admitted defeat.

      “You’re going to be the death of me.”

      I grinned. “So you’ll train me?”

      Growling, he nodded. “Who’s your fighting partner?”

      Shea stood, popping her knuckles. “Ghetto Tainted Academy bitches got nothing on me,” she stated matter-of-factly.

      Lincoln sighed, looking at the ceiling as if it held some answers. “We’ll see about that. Meet me in the small gym every day after boot camp. Every. Day. Including weekends. And when school starts, I want you in there every day after school.”

      Shea groaned, and his eyes flicked to hers with a glare. “Just kidding. Yay.” She fake-cheered.

      Lincoln rubbed his temples. “Now go, before I change my mind.”

      We turned to leave, and his hand snaked out and pulled me into him. The moment his lips touched mine, I felt all my worries melt away. Lincoln had my back. If he trained us, we could totally, probably, win this.

      When he pulled back, his cobalt eyes bored into mine. “I love you, Brielle. But please stop trying to die,” he pleaded.

      Giving him a thumbs-up, I smirked. “You got it. Just after this one thing.”

      With a roll of his eyes, he chuckled. “Good night.” He kissed me one more time, making my knees go weak.

      “Night.” I grinned.
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        * * *

      

      As Shea and I headed for Mikey’s cottage to check on him, she gave me a side-glance. “We can do this, right? Fight the Demon City kids? I mean, they are hardcore there….”

      I knew she’d had it rough in the short time she’d spent at Tainted Academy, but I couldn’t have her lose hope on me. Stopping to face her, I peered into her large brown eyes.

      “We grew up in the same hood as they did. We know how to fight dirty, and we’ve gotten a much better education here. With Sera, and with your magic, I know we can win. For Mom.”

      Shea never called her by the name ‘Mom,’ always Kate, but she was like Shea’s mother too.

      “For Mom,” she agreed with a smile.

      Family was family. Blood didn’t matter.

      I gave her a hug, and then we walked briskly to the cottage where my brother was staying.

      When we got to Mikey’s, I knocked loudly, only just wondering if he might still be drugged up.

      “Come in!” he shouted groggily.

      Shea and I walked in to see him lying in bed, scrolling through his phone. He set it down and sat up slowly as we entered, still clutching his ribs.

      “Thanks for getting me this place.” He gestured to the room, but his face fell when his gaze landed on the piece of paper in my hands.

      “Busted.” I held up the flyer. Even though he was only a year younger than me, I still mothered him.

      Looking up at me, he sighed. The bruising on his face was intense, but at least his nose looked normal again.

      “Is this why the kids jumped you?” Shea asked, crossing her arms.

      The thought hadn’t even occurred to me.

      He nodded. “I went to sign up. They said I was too much of a pussy and jumped me. Took my hundred bucks.”

      Well shit. Now I felt really bad for him, and also completely enraged that some Tainted Academy assholes jumped my brother.

      “Mikey, you can’t go doing this kind of shit! You gotta come to me first. Who were you going to fight with?” I asked, exasperated.

      “Was gonna figure that out,” he answered with a shrug. “You aren’t around anymore, so you don’t know how bad it’s gotten on Mom. That asshole cuts her wages every week, says she doesn’t have enough business coming in. But she’s not a demon! She doesn’t have Burdock’s connections.”

      Remorse flooded through me. I had no idea Lincoln killing Burdock would have such far-reaching consequences for my mom. Grim cut her wages every week? No wonder she’d rented out my room.

      Oh God, now I was worried about my mom. Next paycheck, I was going to send her some money. If I had to, I’d force her to take it.

      Shea’s arm wrapped around Mikey’s shoulders as she sat down. “Don’t worry. Bri and I are going to win the money and get your mom out.”

      She was always so soft with him, cuddly. I just usually socked him in the shoulder, and told him to shut up.

      He looked up at me with a grin. “For real?”

      I nodded. “When do registrations close?”

      His long finger pointed to the fine print at the bottom of the flyer—the day of the Awakening.

      We had time. I was sooo winning this fight.
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        * * *

      

      After interrogating Mikey for every last scrap of info on this Fight Night, I informed him that he was now the new groundskeeper. At least for the summer.

      Once he got over the fact that he was going to have to actually do work to earn his keep, we all settled into a nice flow. He did the grounds keeping, and Shea and I trained our asses off. I told Raphael about the Tainted Army thing, but he didn’t seem surprised, only saddened.

      Now we only had a few days left of summer, and the Awakening ceremony was tomorrow.

      Shea stood in the gym, clutching her disc weapons, sweat dripping down her chest and a badass look in her eye. Lincoln stood before her, blue fiery sword held aloft.

      “Cut me!” he roared, and Shea advanced. Her fists held the flat grips of the blades while the sharp semicircles lashed out, seeking to cut my man. Lincoln was a blur, so fast I could barely track him.

      He and the boys had been training us hard. As I was distracted watching them, Noah kicked out my feet and suddenly I was falling. Next thing I knew, his blade was at my neck.

      Frick.

      He looked down at me, sweat glistening against his perfect porcelain skin. “When fighting two on two, you need to keep your eye on your own fight. Getting distracted with what Shea’s doing will only get you killed.”

      He was right. When the time came, I needed to just worry about my own fight.

      With a rapid spin, I turned out of reach of his sword and used my legs to scissor-kick him. As I connected with his legs, he came tumbling down, and I grappled to gain leverage, moving on top of him. As I was crawling up his body, in an effort to straddle him and try to pin him down, his hand shot out, chopping me in the throat.

      Holy shitballs.

      Pain exploded in my neck as I fought to breathe. A lump had formed in my throat, and I’d keeled over to the side in a weak defense.

      Noah looked sideways at me. “That was a dirty move, and I feel really bad for using it, but the Tainted Academy kids are going to fight dirty like that, so you need to be prepared.”

      With tears leaking out of the sides of my eyes, all I could do was nod. He was right. He was so right it hurt.

      Lincoln and Shea had paused their fight and were taking a break.

      “You’re right,” Lincoln said to Noah. “Which gives me an idea.”

      “Oh no. I don’t like that face. You’re doing the face,” I told him.

      He just grinned and then looked at Shea. “Okay, when are you calling him?”

      Air blew through Shea’s full lips. “I dunno. Now-ish.”

      We decided Shea would be the one to call Master Grim and ask his permission for us to enter Demon City to register for the fight contest, since I’d been the one to try and kill him and all.

      Lincoln shook his head. “Okay, get three passes. I’m going with you girls.”

      A frown pulled at Noah’s lips. “Hey, I’ve never been to Demon City. I want to go too.”

      Shea’s conspiratorial look connected with his. “Trust me, you aren’t missing anything.”

      “Just ask,” Lincoln told her, holding out her phone.

      She chewed her bottom lip. “Man, I feel sick. What if he says no? All this time will have been wasted.”

      “Don’t let him say no. You know him. Use everything you got,” I encouraged.

      She took a deep breath and dialed his number on speakerphone, then started to pace.

      “What do you want!” he barked the second he picked up. She’d worked for him for six years, so of course he’d have her number saved in his phone.

      Shea stopped in her tracks and rubbed her sweaty palm on her pants leg. “To give you a million bucks for Kate Atwater’s demon contract,” she replied, voice as smooth as butter.

      Grim laughed good-naturedly. “Don’t waste my time with fairy tales, angel lover,” he spat.

      My bestie chewed her lip. “I’m not. I just need you to get me four passes into Demon City so I can sign up for Fight Night. When my team wins, I’ll give you the money. All of it. In return, you release Kate’s contract.”

      Silence. Long-ass, terrifying silence. Did he hang up?

      “You can’t win. You’ve no doubt gotten weak in Angel City. Don’t waste my time.” Then he hung up.

      He freaking hung up.

      “Bastard!” Shea screamed at the phone, then sat down on the floor, and started typing furiously on the keyboard.

      Frowning, I walked over. “What are you…?” My question faded when I noticed she’d pulled up Grim’s picture from one of his strip club websites.

      “I’ll show him who’s weak.” She started to rock back and forth, chanting and moving her hands left and right as dark blue magic leaked out, covering the phone.

      “Is that light magic?” Lincoln’s voice held concern.

      I raised an eyebrow, but Shea ignored his question.

      “It’s, make his horns fall off, magic,” she declared, and I blanched.

      “Shea—” Before I could talk her off the ledge, the phone lit up with a call from Pansy-Ass Boss Man.

      Shea stopped her magic and grinned, answering with a purr, “Why, hello there?”

      “What are you doing!” he roared. I could practically imagine the spittle flying from his mouth.

      “Who’s weak now?” Shea sneered into the phone. “Two months ago, I helped kill four demons, so don’t tell me I can’t win. That million bucks is mine,” she growled.

      Silence.

      More silence.

      “No, it’s mine. You’ve got a deal. Now, stop messing with my horns,” he rumbled and hung up.

      Shea smiled as we all looked at each other in shock and relief. Two minutes later, he texted her a one-hour travel pass for four people from Angel City.

      “Let’s ride,” Lincoln called out.
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      The next day, we set out to register for Fight Night. After getting past the border with our passes, Shea instructed Lincoln on how to get to Tainted Academy. The longer we drove, the more Noah and Lincoln shifted in their seats, looking uncomfortable.

      “How come Shea and I don’t feel like shit when we’re here but you do?” I asked Lincoln.

      He gave me a side glance. “Shea doesn’t feel it because only Celestials do, and you don’t because….” He eyed the mark on my chest.

      Ah. Interesting. Because I wasn’t a full-fledged Celestial, I was a Lucifer hybrid.

      Ugh. Sorry I asked.

      “Left down this alley,” Shea added, leaning forward.

      We careened between two brick buildings and down a skinny alleyway. When we reached the end, there was a black wrought-iron gate guarded by a demon slave who looked like a WWE wrestler. He was clutching a sleek black gun in his oversized left hand.

      Lincoln rolled down the window and the guard glared at him, nostrils flaring.

      “What are you doing here?” he spat.

      Lincoln handed him his phone, which had the barcode showing we were approved to be in Demon City. “We’re here to enroll in Fight Night,” Lincoln told him.

      The guard glanced at it and shrugged. “Says you can be in Demon City. Doesn’t say I have to let you in Tainted Academy.”

      Dammit.

      I was about to speak when Shea rolled down her window, directly behind Lincoln. The guard snapped his eyes in her direction.

      “What’s the matter, sugar tits? Afraid you’ll lose to a couple Fallen Academy kids?” Shea questioned.

      He glared at her, his eyebrows drawing together to form one bushy scowl. “You the one entering?”

      “Me and my bestie,” Shea answered with a nod, waving her thumb towards me. “Gonna wipe the floor with these Tainted Academy kids.”

      His glare turned to a grin and then a full-blown laugh. Reaching down, he pulled out his walkie-talkie. “I need an escort for some Fallen Academy douchebags. Keep your eye on the dark-haired one. He’s one of the leaders of the Fallen Army.”

      He looked at Lincoln and winked, then slapped the hood of the car.

      We drove on through, my man at the wheel, scowling.

      Noah turned to Shea. “How did you know that would work?”

      She smiled, shaking her head. “Please. Men are run by two things: their dick and their ego. Dick, ego, dick, ego⁠—”

      Noah waved a hand in her face, shutting her up. “Got it.”

      I chuckled and looked over at Lincoln, who was grimacing behind the steering wheel. “How did he know you?” I asked him.

      He shook his head. “I’ve never seen that guy before in my life.”

      Noah leaned forward, popping his head between us. “Yeah, that was weird. We should tell Raph.”

      Lincoln just nodded and pulled into a parking spot near the entrance, where two large men were standing with automatic rifles.

      “Shit, man, they’re packing here. This is a school, right?” Lincoln leaned back to glance at Shea.

      A dark look crossed her face and she nodded. “A messed-up school, yeah.”

      Now the guys were walking to our car. Lincoln opened the door and stood tall.

      “No weapons on campus,” the big brute with black bushy hair, and a red crescent moon tattoo on his forehead warned.

      Lincoln was quiet for a whole forty-five seconds before he leaned into the car and whispered, “Noah, you stay here with the weapons. If I text you, drive onto campus and bring me my sword.”

      Holy shit, does he think we’re going to have trouble?

      Unstrapping his sword, he placed it on the center console.

      Noah’s gaze filled with longing while he focused on the campus. It was clear he wanted to see the inside, but he just nodded to Lincoln as Shea and I got out. I wasn’t sure if they were going to check us, and I couldn’t risk Sera getting taken, so I left her on the seat.

      As I made my way around the car to stand next to Lincoln, I saw the men looking him over, checking him for weapons.

      “What about him?” They pointed to Noah, who had crawled into the front seat.

      “My driver isn’t feeling well. He’s going to stay in the car,” Lincoln answered with a straight face.

      It was clear Lincoln had been the one to drive us. The dark-haired demon slave scowled at him and then moved on to me. I was wearing pretty tight clothes, but he asked me to lift my shirt and spin around so he could check me for hidden weapons. When I was completing my full spin, he let out a catcall whistle and stared at my abdomen.

      Lincoln’s wings snapped out and he stepped forward, no doubt ready to pummel the guy.

      My hand shot out and I laid it on his chest. “Let it go,” I murmured.

      The demon slave was grinning ear to ear.

      “You’re next, sweetheart,” the redhead told Shea.

      Shea’s resting bitch face was on as she lifted her shirt and did a spin.

      “So, you girls think you can win in a fight against our best?” He looked Shea and me up and down.

      Screw this guy. With little more than a thought, my wings snapped out, the tips now touching Lincoln’s.

      Their eyes widened at my black wings, and they seemed to just now notice the Prince of Darkness’s tattoo on my chest.

      Shea stepped forward. “You just show us where to sign up, sugar. That money is ours.” She was the best at sweet-talking a guy down from a fight.

      He grinned. “We’ll see about that.”

      Lincoln was like an animal poised to attack. His entire body was tense and rigid, unmoving even to breathe. I knew if those guys even reached for a weapon, he’d grab Shea and me and fly us to Angel City.

      The guys took one last look at Lincoln, rolled their eyes, and started walking to the entrance.

      I stepped toward my man, slipping my hand into his, and tugged for him to follow. We needed to register for the fight or I couldn’t save my mom.

      Lincoln waited until our security detail was a good twenty feet ahead so they couldn’t hear when he started talking shit.

      “He looked at you like a piece of meat. I want to cut his eyes out,” he growled.

      My eyebrows hit my hairline. “Damn, who’s the dark one now?”

      “I told you this school was messed up. They’ll probably let us sign up, and then as we’re leaving, they’ll jump us or some shit,” Shea whispered.

      Lincoln scoffed. “I’d like to see them try.”

      Shea and I shared a look. They had semiautomatic rifles. We were weaponless, and Lincoln wasn’t looking so hot, sweating and breathing heavy. If they jumped us, we were getting our asses kicked for sure.

      We entered the quad, and I could see right away that the buildings had fallen into disrepair. They were all cracked brick and corrugated metal of different colors, with two large buildings off to the left and a smaller strip of classrooms to the right. The campus must have been an old middle school or something. It was nothing grand like Fallen Academy.

      Our guards had walked through the small atrium, and were now standing before an open classroom door.

      As we approached, Lincoln stepped in front of me and walked up to the door, peering in. The guys had to step out of the way to avoid his wings. Lincoln must have been satisfied with what he saw because he entered the room, his wings folding back to get through the door.

      The guards scowled down at us as we followed him inside, Shea in front of me as I tucked my own wings back to fit.

      My eyes fell to my watch. We were only permitted to be here one hour. My gut told me if we overstayed our welcome, they had every right to do something about it. Now that Lincoln had moved out of the way, I could see a cheap card table had been set up with a hand-drawn poster in front. ‘Fight Night Sign-Ups’ was scrawled across it in red paint that dripped to look like blood.

      “I knew it would be you, Shelly.” The girl who’d spoken sat behind the desk with a big hairy guy. She was staring at Shea.

      Shea gritted her teeth, casting me a glance.

      Damn, I wish I knew mind reading, because I had no idea who this bitch was.

      The girl stood. She was tall with bright pink hair, and had the death mark tattoo on her wrist that marked her as a Dark Mage. “When they told me some prissy Fallen Academy kids wanted to sign up for Fight Night, I just knew it would be that bitch Shelly.” She winked.

      Shea’s breath was coming out in ragged gasps, and I knew it was taking everything within her to not run over, and smack this girl down.

      I stepped forward. “It’s Shea, actually. And I’m Brielle. You might want to write that down so you spell it right on our million-dollar check.”

      She looked momentarily shocked at my words, but she smoothly covered it with a laugh and looked at her hairy boyfriend. “Oh my God, they are adorable. I can’t wait to pulverize them.”

      At her last words, a blackish green magic rose up from her hands and I froze.

      Shea had seemed to find her Zen now, stepping forward and holding out her hand. In it was our entrance money. “So where do we sign?” Shea added, ignoring the sickly looking magic exuding from the girl’s hands.

      The magic retreated and the girl crossed her arms, looking at the one hundred-dollar bill in Shea’s hand.

      “Oh, hun. That was the Tainted Academy price. If you want to enter, it’s going to be a grand. Each.” She grinned as her boyfriend laughed.

      Bitch.

      “We don’t have that kind of money!” I shouted. This was all a shit show. They weren’t even going to let us enter. How was I going to get my mom out of here now? We’d trained for nothing!

      She shrugged. “Then run along, sweetie. Your boy toy isn’t looking so hot.”

      I followed her gaze to Lincoln, who was grimacing, sweat rolling down his neck. I’d forgotten how badly being there affected him.

      “Do you take Angel Express?” Lincoln asked and whipped out his credit card.

      My eyes went wide, as did Pink Hair’s.

      “You really want a beatdown that badly?” she scoffed.

      Shea and I nodded, which felt stupid considering what she’d just asked us.

      “Fine. It’s your funeral.” Leaning forward, she snatched Lincoln’s card, swiping it into an attachment on the end of her phone. She also had a little printer set up next to a cash box.

      “I need to see ID,” the boyfriend growled.

      Shea and I stepped forward, pulling out our Angel City IDs, which showed our name, school address, and age.

      He swiped them into some machine and it started printing.

      My gaze went over to Lincoln, he was signing his credit card receipt. I wanted to tell him not to, that I’d never be able to repay him two grand, but he just looked at me and winked.

      Ah, the wink. Sigh. Wink number four. Each one was engraved in my heart. I was a sucker for Lincoln Grey’s winks.

      “Brielle Atwater,” the hairy boyfriend said, looking at his girlfriend.

      Her eyes narrowed on me, and then she grinned. “Mike’s sister, I presume?”

      In that instant, I saw red. If she said one more word about my brother, I was painting this room with her blood.

      “Knock it off,” Shea barked at her, snatching our IDs back from the hairy boyfriend.

      She was trying to bait me into a fight. I knew that, and still I couldn’t get myself to calm down.

      The boyfriend handed us four shiny barcode tickets. “Each fighter gets to bring someone to claim the body,” he stated as I tucked the tickets into my pocket.

      “See you on Fight Night,” the girl called with fists clenched.

      Shea smirked. “I hope you’re competing.”

      Pink Hair nodded, rolling out her wrists. “Luckily my hands have healed from her brother’s face.” She looked at me and smirked.

      I‘m going to jail for murder.

      My wings snapped out, and with one gust I was airborne, and flying at her. Her face was about to get ripped off.

      A sharp pain shot through my right wing, and I yelped as I was flung backward.

      Lincoln.

      Motherfu—

      “She wants this! You’re playing into her hand. Save it,” he whispered.

      The searing pain in my wing was throbbing as he kept an iron grip on it. I’d been thrown against his body, and he now had one hand wrapped around my waist as well.

      The girl was grinning at me, blackish green magic erupting from her palms once more. She was ready to throw down.

      “Let’s go,” Shea snapped.

      With another deep cleansing breath, I forced myself to walk away. I would save her ass-whooping for the ring. My eyes remained on hers while I allowed Lincoln to pull me away.

      Payback was going to be a bitch.

      We were escorted to the car quickly, where Noah sat anxiously behind the wheel. Once we were all inside—Shea and I in the back, with Lincoln up front—Noah started to drive home.
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