
  
    [image: Of Love And War]
  


  
    
      OF LOVE AND WAR

      
        PANDEMONIUM COLLEGE KNIGHTS 4

      

    

    
      
        MONA BLACK

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Synopsis

      

    

    
      
        1. Frankie

      

      
        2. Frankie

      

      
        3. Rook

      

      
        4. Frankie

      

      
        5. Frankie

      

      
        6. Tir

      

      
        7. Frankie

      

      
        8. Frankie

      

      
        9. Kass

      

      
        10. Frankie

      

      
        11. Frankie

      

      
        12. Ryu

      

      
        13. Frankie

      

      
        14. Frankie

      

      
        15. Asa

      

      
        16. Frankie

      

      
        17. Frankie

      

      
        18. Tir

      

      
        19. Frankie

      

      
        20. Frankie

      

      
        21. Rook

      

      
        22. Frankie

      

      
        23. Frankie

      

      
        24. Asa

      

      
        25. Frankie

      

      
        26. Frankie

      

      
        27. Kass

      

      
        28. Frankie

      

      
        29. Frankie

      

      
        30. Frankie

      

      
        31. Ryu

      

      
        32. Frankie

      

      
        33. Frankie

      

      
        34. Tir

      

      
        35. Frankie

      

      
        36. Frankie

      

      
        37. Frankie

      

      
        38. Frankie

      

      
        39. Rook

      

      
        40. Frankie

      

      
        41. Kass

      

      
        42. Frankie

      

      
        43. Frankie

      

      
        44. Asa

      

      
        45. Frankie

      

      
        46. Frankie

      

      
        47. Ryu

      

      
        48. Frankie

      

      
        49. Frankie

      

      
        50. Asa

      

      
        51. Frankie

      

      
        Epilogue. Frankie

      

    

    
      
        Glossary

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About Mona Black

      

      
        Also by Mona Black

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Of Love And War

      Copyright © Mona Black 2025

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author. The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, events, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      No AI was used in producing the text or cover.

      Published by Black Wing Press.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SYNOPSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Being stuck at the College isn’t ideal – but it beats certain death-by-angel, or getting abducted by your powerful dad and whisked off to Heaven’s jails.

        Only, the angels are trapped inside with Frankie and her boys, and they seem to have decided that killing her would serve the world best.

      

      

      Nobody asked Frankie if she agrees.

      She may have said yes.

      As things stand, though, it’s one close call after another, and because things are bad enough already, fate throws another thing into the mix.

      How about some games to the death? And shapeshifting angels?

      Never ask if life can get any worse. Life tends to take that as a challenge.

      A challenge Frankie and her boys will accept. No other option left on the table.

      Together they will fight to keep each other alive, hoping for a way out of this mess.

      Together.

      Together or never, and their love might be the ace up their sleeve, because Heaven never saw it coming at all…

      

      *OF LOVE AND WAR is book four, the final book 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.

      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. 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 point of view

    

  


  
    
      Cross my heart and hope to die; so stick a needle in my eye, if what I say should be a lie. My word is as good as gold; it shall not tarnish or grow old. It has not been bought or ever sold.
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      We’re running for our lives through Pandemonium College.

      Inasmuch, this is nothing unusual. Just your average Wednesday. Since word got to Heaven and the Four Houses that I’m the White Queen Witch’s daughter, and not only that, I seem to wield an unholy power over life and death, quite a few people have been after me.

      These were mercenary supernaturals, sleepers here at the College paid in favors to hunt me down and kill me, and not to forget the five boys at my side—who refused to kill me.

      But now we are not only still trapped inside the magical, invisible dome of the College, we have four angels coming after us, great wings beating, screeching shrilly enough to make my head hurt. I’m sure somewhere glass is shattering with the supersonic frequencies.

      Four angels with spears of divine flame and the faces of animals, bronze hooves, and crowns of white light.

      And a fifth angel, an archangel, directing them.

      Raziel.

      He said he came to take me to Heaven, though he’d rather kill me, and he obviously hasn’t changed his mind about that.

      Thankfully, Kass and Ryu have a hold on us and we’re moving as fast as a thought, streaking through the College grounds. Our surroundings are a blur. We zig and zag, we zip and zap. Bile rises in my throat.

      “This way!” Ryu cuts to the right, and we all swerve. Ryu has his arms around Asa and Rook, Kass has his arms around me and Tir. We’re a twin storm cloud, traveling at the speed of sound, traversing the College so fast clouds of dust follow us.

      The beating of hooves and the flapping of giant wings hound us, always too close behind, as we cut corners and rush between buildings, passing under trees and between bushes.

      Frightened birds flutter and take flight into the sky.

      “Have we lost them?” Tir’s face is not fully human—Fae-like—yet. His eyes are all black, his skin too white, the edges of his pale hair tipped with darkness as it flies about his face, though there is no sign of his black horns.

      “Lost them?” Kass snorts, taking a corner so fast he knocks Tir into a wall. “We have to break out of this goddamn College. Open that dome.”

      Ryu has stopped and is glancing around, Asa and Rook glaring at our surroundings. We seem to be standing in the shadow of the arena.

      “If you think I’m not trying…” Asa grinds his teeth. “Raziel’s Protocol is broken, the dome he let me built is gone. This one is… different.”

      “Azrael’s Protocol,” Ryu hazards. “And here I thought angels had no free will.”

      “Says who?” Asa demands.

      “The old texts?”

      “We have to hide,” I say. “In a small, narrow place where the angels can’t reach us.”

      “You say it as if they’re cats and we’re the fucking lab mice inside a maze,” Ryu snaps. “These are magical beings.”

      “And so are we.”

      “For now,” Asa says, and I frown, but have no time to ponder his words as we set off again, whooshing after Ryu, Kass’s arms solid around us.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Ask Ryu!”

      “Funny.” He’s a blur ahead of us.

      And the angels swoop down, making me shriek, fire lashing from their spears. It’s not only their faces that aren’t human-like. Their bodies seem to have turned beastly as well, claws and hooves and tails sweeping over us.

      Kass whisks us to one side just as Ryu hauls his cargo to the other. Splitting the angels’ focus.

      No idea if that helps.

      Raziel streaks toward us, and Rook sends a blast of fire upward that seems to shock the archangel into changing the course of his flight.

      “Shrivel up and die, butterfly!” Rook roars.

      I throw an incredulous look his way. He didn’t just say that.

      Kass stops. He’s panting. Even vampires can tire, I think. But then I realize the angels haven’t come back. Are they regrouping? Resting? Taking a break to sing some hymns?

      We need a place where we’re temporarily safe to sit down and think how to defeat them, get rid of them,” Ryu says as he and the others stride over to us.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s heresy,” I mutter.

      “They’re monsters about to gobble us up.”

      “Or just kill us dead. That’s what Raziel wants.”

      “Whatever.” Kass scowls. “The end result will be the same.”

      “What about underground, a basement?” Ryu comes and slides a muscular arm around me. I lean into his strength, his scent of male musk and that sharp animal tang of shifters.

      “That will trap us like mice in a maze, indeed.” Tir tsks. “We need a place we can easily escape from.”

      “And then ward the Hell out of it.”

      “Literally,” Rook smirks.

      “So what the fuck do we do now?” Kass folds his arms over his chest, black hair falling into gray eyes. “Minchia. This situation has gone to shit.”

      “You could say that again. Like, what the fuck, man.” Tir runs his hands through his hair. The black is receding from his eyes but his fingertips are tipped with it. “I was so ready to portal us to Faerie.”

      “Where was that place we saw through the portal?” I whisper. “It looked… pretty. With a castle and a forest.”

      Now isn’t the time for chitchat, but I need a moment to catch my breath, both physically and mentally, and seeing as nobody is yet gearing up to start running again, they probably need it, too.

      Everyone turns to stare at Tir, as if they, too, are wondering.

      “It’s a place near my hometown,” Tir says, looking away. “We should get going. We’ve lingered enough.”

      True.

      “We should ask for help,” Ryu says.

      “Help?”

      “We have allies, remember? We’re not alone in this anymore. The shifters, the demons… and the Fae are now under Tir’s leadership. Surely they’ll help us fight the angels.”

      “Things have changed again.” Tir sounds dubious. “But I’ll see what I can do. Let’s go find Cirdan.”

      And we’re whisked away again, Ryu holding me this time together with Tir, Kass hauling along Rook and Asa.

      I want to hear more about Tir’s life, before and after he joined the Wild Hunt, and about Faerie in general. Of all the worlds that are linked to the human one, it has fascinated me the most. Could be the fairytales Grandad would sometimes tell me when I was little, so full of the trickster race. Could be Uncle Sindri being the most mischievous and secretive of my uncles.

      Could simply be this man, Tir, who gave me my first smile in this College and who’s as lethal as he is elegant, as powerful as he is gentle.

      No, I’m not playing favorites. It’s his homeland that has me more intrigued than Hell or Heaven, the forests Ryu ran in as a fox, and the Italian mafia Kass was raised in. And that glimpse… that was a tease.

      I’ve never been outside of a city, except for the occasional excursion when I was little. I’ve been cooped up in the concrete jungle since Granddad took me to live with him. Through the portal, all was green and pretty and that castle definitely smacked of fairytales.

      I think of my book, now gone, the Jungle Book where the feral child is living with all the wild animals, not interested in venturing into the human world, and I wonder if that’s why I identify with that boy so much.

      It’s not that I don’t want to live in the human world. It’s, in fact, what I desire the most.

      But it’s the fear of losing what humanity I have, of not being able to go back to that gilded, innocent childhood I lived that makes me keep looking for the fairytale. And the fairytale is the cage that might protect my mind from breaking…
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      The Fae are gathered by the lake in the College Park, where Jatri and Sebastian bullied us, gave us those pills, and tried to force Kass to bite me.

      It’s afternoon and classes are over, except for PE and art. The campus is relatively empty but here and there students walk, shooting us quizzical looks. We must look bedraggled and exhausted. I, for one, am dragging my steps now that Ryu has put me down.

      My thoughts are sluggish, as is my body. I’m still drained from bringing Asa back to life. If it wasn’t for Ryu and Kass lugging us around like dead weight… I don’t want to think about what would have happened.

      What the angels would have done to us.

      The angels’ silence and absence worry me. Better to have your enemy within sight. I have to fight the urge to keep looking over my shoulder. Surely the angels wouldn’t attack us here, among all the students, right?

      And why not? a voice in my head whispers. As if they care about appearances? As if they even understand why it would traumatize people? No, that’s not why.

      “Where the fuck are the angels?” Rook speaks my thoughts and fears. “Anyone else worried about what they’re planning?”

      “Nah, it never crossed my mind,” Tir drawls. “What do you think?”

      “Where are the fuckers hiding? I think it’s highly suspicious that they gave us a breather and aren’t tearing us to shreds yet.”

      We all ponder this fact as we slowly make our way to the lake and the Fae gang.

      “Could they be chasing us for fun?” Rook muses. Then he catches our incredulous looks and shrugs his powerful shoulders. “What? I’ve seen a lot of weird things over the centuries and angels are the most unhinged douchebags you’ve ever seen.”

      “I got the impression they were really trying to get us,” I whisper.

      “No shit.” Kass inspects his arm where I see a blackened patch. “That fire sure burns.”

      “Kass, are you okay?”

      “Dandy.” He twists to look at his back. “A little singed. Now I’m smoking hot.”

      I choke on a laugh and cough.

      Ryu guffaws.

      Asa reaches my side and I slip my hand in his. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m the one who should be asking you that.” Now my worry about the angels takes a back seat compared to my worry about him. He looks… haggard.

      “I’m fine, Musen,” he whispers.

      “Okay, fess up: what’s a musen?”

      He blinks but doesn’t reply, and the Fae sitting on the lakeshore are already on their feet, a few coming to intercept us. Cirdan is standing, too, but doesn’t move from the spot.

      Tir steps before us, greeting the Fae with a curt nod, then walks down the shore to Cirdan, Jatri’s second in command.

      Now Tir’s second, since he took leadership of the Fae gang.

      It still feels unreal to recall that battle in the auditorium that had taken the life of the leader of the College Fae. And other students’ as well, of course, but Jatri had been a bit of a celebrity.

      His funeral hasn’t yet been held.

      I have placed in jeopardy the lives of everyone within the walls and wards of this College just by coming here. Including my five Wonderboys.

      Though, to be fair, they’d signed their contracts willingly once upon a time, hoping to gain something from them.

      That was before they had decided to break their promises to their handlers and Houses and side with me.

      “Tirius.” Cirdan gives a small, stiff bow from the shoulders. He’s dressed in a flamboyant long shirt cinched at the waist like a medieval tunic, and yellow pants.

      So unlike Tir’s usual attire of soft T-shirts and jeans, a legacy from his past on the streets. He had said that, I realize, but never explained when that had been. Hadn’t his family sold him to the Wild Hunt? Had the Wild Hunt lived in a city for a while?

      “We need your help,” Tir says, skipping to the heart of the matter. “You said you were our ally. So help us. We need a safe place. A hidden place, so warded we can have a night’s peace.”

      Cirdan folds his arms over his chest. “What’s the meaning of this? We have been waiting for you to lead us, not to come looking for protection. Who’s after you? Has there been another attack?”

      “You could say that. We have five angels on our tails.”

      “Five angels?” Cirdan barks out a laugh. “Angels? There are no angels in the College, except for Asa⁠—”

      “Now there are five more and they aren’t happy.”

      “Are you fucking with me, kerel?” Cirdan glances past Tir at us and what he sees on our faces must be convincing because he scowls. “Dammit.” He rubs his knuckles over his mouth. “Dammit, Tirius. When we agreed to side with you in this conflict, Heaven wasn’t directly involved.”

      “Does that change anything?”

      “What do you think? It’s one thing to go against one’s elders, one’s House, and another to go against the higher powers.”

      “But the dome closed again over the angels,” Tir says. “We’re all trapped here. What if Heaven didn’t mean for its crazed minions to kill Frankie and wreak havoc on the College?”

      “Are you saying these are rogue angels? Or that the dome somehow drove them out of their minds?”

      Tir shrugs. “Who can tell?”

      I hold my breath. He’s right, who’s to tell? We certainly don’t know, or does Tir have an idea he hasn’t yet shared with us?

      And who’s to tell whether Tir is bluffing or telling the truth? He has trouble lying, but twisting the truth is a Fae specialty.

      After a long pause during which I give in and twist around to check our surroundings and the sky in case the angels are making a comeback, Cirdan sighs.

      “Fine.” He nods at a couple of his Fae. “Come on. Let’s hide you. And then you tell me everything you know.”
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        * * *

      

      The place Cirdan leads us to is an abandoned building out in the park. The roof seems way too low, but as two Fae wrestle the double doors open, I see a ramp leading down into the ground. It’s a semi-basement.

      As we enter, I realize it has a sloped roof and a floor made of some kind of plaster. It looks ancient. Bats flap as we venture further inside. Mice squeak as we go down the ramp, fleeing from us.

      Awesome.

      And spiders. There are bound to be spiders, because fuck my life.

      Rook lifts his hand and a fire blasts into life on his palm, illuminating the place and his handsome face. More piles of moldy mats and ancient equipment meet my eyes.

      At least we have something to sleep on.

      I walk over to Rook and he lifts an arm, settling it over my shoulders as we survey our hidey-hole.

      “What is this place?” I whisper.

      “You can’t say we don’t take you to nice places,” Rook says with a wink. “Oh, I know just the thing to make this spot cozy. A sofa, a few flowers, and Bob’s your man.”

      “There used to be an ice hockey ring out here,” Cirdan says from the entrance.

      “For real?” Rook’s dark brows arch. The flames dance in his blue eyes. “Fascinating.”

      “And this was the storage room. Now the ring is overgrown with vegetation. Only the stadium and the arena are still in use.”

      “You make it sound like this College has been here forever,” I say.

      “At least a few hundred years,” Cirdan says. “It has existed even before the Coalescence.”

      That was the event that changed the world—the diminishing of the witches and the ancient elemental magic which led to the dominance of demonblood, a more male, demonic magic, strong but more controllable. It allowed the magical races to emerge into the light and make agreements with humanity, leading to a real cohabitation.

      And clashes, supernatural mafias, and often a crash of the technology, but hey, it made the world more interesting.

      My world.

      And I’m at the very heart of his new clash that’s pitting magical beings against one another and the divine.

      “So tell us, Tirius.” Cirdan leans against the open doors. Of course he’d ask Tir who has trouble lying. “Why are the angels here? And how did the dome open and close again before any of us—before the Four Houses—even noticed and rushed to grab her?”

      “Only an angel could open and close the dome again.” Tir has walked further into the vast space, his voice echoing a little, his hair like a pale halo around his head.

      A nifty reply, avoiding most of the questions.

      “And these five angels you mentioned?”

      “They slipped through.”

      “Has something changed? Does Heaven want you dead?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Hm.” He frowns at us. “Fine. And who are these angels?”

      “Archangel Raziel and four of his minions.” Said with disdain. Tir examines his nails as if he’s thinking of trying a manicure. “Sadly, they neglected to offer their names. I should ask, so I know what to write on their graves.”

      He looks way too relaxed. I know that posture. He’s putting up a façade of nonchalance.

      “If you’re so confident about beating them,” Cirdan says, “why are you here, asking for my help?”

      Tir finally turns back around. “Are you on our side, Cirdan, or not? Make up your mind.” He takes a step toward the door. “Do you want to test our mettle? Our powers? Do you want to see what Frankie can do to draw Heaven’s attention?”

      I shiver.

      A hush falls over us.

      “Of course not,” Cirdan says smoothly. “We trust you. We chose you, after all, to replace Jatri. You’re the strongest among us.”

      Tir holds the Fae’s gaze, then dips his chin in acknowledgment of Cirdan ceding ground.

      “What happened to his body?” I ask as the Fae start to pull back. “To Jatri’s body?”

      My question hovers in the air.

      Cirdan frowns. “What do you care? He bullied you.”

      “Judging people’s fates isn’t up to me,” I say with a shrug. “He was very young. He might have become a better man over time, given the chance.”

      Cirdan eyes me, narrowing his brows. “You’re the first person to say anything like that about him.”

      “Anything that stupid,” another Fae sneers.

      “You’re not what I expected, Frankie,” Cirdan says, sending the Fae who spoke a withering look.

      “Join the club,” Rook mutters.

      My cheeks are heating. I’m not sure whether he’s complimenting or berating me, and I don’t care. Shouldn’t care. My opinion. My business.

      “We’ll leave you to rest.” Cirdan gestures at his gang to move as he heads back out. “I’ll send someone over later with food and water. The secret password is Dimwits.”

      “Charming,” Ryu says.

      “Once an asshole, always an asshole,” Kass mutters. “And I’m not talking about Jatri, although that whole not speaking ill of the dead doesn’t sit well with me. He was a bully and a motherfucking jerk.”

      “I can still hear you!” Cirdan calls from behind the closing doors.

      “It’s not a secret,” Kass says.

      “Kass,” I say, “hush.”

      He gives me a sharp grin.

      “Put all the wards you can on the door,” Tir calls out to the departing Fae, “and we will do the same inside. We need to buy ourselves some time, figure a way out of this.”

      Somehow.
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      “I bet Cirdan is going to call his contact in the House of Earth right away,” Tir grouses, “find out what is going on.”

      “We should do the same,” I say.

      “Are you insane? We disobeyed direct orders.”

      “And punishment will come. But meanwhile, what if we can find out what is going on? Why Raziel came as if of his own will, seemingly for his own ends? Does Heaven even know what he’s doing? And who are the ugly fuckers he brought along?”

      “Yeah, those are the questions we need to discuss. First, though, we need demonblood for the wards. Rook, get your ass over here.” Kass bites into his wrist and snarls with his blood-stained mouth, fangs glinting crimson, red running down his chin. His eyes darken. “Hurry up.”

      I blink as Ryu lines up with him, grinning a savage, sharp-toothed smile before biting into his own wrist. “Let’s ward the shit out of his place. We’re getting pretty damn good at it, aren’t we?”

      I glance at Asa who is sitting on an empty crate, head bowed. Frankie has gone to him, talking to him in hushed tones. If I focus, I can eavesdrop easily, but… I hesitate. For the first time in my life, I actually fucking care about what these people might think of me.

      Because I love them.

      The actual situation, though, is a fucking mess. Lucifer’s blue balls, I can’t believe a fucking archangel is after us, and that we’re imprisoned together with him and his ass-lickers in this mousetrap.

      Not that ass-licking is bad.

      And now I get hard, staring at Kass. You can’t blame me. I’m an incubus surrounded by the most beautiful group in creation, not to mention all this adrenaline is doing its job, making my heart pound and my blood rush faster in my veins.

      In my cock.

      “Rook. Tir.” Kass’s gaze has gone red. His head is slightly bowed, black hair falling into his eyes, square jaw clenched, his blood dripping from his wrist to the floor. “Come on.”

      “Right on.”

      Tir watches me from under pale lashes as he makes his way to the door and follows suit, biting into his wrist. Ryu and Kass are already painting wards on the closed double doors, chanting the spells under their breaths.

      Demonblood is our safest bet against the angels. Angelblood is akin to demonblood, a different strain, and therefore best repelled through it.

      Or so we have all been taught. I wonder how much fucking good it will do against the damn archangel and his weirdo angel flunkeys.

      I don’t like angels. Asa excepted of course, because that fucker got under my skin, but yeah, after spending centuries battling the cherubs and getting to know them for the sly, sadistic bastards they are, it’s hard for me to warm up to them.

      Maybe my fire can warm us all up. Burn up to the sky.

      Grunting as I offer my blood to the altar of wards, mixing it with that of the others, I take in their faces. Frankie’s small bright face bent close to Asa’s pale, angular one, their pale locks tangling together. Kassander has a wildness in his expression—maybe the scent of blood makes him high? Who the fuck knows with vampires?—and Ryu is tense, probably not so used to demonblood spells after all the time he spent as a fox. As for Tir, he looks lost in thought, his bloodied hand resting on the metal door.

      My lovers. My friends. My… mates? What are we, this weird motley crew of beings, thrown together by chance and dark pasts, by hope that keeps getting dashed and yet never winks out? What…?

      Oh shit, the spell. The wards. Why am I so distracted?

      “Guys,” I bark. “Focus.”

      Tir jerks guiltily and I’m kinda sorry I surprised him.

      We need to get moving. Besides, whatever he was thinking, judging from the look he had on his face, couldn’t have been so good.

      Whispering the ancient words under my breath, I smear my blood on the doors, then start walking around the perimeter of the storeroom, marking the peeling walls, the others following me.

      The storeroom is big, and it’s only the four of us warding it. Asa has no demonblood and Frankie doesn’t know the spells. Not to mention, they both look beat. I’d rather not ask them to bleed for this cause.

      Worry returns to tighten my chest, but I do my best to ignore it, together with the lust and affection for all these people who managed to worm their way into my black heart. I fling my blood at the walls, drawing the old symbols, blocking entrance to anyone who might decide to intrude.

      I pause in my warding to shake my fist at Heaven.

      Just because it feels good and necessary.

      “If you’re all done,” Asa says, his voice carrying through the empty, echoing space, laced with exhaustion, “we need to discuss strategy.”

      Pressing my lips into the thinnest fucking line, I draw two more symbols and nod at my found family. “I think we’re good for now. Assuming Raziel doesn’t have anything new under his snow-white, lacy sleeve. So go on, General, tell us your thoughts on your winged colleagues. I love me some water cooler gossip.”

      “Rook…”

      I glance at Tir. “That’s the expression, right? Water cooler gossip? I brushed up my slang before coming up here.”

      Tir shakes his head, his mouth tilting in a faint smile and it makes me want to put my arms around him. “You’re doing okay, I guess.”

      “Pull up a crate,” Asa says.

      “Dammit, the cherub sounds even better at ease in modern language than I am,” I mutter. “What gives, right?”

      “That’s the thing…” Asa says slowly as we gather around him and Frankie. “I don’t know if I’m an angel. If I ever was.”

      Okay, what in the actual fuckity fuck?
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      “Before Raziel arrived here,” Asa says, “before he ended me and Frankie brought me back, he told me that I’m a mortal. I died and I was recruited by Heaven for this mission. My goal was never to return to Heaven… it was to ascend for the first time.”

      “Nani?” Ryu blinks. He’s sat on an upturned old red bucket, the hue echoing his flaming hair and his hands covered in blood.

      Frankie nods. “Raziel said Asa is a mortal.”

      “She knew this? Frankie, you knew this?”

      “I found him, remember? I heard Asa refusing to end me… I might have listened in for a minute before Raziel brought in his assassin. I didn’t expect Raziel to kill Asa.”

      “Who did?” I mutter.

      “But the fact he could send a man to kill Asa so easily… I think it confirms that this is true.”

      “Wait… wait.” Ryu is shaking his head, red hair flying. “This makes absolutely no sense, Asa. You have angelic powers. I’ve seen them. You have the Glory.”

      “Borrowed,” Asa says gravely, “for this mission, it would seem.”

      “No, you still have them. I saw you fight against the angels. If your powers had an expiration date, then why are they still present?”

      “True.” Now Asa is frowning. “I thought Raziel would have stripped them off me when he killed me. Or at the very least, when he found me still breathing. It makes no sense why he’d leave me with any sort of magic if his plan was to remove me from this game.”

      Yeah, Ryu is right, something isn’t adding up here. I drag a metal crate to the circle we’ve formed and park my ass on it. It feels good to stretch my long legs in front of me. My boots are scuffed and splashed with blood, my black pants torn at the hem and filthy. I stink. My dreams when it came to this mission all sank—only to be replaced by new ones.

      Would they float, though? Would we be able to survive and stay together? That didn’t look in any way certain, and yet I’d learned from a very young age to take what I can, live in the moment. I had also learned not to engage my heart.

      Like the fool I am, I tossed all those hard-won lessons out the window the moment I landed here and met these sexy, gorgeous, very annoying and impossibly likable people around me.

      “Let’s focus on the most urgent matters here,” Kass says. He chose to remain standing, propping a hip against one of the metal pillars holding the roof up.

      “The rogue angels,” I whisper, “with the faces of animals and claws of beasts. Four like the elements, Earth, Fire, Water, and Air. Like us. The four fixed signs of the zodiac.”

      “Maybe you’re on to something there,” Tir mutters. “But angels aren’t elemental.”

      “That’s debatable,” Kass says. “Like all of us magical beings, they are probably a mixture of powers. Ancient gods adopted into the pantheon, fallen angels turning into demons, angels mating with humans to produce half-angels… I doubt Heaven has managed to remain pure after all the millennia, at least the lower Heavens.”

      “There are nine types of angels,” Asa says. “Seraphs, Cherubs, Thrones, Dominions, Virtues, Powers, Principalities, Archangels, and Angels.”

      “And fallen angels,” I mutter, eyeing him because his surname is Nephal, as in Nephilim, the fallen ones, and that has yet to be explained.

      “If those angels are Virtues,” Asa goes on, “then they have elemental magic, but Raziel…”

      “Archangels are a different kettle of fish,” Ryu mutters. “A rabid one.”

      “How to defend yourself against rabid angels,” Tir grins.

      “An archangel and a demon walk into a bar,” I say, “and they both demand a strong draught. The bartender slams their drinks in front of them. The demon downs his in one gulp and burps with satisfaction, while the archangel…”

      “The archangel what?” Ryu demands.

      “How should I know? Ask Raziel.” I chuckle, immensely pleased with myself for putting that outraged look on the fox’s face.

      “Boys,” Frankie says, her voice low, but it cuts through our merriment.

      Fuck.

      “No rest for the wicked,” I say. “Sorry, Darling. Go on, Cherub. Tell us your thoughts about these four sexy beasts.”

      “You’re saying they may be Virtues,” Kass says. “A rare sort of angel.”

      “Perhaps. Then there’s the matter of the winged beasts of the Apocalypse,” Asa says. “The beasts guarding the high. Four beasts full of eyes. And the first beast was like a lion, and the second beast like a calf, the third had the face of a man, and the fourth beast was like a flying eagle. It’s not clear what they are.”

      “How is this helping anyway?” I scrub my hands over my face. Weariness is dragging me down. I’ve had to spend quite a bit of blood for the wards, and my wrist is still sluggishly bleeding. Maybe I should ask Kass to lick the wound and seal it. Or just lick me everywhere.

      Mind out of the gutter, Rook.

      Sigh.

      “Those virtuous… beasts,” I say. “How do we kill them?”

      “We will need angelic weapons.”

      “Asa has an angelic sword. How can we make more angelic weapons?”

      “Do you see a forge anywhere?”

      “Not like that, you idiot. Can we imbue our weapons with angelic magic? Can Asa or Frankie do that? Maybe Asa can douse our weapons in his angelic seed.”

      Ryu leans over and cuffs me on the back of the head. “Sex-crazed demon.”

      “Unfair. You guys are just too virginal.”

      Kass chokes and starts coughing.

      “I don’t know how to create angelic weapons,” Frankie whispers and her somber face brings me back to earth with a thump. “Asa?”

      “I’m not aware that I can,” he says quietly. “Besides which… I don’t know if killing angels is a good idea.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Angels don’t have free will. Each angel is an aspect of God entrusted with a single purpose. Kill one or change their purpose and reality itself may change. It makes the attempt at killing me more logical, since I’m technically not an angel.”

      “And Frankie?”

      “Half angel. I don’t know. Maybe the rules don’t apply to us.”

      “Two cherubs in a tree,” I whisper. “If I kiss one, will the other kiss me?”

      “Is it true that angels have no free will, though?” Frankie is frowning. “My father lay with my mother. Gave her his pendant. That doesn’t sound like he was a pawn.”

      “How do you know? How can you be sure he wasn’t on a mission? I mean, look at all the fallen angels. That surely wasn’t part of god’s plan.”

      “Are you saying the angels falling was part of a divine plan? And that Azrael… he had a plan to create Frankie?”

      She’s shivering hard. Asa pulls her to him, onto his lap, and wraps his arms around her. I want to join them, put my arms around them, feel their warm bodies. Let them know I’d do anything to protect them.

      That’s how bad it is. How hard I’ve fallen.

      “Angels can’t be killed,” Kass says. “Saint Thomas Aquinas says so in Summa Theologica. He says the angels are incorruptible substances. They cannot die, decay, break up, or be substantially changed. They cannot be corrupted.”

      “Well, I think there is substantial evidence from history,” Ryu drawls, “that they aren’t free of corruption.”

      “Be that as it may,” Kass says, “killing them⁠—”

      “Then we don’t kill them,” I hear myself say. “If we even could. I mean, does breaking their physical bodies kill them? In battle, I’ve fought angels loads of times, but I’ve never stayed behind to check if the bodies stayed dead.”

      “Why didn’t you say you have experience battling angels?”

      “What did you think I was doing all the years fighting Heaven? Having drinks with the angels and playing hot poker?”

      “Be serious for once, Rook!” Kass barks and I wince.

      Fuck. I’m letting them down. It’s such a novel feeling. I’ve… never had anyone I could disappoint. If I failed a mission, I was punished. And if I failed a comrade in Hell’s army, well… in my experience, it was always each man for himself.

      Until now.

      “Listen,” I start and they’re all looking at me.

      They don’t look angry, I realize. They look bleak but also hopeful. They think that I know more, that I can help. And fuck me, for the first time in my life I find myself stressed because I want to be of use. To be the one to save them.

      “You can use angelic weapons to wound them,” I say. “Slow them down. That much I know. Demonblood also hurts them. They will need time to regroup. Demonblood magic can be used in various ways, from direct blasts and spells to protective amulets and wards.”

      “Amulets.” Ryu turns to Frankie. “Like the one your father gave your mother?”

      She touches the medallion hanging at her throat. Dark eyes blink. “Do you think it could work against Raziel? It’s Azrael’s. Angelic in nature.”

      “We could try,” I say. “Given they haven’t changed their minds, decided we’re delightful and come begging for our friendship.”

      “Har har,” Ryu says.

      “That’s an idea,” Tir says. “What if we somehow make them change their primary purpose?”

      “See the part about changing reality.”

      “Fine. But what about this purpose? This mission directed by Raziel? Can’t we change their minds?”

      “You assume they can think for themselves.”

      “Yeah, I do. They’re angels, not naked swords. Or does Heaven make it a habit to create zombie soldiers?”

      “I have no fucking clue what Raziel is doing. You never know.”

      “Awesome,” Tir says.

      “But we have to pull them away from Raziel’s influence,” Frankie says. “He is wielding them like weapons.”

      “There has been a rumor,” I say, “circulating in Hell for ages, and I mean literally ages, that true names can control anything, living or dead.”

      “That sounds like a tale of my people,” Tir says with a crooked grin. “A tall tale. Find out Rumpelstiltskin’s true name and save yourself.”

      “It’s a rule of elemental magic,” I say. “But it might still work, if these beastly angels are elemental and ancient, as Asa suggested. Find their true names, and then you don’t have to try and kill them but control them, trap them.”

      “And how the Hell can we find their true names?” Frankie asks in the gathering silence. “Here it took us forever to figure out who my father is. We don’t even have access to the library anymore, let alone the internet.”

      “What about you, Kass?” I turn to the hunky vampire. “You memorized the map of the College. Have you memorized anything else that might prove useful in this regard?”

      He frowns. “Let me have a think.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m holding on to Asa, clinging to him, seated in his lap. I like the feel of his strong arms around me, his scent winding through my senses. My mind is spinning in useless circles and he’s the only solid thing in the world right now. Him, and my other boys.

      “You should set ourselves up for the night,” he says. “See if there are any mats and blankets. It’s going to get cold.”

      “Didn’t know angels got cold,” Rook mutters, getting up from his crate to wander to the back of the storeroom. “Or that they slept, for that matter.”

      “We don’t,” Asa says. “Sleep, that is.”

      “Ah ha. Another point against you being just a mortal. Mortals do get cold and do need sleep, for your information.”

      Asa gives a soft snort but he buries his face in my neck and I think he’s shaking. Exhausted, confused, stressed out—he has to be at the end of his wits by now, which is something I’d never have foreseen for Asa when he first landed at the College, cool and aloof, barely human.

      Is he right? Do angels have no free will? My father said the same, in the same breath as telling me I should ascend.

      Can I ascend?

      And be what? An angel? An archangel? Some other weird Heavenly being?

      And then be Raziel’s equal in power. I’m not sure such an action is reversible though. Once I ascend, my life on earth is over. My emotions will be gone. These boys… will mean nothing to me. My family will mean nothing to me.

      No free will. Only a divine purpose.

      Why did my father lie with my mother? Was he obeying an order from Heaven?

      Was everything part of God's plan? Am I just a cog in a huge machine?

      This talk of fighting and trapping the angels is insane. What I need to do is talk to my father. Or at least Raziel in a moment when he’s not commanding his angels to disembowel us. If my father hadn’t arrived at such an importune moment, I’d have concluded the deal with the archangel.

      A deal to save my guys.

      Raziel appeared interested. Only now he seems more intent on killing me.

      As if my father’s arrival and his words changed his mind again. He’s unsure. I can sway his mind again. I can tell him that my father—one of the ancients, ha!—will be angry if I’m dead.

      Will he?

      He didn’t seem to think twice about trapping me here with the monsters.

      But Raziel doesn’t need to know the truth—that I never knew my father, that we never spoke. I’m not Fae, I can lie just fine. If I tell him this is a plan my father and I concocted, how is he to know the truth?

      The moment the monstrous angels stop for a breather.

      Convince him that he needs me alive.

      The boys are dragging old mats to the center of the storeroom. There Rook has halted to put wards on the pillars holding up the sloped roof, then he starts climbing one to put more on the ceiling. Kass joins him, and they work in silence, strong legs curled around the pillars, painting the ceiling with their blood.

      Good thinking. The angels can come in from the roof just as easily as through a door or a wall. I feel kind of useless, curled up on the mattresses laid on the floor, Asa sitting beside me. Not trained in magic, not strong enough to help. I feel so drained ever since I brought Asa back.

      He’d warned me.

      But I couldn’t let him stay dead any more than I could let any of them, or my family that I grew up with stay dead when I can bring them back.

      It really is a wonderful and terrible gift because it carries this responsibility with it, or… not a responsibility, but a choice. If you can bring anyone back, who will you choose? If your energy is limited and you can only bring back one, who will it be?

      It makes my head hurt.

      “Here. These blankets…” Ryu coughs. “This is centuries worth of dust, dammit.”

      “They will do,” Tir says, grabbing one of the blankets and hauling it to the pile of mats.

      “Do we need them?”

      “Not all of us are as hotblooded as you shifters.”

      “Chickens,” Ryu says.

      “Will you stop bickering like old ladies?” Kass slowly slides down the pillar, leaving bloody streaks on it. “Vecchie pettegole.”

      “Up yours,” Ryu says. “Apologies, my Italian is rusty.”

      “He only translated into Italian what he said in English,” Rook says with a snort, sliding down from his pillar, wiping his bloodied hands on his black pants. “Old gossiping ladies.”

      “Oh.” Ryu gives Kass a sideways stare and a grin. “Maybe I should learn some Italian. This grumpy vamp is so fond of throwing words and phrases at us. I have to defend myself.”

      It warms me up, that Ryu should state he wants to learn a language. It’s yet another step away from his initial goal that brought him on this mission—his desire to be allowed to die. Which brings up the question…

      “You really can’t die?” I blurt out and they all turn and stare at me as if I’ve grown a second head. Ryu. “I mean, I know all magical beings live long lives, but why…”

      “Why ask for death, you mean?” he says softly. “Why taking a blade to myself didn’t work? Why I had to go on a mission to have them kill me in return?”

      I nod, words failing me. I wish I hadn’t asked, but curiosity is now lighting up everyone’s eyes.

      And Ryu is pale and tight-jawed.

      “Ryu,” I start, not sure how to retract my question now, how to fix this.

      But he lifts a hand. “It’s fine. I wasn’t trying to keep a secret from you. I just never thought to explain. Not like we’ve had a lot of downtime to talk.”

      Just what I was thinking, but this time I clamp my mouth shut and wait to see if he’ll answer.

      They’re all standing there, and I uncurl slowly from my spot on the mats. Asa takes my hand in his, and Rook sits down on my other side, nudging me a little with his elbow.

      It makes me feel a little better. What I really want right now is to gather Ryu into my arms, rest my head on his chest and listen to his heart beating, reassure myself that he’s all right.

      That everything will be all right.

      But of course it’s not.

      And Ryu says, “I’m cursed.”
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      “You’re very funny, foxy,” Rook says. “We’re all cursed. Though I call dibs. I’m the crème de cursed. Hell⁠—”

      “Rook.” There’s a warning in Kass’ voice that I don’t understand. “Let him finish.”

      Rook winces. “Fuck. Sorry.”

      He always talks too much when he’s nervous. Tense. I’m also tense, clasping my hands together.

      “The man who turned me,” Ryu says, “saved my life, but he said he was only doing it to pass his curse on to me.”

      “First,” I say, “I thought curses weren’t real. And second, I didn’t know you could pass them with an infected bite.”

      “Curses are spells,” Rook says. “Of course they’re real. When you’re not a magical creature, though, it’s a lot easier to be bespelled and cursed. Ensorcelled, some would say. In a bad way. Turning you into a metaphorical pincushion.”

      Tir rolls his eyes.

      “The curse,” Asa says, watching Ryu. “It won’t let you die? That’s impossible. There are limits to spells and curses. To magic. Heaven has the monopoly on true immortality.”

      “True immortality,” Ryu whispers. “Well said. I’m no god.”

      “Then explain. I assume there’s a loophole,” Asa says.

      “Only someone who truly loves me can kill me.”

      “But then that’s fine,” I sigh in relief. “Someone who loves you would never kill you.”

      So relieved because he can’t die. I won’t have to worry about it, and should I feel guilty that it’s one less boy I might need to bring back from the dead?

      “You think it’s fine,” he grinds out. “To live forever while those you love die. The man who put the curse on me knew this. He laughed as he walked away from me.” Ryu growls. “He knew.”

      And turning his back to us, Ryu stalks away to the other end of the storeroom.

      “Well, fuck,” Kass says. “And the man, what, turned to dust?”

      Nobody answers him. We’re silent for a while. I watch Ryu’s broad shoulders, his bowed head.

      “That was bad luck for someone who loves so deeply,” Tir whispers. “If Ryu had a heart of stone, it would have been a blessing, but because losing his own hurts him, it’s a curse.”

      That was why he had asked for death as his reward…

      And I still can’t help but be glad that he can’t die. That’s one boy I don’t have to worry about losing.

      “I never thought he’d open up.” Asa shoots me an admiring look I don’t deserve. “You have hidden talents, Musen.”

      “I have hidden talents too,” Rook says.

      “Like what?”

      “I can cook.”

      “Really?”

      “Skinned rat au charbon. That’s rat on charcoal, apparently.”

      “Don’t diss skinned rat. In some regions of Faerie, it’s a delicacy.”

      “You mean in the Wild hunt. The wild hunt doesn’t count as a gastronomical paradise, Tir. Anyway, I said I can cook. Never said I can cook well.”

      “Bastard,” Kass says.

      I slowly get up and go to stand beside Ryu. “Come back to us,” I whisper, taking his hand. His long fingers curl around mine. “I’m sorry. I understand.”

      He shakes his head a little and I think he’s about to tell me that I don’t understand, not really, and he’d be right to say so. But in the end, he sighs and turns around with me.

      Together we gaze at our Wonderboys, sprawled on the filthy mattresses and blankets, debating the merits of skinned rat versus grilled insects and monster flesh, and they are so pretty. Sexy, muscular bodies, square-jawed faces, silky hair.

      My boys.

      I wish time stopped for a while. I wish we had a big bed where I could lie with them, where I would wind myself around them. There’s still so much to talk about, to find out, to explore, bodies and souls, past and present. So much to ask.

      Are they really serious about loving me? I mean, they have been going against their orders to protect me, save me, but don’t they have doubts?

      Do they recall that punishment is coming for them?

      I don’t know how to spare them that, or what form it might take.

      I need them close to me, touching skin on skin. I have already missed their mouths, their hands, their taste on my tongue, the feel of them inside me, this physical confirmation of need and desire, the manifestation of attraction, the bodily echo of my feelings made flesh.

      But we’re locked up in here and the angels are outside, lurking in the falling darkness like nightbirds, like angry ghosts waiting to pounce.
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      “What the fuck is wrong with your dad?” Tir sits down beside me, cross-legged. He pulls his bow as if out of thin air, shrunk to this short staff, and twirls it. “Locking us in here with the fucking monster angels? Doesn’t he care at all what happens to you?”

      I shrug. “I guess… deep inside I had hoped that he hadn’t known about me. That once he found out, he’d want to meet me. Want me to make it out of this mess alive.”

      “Seems not.”

      “Yeah. Hey, where do you guys keep your weapons most of the time? You seem to be pulling them⁠—”

      “Out of our asses,” Rook says.

      “I was going to say out of thin air.” I make a face at him.

      “Or that, he nods.”

      It may be stupid to be discussing things like that when we’re hunkering here like animals in a burrow, distracting myself with small funny things or their beauty when I should be strategizing. Thing is… I have no idea how to get out of this one.

      Five angels, an archangel included.

      What am I supposed to do? Scream and attempt to kill them? Level the College? Risk my boys in the process, and Juliette, and all the innocent students and professors?

      Risk my already tenuous sanity?

      “You create a pocket in reality,” Tir says, “and hide your weapon in it. We of course call it Glamour.”

      “Like you glamour your injuries all the time,” I say, and his mouth flattens.

      Then a rueful smirk tugs at his full lips. “You have always seen right through me.”

      Not sure about that. I started out thinking they were all your average supernatural students, arrogant and entitled, unable to understand what I was going through.”

      Only to find out their lives have been so much harsher than mine and their choices just as shitty. Or worse.

      “Nifty, that,” Kass mutters. “Hiding injuries is a good strategy in battle. You don’t want your enemy to know you’re weakened. I use demonblood for the hiding spell but I wonder if my elemental magic might be enough to do the job without wasting blood. Can you show me?”

      “You want me to teach a vampire how to glamour?” Tir’s lip curls and he manages to look down his nose at Kass even though Tir is seated on the mats and Kass is still standing.

      “You could exchange the knowledge,” Kass says softly, “for my services.”

      Tir arches a pale brow. “What sort of services are we talking about?”

      Kass licks his lips. “You can make an educated guess.”

      Tir chuckles. “Look who’s coming out of his shell.”

      And now I have an image of Kass on his knees between Tir’s legs. Or behind Tir, thrusting into him.

      Jesus. It’s getting hot in here. Gah, they’re so gorgeous. I mean, there seems to be something about men over a hundred years old.

      Ryu slides down on his knees across from us. “I use something I suppose is similar to glamour. It’s elemental but it draws on my own element of earth, so if I’m far off the ground, it wouldn’t quite work. It’s a good thing I’m not a bird shifter.”

      “That’s interesting.” Tir turns to Rook. “And you? How do you do it?”

      “In my ass,” Rook says.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Like I said before, I hide my staff in my ass,” Rook says. “Why do you look so shocked? It’s like a dildo.”

      That boy… he always makes us stop and stare.

      “What?” I manage, choking on the word.

      He shrugs. “It’s not that large when shrunk to its handle. And I’m into kink, unlike you vanilla boys and girls. I think you sometimes forget I’m an actual demon. From Hell.”

      I snicker. “No wonder you’re aroused all the time.”

      “Oh, this?” He grabs his crotch with a smirk. “This is my natural state, baby. Nothing more and nothing less.”

      “So it’s not from lusting after us, then?” Ryu leans back where he’s kneeling, grabs the hem of his shirt, and slowly lifts it, baring inch by tantalizing inch his muscular stomach, that sexy V line dipping into his pants, that six-pack that ripples.

      Holy shit. Life as a fox must have been a good workout, I think, kind of dizzily. It doesn’t matter how many times I see him naked. Every time is a new journey into lust.

      Rook leans forward, lips parted. His blue eyes have gone black with lust. “You’re a bad boy, fox. You’re in serious need of a good spanking. Come, I’ll bend you over my knee.”

      “He didn’t mean it, right?” Asa breathes against my neck, his arms tightening around me.

      “Which part?”

      “About hiding his staff in his ass?”

      Laughter bubbles out of me. “No idea.”

      Looks like I’m not the only one who needs to be distracted from reality. Though this, this is real, too—them, their solid bodies, their grins and teasing, the attraction between us. The heat.

      Then Ryu leans forward until he’s on all fours, crawling over to me—and he kisses me.

      Mm…

      It’s as if I was made for them, made to want them, to get aroused over every little—and big—thing about them.

      But even as excitement goes through me and my body reacts, my head spins a little and I fall back against Asa. My limbs are weighed down with lead.

      “Sorry,” I murmur.

      Ryu frowns. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’m—”

      There’s a thump on the double doors, now covered in sigils drawn in the boys’ blood, and we all jump a foot in the air—well as much as you can jump seated on mats piled up on the floor. Ryu is on his feet in an instant, Kass pushes off the pillar he’s been leaning on, and Tir gathers himself into a lethal crouch, his bow lengthening in his hand.

      Asa tenses behind me.

      Only Rook remains seated and seemingly relaxed. “Guys,” he says. “Honestly… the angels wouldn’t bother knocking. Trust me on this.”

      We glance at one another.

      He smirks.

      And he’s right. Cirdan’s voice rings from outside. “Open up! We brought food.”

      “Finally,” Rook says. “I’m famished.”

      We all give him disbelieving looks as he gets up and saunters over to the doors.

      “How can he be hungry at a time like this?” I whisper.

      “We have so many questions about Rook,” Tir mutters, a smirk playing at his lips. “Where is he putting all that?”

      “Like his staff,” Ryu says. “Where is he putting it away every time? You don’t really wanna know.”

      “Exactly,” Tir nods.

      The doors creak as Rook hauls them open. “Come in, food bearers,” he declares and I roll my eyes. “You were our only hope.”
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      “I see you’ve watched lots of mortal movies, Rook,” Frankie says from her nestling inside of Asa’s arms, and I’m jealous of him right now. He looks so tired, though, that I banish that feeling. “What next, Luke, I am your father?”

      “Who’s Luke?” Ryu mutters.

      “I am not your father,” Rook grins, stalking after the Fae, “but you can call me daddy if that rocks your boat.”

      Frankie groans.

      But the Fae approach us and I tense, slowly surging to my feet. The Fae. My gang now, I suppose. Such a goddamn joke. I’ve never been one of them, one of the careless Folk. Even before I was given to the Hunt, my family was living on the outskirts of Faerie society. I was used to poverty before the Hunt showed me what hunger and cold really was. I guess I was… somehow lucky. I didn’t come from riches.

      Though I thought I’d come from love, and that… took a while to get over.

      I’m still unsure how I feel about it, about the realization that my family doesn’t care about getting me back.

      Arawn.

      Cirdan strolls over to us, hands in his pockets, as if herding the ones carrying trays of food and jugs of water. He nods and stops to give me a small bow.

      I want to tell him to stop doing that. I’ve never been someone others bow to, but I grit my teeth and let him. If I’m to be their leader, if I’m to have any sway with them, I might as well pretend I deserve it.

      Act like I like it. Like I care for the taste of power Cirdan seems to like and which Jatri enjoyed so much.

      That bastard. And yet it feels weird to know he’s dead.

      You’d think I’d be used to death by now. Especially the death of my enemies.

      Then again for years and years, decades, I thought I had a heart of stone. I turned sorrow and disappointment into a hard shell, shoring myself, guarding my soft insides, refusing to accept the inevitable conclusion. That I’m unlovable and unneeded, that I’m fine.

      Fine hunting and killing and grieving and⁠—

      “Tir,” Frankie says, reaching for me. “Come here.”

      I frown at Cirdan who has turned to direct his pawns, a girl and a boy, into placing the food trays on an overturned crate, Rook already picking at the food, his mouth stuffed like a goddamn squirrel. Ryu and Kass are standing nearby, a little too casually. Standing guard, in case one or more of these Fae decide to turn against us, sleepers like the one who killed Asa. We can’t trust anyone.

      Reassured they have this under control, I turn back around and go to crouch in front of her. “What is it?”

      “You.” She cups my face in her small hands. “You’re thinking sad thoughts. Want to tell me what’s on your mind?”

      “Nothing,” I say, but she looks into my eyes, one brow arching, and yeah, I was right. She can see right through me, right into my mind, no matter what she says.

      “That’s a big sad nothing, then.” She strokes my hair, tucks it behind my ears, and I shiver, but she doesn’t touch the sensitive tips. The lack of my earrings there bothers me, and still, I won’t go back on my decision to let Kalissa keep them. They were part of the façade, of the armor, and I’m trying to shed that fake calm and acceptance, shed the lie I’ve lived inside of for all this time.

      “Tir,” she whispers. “Not everything you’ve lived is a lie.”

      I pull away, not without regret. This is too much. I smile at her to show her it’s not her fault I need to move. “You’re right.”

      And this is the truest reality I’ve ever lived.

      “Help me up,” she says and instantly I return to her, giving her my hands and hauling her to her feet. She’s not tiny, as some mortal girls are, but the top of her head barely reaches my chin.

      A wave of longing passes through me—to hold her, kiss her, take her, be one with her.

      But she turns to face Cirdan who is now wholly focused on her.

      “Edel Aeval,” Cirdan says with a bow much deeper than the one he’s given me, something I can’t begrudge at all. “I hope this arrangement is to your satisfaction.”

      What is he playing at? I watch his face.

      What did the Lord of the House of Air tell him? How much does he know, apart from the fact the whole world seems to be after her? Does he know what she can do?

      In fact, who in this College knows?

      I move to subtly put myself in Cirdan’s way, in case he suddenly goes after her—and I hear Kass make a noise.

      The Fae girl is walking toward us—heading, in fact, for Asa who’s slowly getting his feet under him. I don’t like how wan the angel still looks—as exhausted as Frankie—and I’m torn between moving to intercept her and staying with Frankie and Cirdan.

      “Aw, angel boy,” she croons. “Did it hurt when you fell from Heaven?”

      “He’s fine,” Rook says, following her, “but I messed up my hair as I crawled out of Hell, does it count?”

      Okay, Rook is keeping an eye on her. A glance to the left shows me Kass moving to join him, while Ryu stays with the Fae male who is glaring at all of us.

      Not a good look for our allies.

      “What sign are you?” the Fae girl now asks Asa, all smiles.

      “Sign?”

      “You know. Star sign.”

      “The sign of the apocalypse,” he snarls.

      I almost laugh out loud. I struggle to control my grin, folding my arms over my chest and biting the inside of my cheek.

      What wouldn’t I give, by Mab’s tits, to keep these people by my side, this newfound family? After all this time, I’ve found people I like and care for, and just like with my original family, it looks like they’ll be taken from me.

      “You’re thinking sad thoughts.”

      So accurate.

      And yet so easy to guess. Even with Rook clowning about to make us laugh, Ryu trying to distract us with thoughts of sex, with the discussion of food and weapon hiding, none of it is enough to take my mind off what’s waiting for us outside these walls.
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