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        An angel, a demon, a vampire, a Fae, and a shifter walk into an academy…

        Sounds like the start of a bad joke, right? I mean, come on, what could go wrong? Especially when they all fall for a girl whose scream can turn men into piles of ash and dust?

      

      

      That girl is me, by the way. Yep, I kill people with my scream.

      This is where the “I’m not like other girls” thing gets a whole new meaning.

      Daughter of the Queen Witch who went psycho and was imprisoned before I was born, father unknown.

      Too powerful to be left in peace.

      Pandemonium College seems like a good place to hide until I figure out what I am. No place better than among your own kind, right? A crow among crows. A powerful girl in an academy full of powerful magical students.

      And then I meet them. Five guys, one more gorgeous than the next.

      Nice. Gentle. Friendly. Hot. How is a girl supposed to resist?

      Beware of pretty strangers, they say, but they are just students. They don’t know what I am, so no harm in being friendly right back, right?

      I mean, what could go wrong?

      I only have to avoid screaming… for any reason.

      Shouldn’t be all that hard.

      

      *OF BOYS AND GAMES is book one in a next-generation series following the events in Pandemonium Academy Royals. It is a full-length paranormal reverse harem romance, meaning the main character has more than one love interest. This is book one of four, and it ends on a slight cliffhanger. There is a happily ever at the end of the series.

      Warnings: This novel contains enemies-to-lovers/love-hate adult themes, foul language and humor as well as explicit content with darker elements. It contains possibly triggering themes like thoughts of death and past suicide attempts (not on page), mind-rape (not on page), loss of loved ones and depression, violence, gore, death and near-death scenes, religious themes (all made-up and never meant as the author’s beliefs).

      There are mm scenes and relationships. For 18+ only. This book uses alternating points of view.*

      

      Disclaimer: this isn’t a religious book. Any mention of angels, demons, Heaven and Hell is made up for the purposes of this story and is by no means meant to be taken as the author’s view of religious matters.

      

      THE FOUR ROYAL HOUSES

      House of Water (vampires)

      House of Earth (shifters)

      House of Fire (demons)

      House of Air (Fae)

      

      What to expect in this book/series:

      Academy romance

      Five supernatural hunks

      Dynamic heroine

      Friends to enemies to lovers to mates for life

      Developing M/M relationships

      They fall first

      Characters forced into sharing a room

      Heroine with evil mom

      Found family

      Multiple points of view

    

  


  
    
      To all the ladies out there who would like men in fantasy to stop fighting and get it on.

      

      Disclaimer: this isn’t a religious book. Any mention of angels, demons, heaven and hell is made up for the purposes of this story and is by no means meant to be taken as the author’s view of religious matters.
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      I’m an ordinary girl—if killing people with your screams is ordinary.

      And before you ask, no, I’m not a banshee. At least, I don’t seem to be. If I was supposed to be a Fae creature, then where are my pointed ears and control of the air element, huh? I wish I were a banshee. Then I’d know what I am and what to do about it. Let’s just say that killing people isn’t a hobby I plan on starting.

      Not if I can help it.

      Hence me walking into Pandemonium College right now, past the magical wards hiding it from sight and keeping anyone who isn’t meant to be there out, my duffel bag slung over one shoulder. My pendant is a reassuring weight around my neck, and my frown is firmly in place as I take in my surroundings and the students wandering about the vast campus, shooting me curious looks.

      “The Admissions Office?” I ask a cute guy who’s walking slowly down a path, lagging behind a group that’s raucously laughing and talking. His hair is red, and yeah, it caught my attention.

      “Sorry, what?” He blinks, and I stare at his handsome face. There’s something about him, and about the fact he’s walking behind the group, but that face…

      … a flash of an image, red hair, a pair of golden eyes, a feel of a distant memory...

      I blink, confused.

      The group stops as they take notice of me. They’re all men, tall and muscular, faces haughty. There must be about twelve of them.

      Normally, I tend to gravitate toward guys. They are simpler beings, easier to figure out, plus in this magical world governed by demonblood, boys form the grand majority. Hard to avoid them.

      But these guys scream trouble.

      One of them steps in front of me, and the energy crackling about him speaks of magic. Elemental magic. Mostly.

      Shifter, I think. It’s hard to tell just by looking, but the big group is a good indication. Shifters tend to run in packs.

      “New in town, blondie?” His dark eyes move over me in a way I instantly dislike. “Need a hand with something? I’m very good with my hands.”

      I deliberately take a step toward him and lift my chin. “I said I’m looking for the Admissions Office, or do you need a kick in the nuts to get your ears working?”

      His buddies snicker, and he frowns, as if he’s not used to girls talking back to him.

      Well, welcome to the twenty-first century, asshole.

      The redhead is staring at me, green eyes a little wide. Enjoy the show, I think. You could have replied to me, but no, you had to let these bastards take the lead.

      “It’s that way,” one of his buddies points, and after another long moment, I step back.

      “Thanks.” I bob a mocking little curtsy, unable to help myself. Much obliged, assholes.

      I can feel their gazes on my back as I saunter down the path.

      A good start? Nope.

      Then again, things got out of shape before this. My granddad was supposed to meet me upon my entry through the college wards, but he was conspicuously absent, and I tell myself something must have come up. Something important, because otherwise I’ll be pissed, and I’d rather be pissed than imagine worst-case scenarios.

      We didn’t have a contingency plan for this, but he practically saw me through my rocky adolescence, and I know that in such a situation, my best bet is to proceed with the day’s schedule.

      Enroll.

      Locate my room.

      Find my schedule.

      Blend in.

      Lie low.

      It’s child’s play. A walk in the park. A picnic.

      Or it would be, if half the world wasn’t snapping at my heels, trying to find me and kill me.

      Which would serve me right. Whatever I am, I was made for killing others, and nobody wants a weapon walking free among them. If they ended my life before I even knew what I was, I wouldn’t blame them…
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        * * *

      

      “Francesca Seymour.” The secretary is a mousy little man with the kind of a mustache that looks like a little ferret curled over his upper lip. “Last minute transfer. We don’t often let students in halfway through the year.”

      “Indeed?” I pretend to examine the office, my heart thudding erratically.

      “Mr. Evenstar made a good case for you, from what I see. Says you are an excellent student and will bring a lot to the College.”

      “Ah-huh.” Mr. Evenstar is my granddad, for the record. “Thank you.”

      “Your magical lineage isn’t in the folder, though.” He finally glances up, frowning at me. “Who are your parents?”

      “That,” I tell him, leaning over the desk, “is classified.”

      “Classified?”

      “As in, none of your business.”

      “But… it’s my, my business as a…” He stutters. “As the school admissions administrator… This is highly irregular, Miss… Miss…”

      “Seymour,” I say. He’s going to refuse my admission, I realize with a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Francesca Seymour.”

      “Miss Seymour, yes. This is a prestigious university of magical creatures, and without knowing what you really are, I’m afraid it’s not p⁠—”

      “There you are, Franks,” a deep voice says, and I spin around, sighing in relief.

      It’s my granddad, all tall and intimidating, familiar and dear to me—but I don’t say any of that, as I’m here incognito. “You’re late.”

      “Mr. Evenstar!” The secretary jumps to his feet and sketches a small bow. “I wasn’t informed you’d be visiting today.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t miss her first day here for the world. She’s… a good family friend, you see.”

      The secretary blinks. “But… the College Council might have wanted to know…”

      “Angels,” my granddad says drily, “have their own agenda, Mr. Philipp. Kindly remind the council that I’m not beholden to demonblood. The angelic choirs may not be as present as the demonblood races in the human sphere, but we’re still around, always ready to serve and protect.”

      “My… My lord.” The secretary sits back down heavily. He lifts a handkerchief to wipe the sweat off his brow. “Of course.”

      “Well, I’m glad to see the admission has gone through without a hitch.” My granddad shoots the perspiring man a look that brooks no argument. “Shall we, then, Franks?”

      Smiling up at him, I take his arm. “Going to escort me through campus?”

      “Oh, you know, I got nothing better to do with my life,” he grins, and at last this day is looking up.
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        * * *

      

      So in case you were scratching your head over this, yeah, I am related to an angel. This angel walking beside me right now. He is my aunt’s father, so not really my granddad, but I grew up calling him that.

      And we also know who my mom is. Let me tell you, she’s the worst bitch in the world.

      I’m not being melodramatic here. No, sir. She’s the infamous White Queen Witch herself, the one who lost the Battle of the Queens about twenty years ago, and was kicked across the continent to become there a prisoner in all but name, serving a life sentence while attending another school, the Mephisto Academy.

      The only reason she emerged from that battle alive was my aunt’s clemency. Aunt Mia is the Black Queen Witch, you see. She is a cousin of my mother, and she now rules the Four Royal Elemental Houses through her four husbands, heirs and ascended princes.

      I was born two years after the battle.

      All this is history my granddad has kept out of my application to this College to protect me from those looking for me.

      But the one person we don’t have any tabs on is my dear dad. We have no idea who he is, and my mother has refused to disclose his identity, no matter any threats or promises.

      My mother, who gave me up the moment I was born, obviously not interested in seeing me grow up. All the better, right? I shudder to think what it would have been like growing up with a person who was happy to suck the life out of four people for a chance to be crowned Queen Witch of the World.

      No, don’t want to even think about it. I’ve been lucky. I got to grow up with my aunt Mia, her husbands and her children, and even though more recent events have put a crimp on my lucky streak in life—see the senseless killings of people I’ve caused—well, at least I have that happy childhood to get me through the day.

      When the guilt doesn’t overpower me.

      When the doubts don’t cripple me.

      When I don’t open the door to my room and find someone else there.

      Wait… what?

      “Who are you?” my granddad demands. “This was supposed to be a single room.”

      “Guess they didn’t have any more single rooms to spare,” the guy says, swinging his long legs off the bunk bed and letting his hands hang between his knees. Blond hair falls in his eyes. “Influx of new students, they said. Very magical year, this one.”

      He has a faint accent I can’t place.

      And a face I guess I’ll never forget, because whoa, pretty.

      “One of them?” I step around my granddad for a better look.

      “Yeah.” He’s dressed in gray jeans and a loose white shirt, his pale hair long enough to graze his jaw, and his eyes are some pale shade of green. Gray-green? Is that a color? He’s way too pretty to be human, even by half. “I’m one of her roommates.”

      Shifter or Fae, I think, despite him being much more muscular than the Fae I’ve met. They rock a different vibe from purer demonblood creatures, like demons and vampires. And there’s something about him, something… unsettling. As if I’ve known him from before.

      … a tall, lanky man gazing at me from across the street, hands in his pockets. My aunt is calling my name, telling me dinner’s ready, and when I turn back around, he’s gone…

      I shake my head to clear it. Honestly, I don’t know him. I don’t even know his name.

      How strange.

      His gaze shifts to me, and he gives me a slow grin, eyes raking me up and down insolently. “Mm…”

      It doesn’t bother me as it had earlier with that shifter. Funny.

      “Who is the other roommate?” I ask, pretending to ignore him, glancing around the room.

      “You’ll meet him soon enough. I don’t know him well. He’s in class right now, where I should be, but I’m taking… the day off.”

      Oh, goody. A lazy slacker.

      My granddad bristles—but really, this is all his fault, because he decided that putting me up on the “poorer” side of the campus would be a good idea for anyone looking for me. As it turns out, the rich pureblood aristocrats from the big magical Houses, the heirs to empires, thrones and crowns of the land have their own dormitory, one with single-occupant, luxury rooms, and private bathrooms and elevators.

      I, on the other hand, will have to live on the other side of the tracks as part of my disguise.

      And apparently share the room with a guy or two.

      Granddad casts the Fae a withering look before turning back to me. “Well, Franks, this is it. I’ll leave you to settle in. Keep your chin up and your head low, if you can manage that, and call me if you need anything.” He flicks my brow. “Be a good girl.”

      I nod, watching him go, and swallow hard as the door closes behind him.

      “So… Franks, huh?” The Fae guy leans back on his bed, elbows planted on the mattress, and grins at me. “And what are you exactly?”

      “Human,” I mutter, resisting the urge to throw my duffel at his smug face, before climbing onto the upper bunk that is my bed now.

      “No humans enter Pandemonium College.”

      “Human with some magic,” I amend.

      “Ah. That sort of human,” he purrs, sounding pleased, and his voice travels up to rub over my skin, making me shiver. “Demonblood magic? Or rather elemental?”

      The Coalescence was the historic moment centuries ago when demonblood took over, suppressing elemental magic, a fact that allowed the supernatural races to step into the light, seeing as demonblood magic is more controllable and therefore acceptable by political leaders. Suppressing elemental magic meant suppressing witches, the most powerful elemental wielders, and perhaps not so coincidentally, all of them women.

      Nowadays, most of the magic you see is demonblood magic. Hence the predominance of the male element in the supernatural races. Of all the races, demons and vampires have the most demonblood in their veins.

      For it to work, you need to shed blood and chant spells—hence its limitations and manageability—whereas elemental magic, more prevalent in the Fae and shifters and above all witches as I said, is wilder, drawing on the elements, and seems to be fairly infinite.

      Much more problematic for those in power.

      In any case, I don’t answer his question as I stretch out on my bunk and stare up at the ceiling, trying to gather my thoughts. Mixed human with demonic blood is common enough, and it’s the minimum requirement for the College. It would make me the least threatening—and least interesting—of the creatures attending this place. We decided on it with Granddad after the last incident and the assassins that came after me.

      Coming here will hopefully give me a chance to hide and try and find out how to get rid of my powers.

      Isn’t this the goal of most heroines in books? To be normal and accepted? At the very least, to survive her story? Especially the romances my cousin Juliette likes to read seem to belong to this particular sort.

      In her books, heroines manage to not only live, but to find love and live happily ever after.

      I don’t have such high hopes—and don’t imagine myself falling for any of those cringey asshole heroes, either, or having babies with them.

      All I want is to survive the day, find out where this stupid power of mine came from, and how to stop it. After that, I can… I don’t know. Go back home and find a job, hide until the end of days.

      Or something.

      And the guilt? you might ask. Your punishment for killing those people?

      It’s there all right. Eating at me. Although to be fair, the people I killed happened to be no other than the assassins who came after me. Both times.

      Right. As if that makes it okay. Could have been just anyone.

      Question is, how did they know to come after me? How did they find me? Why did they want me dead? And⁠—

      “Hey.” I sit up in bed and find the annoying Fae standing right there, watching me like a cat, a smirk on his face. “What are you doing? That’s creepy as fuck.”

      “Such a foul mouth on such a lovely face,” he says, leaning back against the wall and tilting his head to the side.

      “I’m not one of your fairy maidens,” I mutter. “And you’re not in the Faerie Court.”

      “Oh, I noticed, believe me.”

      “You’re not going to watch me sleep like that vampire in the Wightlight movie, are you?”

      “Nah, that’s boring. I’d much rather watch you when you’re awake.”

      Gah. I throw my pillow at him—and he ducks neatly, evading it. “Go away.”

      “No can do. This is my room, too. I’m Tir, by the way. And you’re Franks.”

      “Frankie for you.” I turn on my side, giving him my back. “If I find you watching me again, I’ll castrate you.”

      He chuckles, the deep chocolatey sound making me shiver—again. What’s with this guy, huh? “Feisty. Not planning on having any children at this point, so I’ll take my chances.”

      God.

      Gimme.

      Strength.

      And I’ve only just arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I dream of the house where I grew up, in the countryside, running around with my cousins, my uncles giving us piggyback rides through the yard, my aunt laughing as she sat on the swing among the roses, her eyes bright.

      Nice memories…

      And then I notice someone standing by the side, watching us. He’s blond and tall, shoulders broad and chest wide. He’s dressed in a gray tunic and leggings, and leaning against a tall staff.

      “Uncle.” I tug on Uncle Jason’s hair. “Stop.”

      “What is it, Bug?”  He doesn’t stop running, and I lose sight of the man, but as we run in circles, he appears again, this time leaning against a tree.

      Blood explodes from his chest, a fountain of crimson.

      A scream tears through me, and I wake up with a start, sitting upright in my bed as its echo fades. My heart is pounding in my ears.

      Oh, God.

      A rustle makes me flinch and the Fae man—Tir, I recall his name—stands up beside the bunk bed, removing his headphones and slinging them around his neck. “Are you okay? A nightmare, was it?”

      My hands clench in my lap. “Stay away from me!”

      “Relax.” He lifts a brow and props his arms on my bunk. “I was lying in bed, listening to music, minding my own business.” He taps the Bose headphones. “You screamed, you know. Got a good pair of lungs on you, woman. Could have woken the dead. As it is, I heard you even through the banging of demonic rock in my ears.”

      I screamed.

      My throat dries up, and I feel the blood draining from my face. I pat the pendant around my neck. “Did I…?”

      No, he was here, and he seems to be just fine. Nobody died. Nothing hap⁠—

      “Here.” He reaches up and grabs one of my hands, unfolding my fingers with supernatural strength. “You’re hurting yourself.”

      I look down and blink at the red crescents my nails have left in my palms.

      And then I jerk away from him. “Stop it.”

      “Stop what? Being friendly?”

      “Yeah. I don’t trust people,” I mutter irritably. “And I don’t know you.”

      “Fair enough.” He’s still watching me, slouching against the bed, though his jaw has tightened. “You’re new. I thought you might need friends, but that’s totally up to you.”

      I look away, force my hands to relax. I’m still out of breath, unsettled by the dream that wasn’t exactly a nightmare but a mashup of memories.

      The blood.

      God.

      Truth is, it’s not that I don’t trust people. That’s a lie. I grew up in a loving family and I trust them with everything I am. But later, after the first incident, when I went to stay with Granddad, he told me I was gullible and he was right. I’m more cautious now.

      And I take a while to warm up to people.

      Tir is raising a lot of red flags.

      Then again, I haven’t met many Fae in my life, and I’m told they’re arrogant and infuriating, so maybe he’s just a fine example of his race.

      Only time will tell.

      Don’t be gullible, I tell myself, be nice. Nicer. You’re not supposed to act suspicious. You’re supposed to be a nice harmless little human with a bit of magic who came to the College to learn about her heritage. You’re supposed to blend in, make friends.

      Hell.

      “I’m just tired,” I force the words out. “Sorry.”

      The silence that follows rings like a bell. I swear his eyes widen. He didn’t expect me to backtrack.

      “No problem, elenyi,” he says eventually, and that word he lets slip tells me I was right.

      He is Fae. Uncle Sindri uses Fae words sometimes, and this one is familiar.

      No idea what kind of Fae, though. He looks like he might be Gentry—human-like creatures with magic, forming the aristocracy of Faerie, like my uncle, unlike the low Fae, goblins, and other lesser fairies. This man looks too human-like to be the latter. His fair hair hides his ears, and his eyes do have some of that exotic tilt the Gentry often exhibit, but the color is muted instead of vibrant and…

      “Like what you see?” he purrs, and I blink, suddenly aware I’ve been staring at him.

      He does purr a lot. Just like a cat. A cat-Fae? Nah, they don’t exist.

      “I’m…” I gather my wits and swing my legs off the bunk. “I should explore the campus.”

      “I’ll escort you,” he says, shoving his pale hair out of his face, grinning toothily.

      “Really.”

      “I don’t know what you’re used to, human,” he says. “You didn’t attend Pandemonium Academy, and human schools do not prepare you for a magical place like this.”

      “But—”

      “There are gangs belonging to the Four Elemental Houses, bullies and kerel students who will try to swindle you, magic you, hurt you and rob you.”

      “Boo,” I whisper.

      His grin grows crooked. “Indeed.”

      “And you will protect me?” I bat my lashes at him.

      He chokes a little. “I will explain things to you,” he clarifies. “Point out dangers. And dangerous people.”

      That does sound good, so I clamp my mouth shut before I spew any more sarcasm. “Deal,” I say.

      “Deal? I’m sorry, were we doing business? If so, what do I get out of this?”

      “I don’t do business with the Fae,” I say coolly. “I’m not stupid. You always add invisible small print to any deal, meant to fuck you up.”

      “You’re in the top magical university in the country,” he says, eyes glimmering, and suddenly I’m not sure they’re green. They look very dark and animal-like. “My first piece of advice would be to get used to hidden clauses.”
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        * * *

      

      “So… an angel in the family, huh?” Tir leads the way through the campus, hands in his pant pockets, walking with a slight swagger and nonchalance that reminds me more of human guys I’ve seen walking about town than an eldritch creature like him. The style of clothing also plays a role, I suppose, the jeans and sneakers, though I catch glimpses of the pointed tips of his ears as his hair swings. Silver glints on them.

      I blink and stop as his question finally sinks in. “What?”

      “Evenstar.” Tir takes a few more steps and halts. “Related to you, is he? If not, the level of familiarity between you is astounding.”

      “How do you know who he is?”

      “Oh.” He waves a long-fingered hand. “One hears things here and there.”

      “Really.”

      He smirks. “Really.”

      “Well, he’s not family.” I shake my head, hoping I’m convincing. “Just a family friend.”

      “Who is your family, then, to be rubbing shoulders with someone like him?”

      “Someone like what?”

      “Someone,” he says patiently, “who is the father of the Black Queen Witch and uncle of the White Queen Witch. That sort of guy.”

      Damn.

      “Oh,” I say, trying to match his nonchalant tone, “you know how it is. Politics. My parents met him through friends, and he happened to be around, so he said he’d help me settle in.”

      “Yeah, I bet he does that for everyone.” Tir’s eyes are lightening again, or am I seeing things? “So who is your fam⁠—?”

      “Well, well, who’s that?” a voice says, and I turn around. “Fresh meat?”

      “Keep your fangs out of her,” Tir mutters, but doesn’t move from the spot as I face—okay, crane my neck up to meet the gaze of a guy built like a shit brickhouse.

      “Fangs?” I breathe.

      Tall, broad, with tightly cropped dark hair and brown eyes—unusual in a vampire, when they tend to have pale eyes, gray or light blue—he grins, showing said fangs.

      “New girl, meet the kingpin of the House of Water,” Tir says, his voice wry, “Sebastian la Fontaine.”

      “His name,” I reply, still gazing into the guy’s dark gaze, “means Fountain? And he belongs to the House of Water? Are you kidding me?”

      Tir guffaws quietly.

      The dark gaze piercing mine narrows. “What the fuck are you?” Sebastian sniffs at me like a dog. “Can’t place you. What House are you with?”

      “No House,” I say. “That a problem?”

      Suddenly the guy has a wall of men behind him. No, not just guys. Vampires. “Everyone here belongs to a House. And hanging out with some lowlife like fairy boy here won’t help your case.”

      “My case?” Damn, I need to stop running my mouth. “I didn’t realize we were in court.”

      “Oh, we are in a court. The Court of Blood.”

      “And feuding,” Tir mutters.

      The vampires growl like rabid dogs, turning their attention to him, but he doesn’t seem to notice, hands still in his pockets, head bowed slightly forward, pale hair sliding like a curtain to shadow his face.

      “Your name,” Sebastian la Fontaine demands, glaring at me.

      Play nice, I remind myself. Stop antagonizing the kingpin of the House of Water. What’s wrong with you?

      “I’m Frankie,” I say. “Frankie Seymour.”

      He gazes down at me a while longer, then grins, his fangs flashing. “Be seeing you, Frankie Seymour. And you’d better choose your friends more carefully if you want to survive around here.”

      “Survive? What do you mean?”

      But he gestures at his gang, and they turn and go, heading toward one of the many buildings dotting the campus.

      Tir whistles low.

      “What?” I mutter. “Why are you looking so smug?”

      “Am I? Oh good, I’ve practiced that look a lot.” Now he looks pleased, and God, he’s annoying. “Next on the list is practicing a fearsome look.”

      “So you just stand in front of the mirror and practice… looks?”

      “What can I say? I get easily bored.”

      “But not with yourself.”

      “I intrigue myself. I’m so mysterious and witty. In fact, I have entire conversations with myself because I’m so interesting and surprising.”

      A laugh escapes me, and he looks even more pleased. “Narcissist, much?”

      “Can’t deny it. I’m too handsome for my own good. I want to see what all of you are being treated to.” He shrugs his broad shoulders, shoots me a sly sideways look. “Not a crime, is it?”

      “Do you make yourself compliments, too? I can picture it.”

      “Oh, of course. I tell myself, damn Tir, you’re the prettiest in the land, but I try to tone it down, not to give myself airs.”

      “Too late for that…” I snicker. “I thought the demons were like that.”

      “Don’t compare me to those Hellish creatures,” he harrumphs. “We Fae have angelblood in our veins, you know. I’m practically a cherub.”

      I’m still laughing at that as he leads me toward a cluster of buildings.

      Oh boy…
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      “Who’s that?” I point at a tall, slender woman with gleaming dark skin and a headful of long dreadlocks as we walk by the campus stadium.

      “That’s the leader of the House of Fire.”

      “Demons,” I whisper.

      “That’s right.”

      I eye her carefully as we make our way down the path, centenary trees flanking it, the gothic buildings of the university looming behind them. She’s dressed in a long black dress and black pumps, and the way her dark eyes flick right and left, she looks like a power to reckon with.

      “Watch out for these House leaders,” Tir says, unnecessarily. “They hold the power in here.”

      “I gathered as much. It’s not that bad, though, is it? I mean, it’s a university.” I think of the gleam in Sebastian La Fontaine’s dark eyes and suppress a shiver. “They don’t harm students, surely. The dean would be all over their case.”

      Tir snickers. Shakes his head.

      “Right… Don’t tell me. Is it some high school situation?”

      He nods at something, and I lift my head to follow his gaze, only to find a group of guys—a couple of girls among them this time—watching a young man crawling over gravel. My knees twinge in sympathy, and I actually see blood seeping through his light jeans. He has a glass of water balancing on his head, and the group is shouting taunts at him.

      “Hazing,” I mutter. “Does that mean I’ll have to go through that, too?”

      “Unless you can make yourself disappear. Sooner or later, they’ll get to you.”

      “But it’s the middle of the year.”

      “Oh, yeah, and the gangs are getting bored of fighting one another. New students bring a lot of joy.”

      “Faster,” one of the guys in the group says, not shouting but somehow his voice carries across the yard. His blue-black hair is combed back, his eyes pale and piercing. He folds his arms over his chest. “Faster, or I’ll break your legs.”

      “If you spill the water, we’ll break your fingers,” a girl says.

      “And if you make a sound, we’ll wring your neck,” another adds.

      The poor guy is shaking so badly that I’m sure it won’t be long before he fails in his task.

      “Do something,” I say, starting toward the group. “You can’t let them do that to him.”

      “Why not?” He sounds baffled.

      My God. “Fine, you stay.” I march toward the group of assholes, not even sure what I will do, since magic is out of the question. Sitting here and doing nothing to stop it, though, would make me one of the bullies, and I can’t stand it. “You! Stop.”

      “Kraish.” Tir hurries after me. “Frankie, wait⁠—”

      The bullies pause in having their fun, giving me an interested look. “What have we here?” the guy with the blue-black hair says.

      “Frankie,” Tir says again, “come back⁠—”

      “You. Tirius.” The guy shoots Tir a flat look. “Fuck off, kerel, or I’ll think of some new trial for you.”

      There’s a whiff of ozone on the air, and I guess it’s magic coming off the guy in waves. That’s a lot of magic.

      And Tir takes a few more steps, then stops in his tracks, bowing his head.

      The tension in his body, though, draws my attention. He his muscles leap out in his arms and legs. It’s as if he’s straining not to head straight for the House of Air kingpin and…

      And what? Wrestle him to the ground?

      Ridiculous. Tir is just a student, like I am supposed to be. Not some superhero Fae vigilante.

      “Who is that?” I ask him under my breath as the group closes in around the struggling student once more.

      “Jatri,” Tir spits out. “Leader of the House of Air.”

      “Oh, that explains the whole new level of arrogance,” I mutter as the guy in question returns his attention to his new toy. “I thought you said I should get along with the leaders of the Houses”

      “I did.”

      “But truth is, you don’t. Not really.”

      “It’s not exactly by choice,” he grinds out.

      “He said he’d think of a new trial for you. You’re new here, too?”

      “Yeah. Sort of.” A shrug. He shakes out his hands, and a new smile tilts his lips. His eyes seem to sparkle. “Ready to resume our grand tour of the university?”

      You’re staring again, Frankie, I tell myself sternly. Stop staring at the pretty Fae. It doesn’t matter if his shoulders are so rounded with muscle, his hips so narrow, his legs so long. If his jaw is square and his mouth soft, or if his eyes glitter like starlight.

      I clear my throat, suddenly gone dry. “Sure. Lead the way. And is there a place to get some food?”

      “You mean the cafeteria? Here they call it the mensa.”

      “That will do,” I say, shoving my hands into the pockets of my jeans, matching his posture. “Let’s find this mensa. I’m starving.”
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      She’s kind of cute.

      Which is the last fucking thing I should be thinking about as I lead her on a merry dance around the campus, trying to figure her out.

      Kind of cute, and also kind of hot with her strawberry blond hair falling in waves around her face, and those strangely dark eyes…

      Dangerous, but not in a deadly way.

      Now, that’s relative, I tell myself. You know it better than anyone, T. But yeah, not the sort of dangerous you’re looking for.

      That’s… disappointing in many ways, I’ll admit. This university bores me to death, and these House gangs are tiring. All these petty politics of race and power, I’ve had enough to last me several lifetimes already.

      The gangs are dangerous in a pretty deadly way, though, and she looks like she has no fucking clue. She stepped in to save that hapless student without any sign of fear. Either she’s stupid or…

      Or what? She has no idea. The kings of this place could tear her apart easily. She’s just a human with some demonblood, probably a magical ancestor, though I couldn’t feel anything coming off her.

      What sort of ancestor? What sort of creature?

      A little mystery wrapped in a pretty bow, and we Fae love our enigmas and riddles. It’s as if I can’t help myself. Needing to figure her out is like the sweet sharp pleasure of scratching at a scab.

      Who is she, really?

      What is she hiding?

      I lead her past the buildings, naming them as we go—the labs, the school building, the gym, the Administration Offices, the rich kids’ residences, the library, the warehouses in the distance along with the stadium and the arena.

      “Arena?” she repeats. “For Scale-ball?”

      “Among other things.”

      “Such as?”

      “Tournaments among the Houses.”

      She blinks. “That sounds…”

      “Brutal?

      “Interesting, I was about to say.”

      “Yeah, you could say that.” I make myself change the topic. The things I’ve heard about this College and its tournaments are irrelevant. “And here is where you get food.”

      “Is this it?” She scrunches up her nose as I lead her into the mensa building and through dim corridors. “The cafeteria?”

      “I’m taking you to the kitchens,” I say. “The mensa opens for breakfast, lunch, and dinner at set hours. You’ve never been to a boarding school before?”

      “No.”

      “Well, we’ll have to charm some sandwiches out of the cooks. It’s that, or take your chances with the House of Air.”

      “Why?” she asks.

      “Some of the Fae are into smuggling stuff into campus, including snacks.”

      “And what’s the currency?”

      “Good question.” I give her a nod of approval. “Favors owed, generally.”

      “That’s a bad idea.”

      Despite myself, I grin at her. “A terrible idea.”

      “I’ll trust you to charm the cooks, then. Shouldn’t be a problem, I take it.”

      My grin widens. “Piece of cake.”

      “Don’t you ever trip over your ego?”

      “Sometimes, but I’m quick on my feet.”

      Charming the cooks has never proved hard so far. They smile when they see me, men and women alike. They are human, as are most employees here, an old custom from when the magical races used to hide their true nature. Back then everyone who got to see our real face had to be mesmerized and compelled to forget, a duty that fell mainly on the Elders, such as old Fae, old vampires, and humans are the easiest to bespell.

      The cooks offer us small cheese sandwiches and strong black tea in chipped mugs.

      But I’ve never been more distracted. I keep glancing at Frankie who accepts the food and drink with a faint smile. There’s nothing, nothing about her that gives me a clue as to her nature. Her ears are rounded, her teeth are pearly and small, her skin is pale and smooth. Nothing magical. Nothing unusual.

      But it all comes together so… fucking nicely, she’s so fucking hot⁠—

      “How are the classes coming along?” asks a young cook, I think her name is Alice. I’m not so good with names. “You said you had some trouble with Hexes and Charms?”

      “I did? I did, of course.” I smile back. I chatted up everyone amenable when I arrived at the college, hoping to gather any useful information. “I’m working on it.”

      “Don’t work too hard. All work and no play isn’t good for you.” She winks at me, and then flushes scarlet. “Have some more sandwiches.”

      “I’m good.”

      She lays a hand on my arm, and suddenly my skin prickles. “Why⁠—?”

      I shrug her off more roughly than I’d intended, and she stumbles backward, eyes widening in fear. “Don’t.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to presume to⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “But—”

      “Come on, Frankie, we’re leaving.” I grab her wrist and drag her out of the kitchens before I lose more control.

      “I was eating,” she protests, her mouth full, then digs in her heels and wrenches away from me. “What’s your problem? Was that your girlfriend? Did you have yourselves a little spat?”

      “What?” I laugh, incredulous. “No.”

      “Ah-huh.” She bites into her sandwich and I realize that I dragged her away from the tea, and probably a conversation, and fuck.

      “Look,” I start. “Frankie⁠—”

      But she turns away from me suddenly and yells, “Julie! Hey, over here! Jules!”

      “What? Who’s Julie?” What the fuck is going on? My hands have curled into tight fists, and all my senses are now on high alert. “You know people here? I thought you were new.”

      Was that a lie? Did I approach this all wrong? What if⁠—

      The girl approaching us with a big smile on her face looks vaguely familiar. She’s dressed like a tomboy—much like Frankie is—but her hair is long and dark, and she oozes elemental magic.

      Holy shit. Wait a sec… Holy fucking s⁠—

      “This is Juliette,” Frankie says. “A… friend.”

      And the plot thickens. Because that’s for sure the daughter of the Black Queen Witch, Her Majesty the current Queen of Witches. I’ve seen pictures of the family. No wonder she looks familiar.

      “Family friends, huh?” I force my hands to unclench for the third time this afternoon.

      “Yeah.” Juliette nods several times, casting me curious looks. “We go way back. And you? Haven’t seen you around.”

      “He’s also new,” Frankie volunteers. She’s telling her about me before I even open my mouth. “This is Tir, and he’s a Fae.”

      “Wow, you’re tall and… and strong for a Fae,” Juliette says.

      My skin prickles. Think, I tell myself. Don’t freeze. Turn it into a joke.

      “Maybe I’m part giant,” I offer.

      “Giants aren’t real,” she says.

      “Tell that to the giants.” I sketch a bow, old-fashioned and ridiculous, as is expected of my kind. “Charmed, I’m sure.”

      Juliette laughs.

      Frankie stares at me. “You didn’t bow to me when you met me.”

      “An oversight. I bow to all pretty girls without exception. It keeps me limber.”

      Frankie cocks her head to the side, licking mayo off her fingers as I straighten, and fuck me, I’m getting hard. This is the mother of all bad ideas.

      Juliette is pretty, but Frankie is the only one I really see.

      What the fuck?

      “Ladies.” I manage a smile. “I should get going. Homework to do. I need to compose an ode on the magical properties of fairy beetles. If you’ll excuse me.”

      “What’s with the formal language suddenly?” Frankie asks. “And you’re making fun of us, right? Fairie beetles? Homework? I thought you didn’t care much about classes.”

      “A misunderstanding,” I say as I retreat.

      And a miscalculation.

      Kraish bedash.

      Be more careful, I admonish myself as I hurry away. You’re confusing her. You’re making mistakes. Can’t afford that.

      Not now.

      Not until you’re sure about who she is.
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      Frankie.

      She’s not what I expected. My mind is stuck on her now. Her lack of magical signature above all, not her face or the curves her clothes couldn’t hide, all right?

      Kraish, I need space to think, and if our roommate Kass is back, our room isn’t the best place for me to be right now.

      And I do mean to think, not jack off to the image of my new, sexy roommate. I hadn’t expected her to be so alluring.

      Nobody warned me. I need to have words with the higher powers.

      Stopping at the end of the path, I gaze at the park surrounding the college. Yeah, maybe here is a good place for some privacy. I should go hug an abesh tree or something, though I’m a very urban Fae. Concrete-jungle born and bred. I think I’ve seen more trees in this university than I’ve seen in all my life.

      Still, the rustling of the leaves helps calm my mind as I make my way under the branches. Maybe the olden Fae were onto something with the tree-hugging.

      The park seems to extend to the horizon, but that’s only magic. The Pandemonium College, just like Pandemonium Academy, the high school for the rich and powerful supernaturals of the country, is surrounded by a wall of demonblood wards that hide the whole campus from sight. We are, in fact, inside the capital city, but to passersby, to humans, the place looks like a small rundown park they can cross.

      A perfect illusion.

      Like many things in this world.

      I’m still not used to this place. It’s so… green. Like I said. Birds are chirping and hopping on the grass, and a breeze soughs through the foliage, and… It’s so quiet. And… safe?

      Another illusion perhaps, I think to myself with a snort, when I hear a loud voice that I’ve already grown to detest.

      “Hey, Arawn’s abesh reject! This is my spot. Fuck off.”

      The Fae striding toward me, followed by his lackeys, is of course Jatri. His power crackles about him, demonic with a spiced whiff of elemental magic—the signature of our Fae heritage. Part demon, part angel, and part elemental air spirit.

      “Your spot?” I ask before I can catch myself. “This is the communal College Park.”

      “And I said, this is my gang’s spot, abesh.” He’s in my face in two strides, and I smell blood on him. He’s been burning through demonblood spells to keep at the top of the gang, but how long can anyone keep that up? He grabs me by the front of my shirt, shoves me backward, his face twisting into a snarl. “Are you fucking deaf? Didn’t I tell you to stay away from us? I don’t want to see your face around.”

      Grinding my teeth, I step back. “Look, Efei, I’m leaving, just⁠—”

      “Not so fast.” He’s in front of me again, reeking of iron and pain. Damn those spells. “Not going anywhere before you swear obeisance to the House of Midril, my House, swear to join us.”

      “I… can’t. Fuck.”

      “What did you say?”

      I try to stop the scowl from twisting my face, but I can’t, just like I can’t swear anything of the sort. I can’t lie, not for something as big as an oath. And there’s also the sigil of my contract. “I can’t swear fealty to you.”

      Jatri’s power flares, and his gang closes in around me. “What did you say?”

      “You heard me.”

      This isn’t good. Every instinct in me tells me to fight, to shove them back, but I can’t.

      Not supposed to.

      Dammit.

      When Jatri’s fist rears back and slams into my jaw, I take it.

      When his buddies kick and pummel me, I take it.

      I was told to shut my mouth and take it. So I do. That’s the deal.

      I hope it’s really going to help, because ow, this fucking hurts, and fuck this College and its self-entitled kerel assholes.

      And for the record, fuck this world, too.
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      “That guy is your roommate?” Juliette widens her eyes at me. “Not a bad start, Franks. Not bad at all.”

      “What? It’s not like that.” I’m finishing the sandwiches I managed to grab from the kitchens before the crazy Fae dragged me out. “I think he has a girlfriend in the kitchens.”

      “He does? In the kitchens?” She giggles. “Okay, that’s weird. The Fae are very particular about their relationships. And he’s fast. He only arrived about a week ago.”

      “He did say he was a recent arrival, but… Wait, you’ve been keeping tabs on him?”

      She shrugs. “He’s pretty.”

      “Is he? I hadn’t noticed.”

      That’s a big fat lie, and Julie grins. She knows me way too well. “A muscular, sexy fairy, huh? Hadn’t pegged him for your type.”

      “Yeah? What is my type, then?”

      She shrugs. “Honestly? He’s tall and strong and all, but he’s too… submissive?”

      “You didn’t just say that,” I mutter.

      “I’ve watched him, Franks.” Her voice goes quiet, eyes darting about. “He lets that bully, the head of the House of Air gang, kick him around, and he doesn’t put up any fight, ever. He lets everyone walk all over him. I’m just… surprised you’d go for that kind of person.”

      I frown. “That’s not really what I thought you meant by submissive.”

      She snickers. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      “And you’re right, it’s weird. I mean, he looks so strong.”
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