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        The factions in the College have split, some siding with the Four Houses, and some with Frankie – and let’s not forget Heaven who wants her alive.

        This is turning the College into a veritable war zone.

      

      

      Good news is, the boys have shown their true colors and have Frankie’s back, protecting her against assassins and attacks, fighting at her side.

      And sleeping at her side, which is… a bonus.

      How can she resist them, anyway?

      When they are opening up to her.

      Taking care of her.

      Putting their lives on the line for her.

      They still have the potential of breaking her heart, but by now that’s a given. Too late to back away now. Too late to run.

      Things take a turn for the worse when dear old dad’s name is revealed and the angels come down to get her – but Frankie may have a plan…

      

      *OF ANGELS AND DEMONS is book three 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 three 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. 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
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            ASA

          

        

      

    

    
      I lay Frankie on her bunk and step back, unsure what to do next. Holding her in my arms felt strangely pleasant. She’s warm and soft when she’s unconscious, not prickly and fighting.

      Though I also like her prickly, fighting side…

      “Frankie,” Ryu says, oddly quiet, leaning against the bunk bed and reaching over to stroke her hair. “She’s out again.”

      “I know.”

      “We need to wake her up and give her the pills.”

      But nobody else moves. It’s as if we’re reluctant to disturb her rest.

      The medic gave us antibiotics and ibuprofen to give her. She did wake up when he examined her, declaring her wound infected, and she protested, batting at his hands. She was weak. Sick with a fever.

      It’s just that she’s so… fucking cute. Like a kitten. Or a little bird.

      Musen…

      “She’s saying something.” Ryu frowns. “I can’t make it out.”

      We all approach the double bunk bed as if pulled by invisible strings, leaning close. All five of us are tall enough to tower over the bunk beds, putting us at eye-level with a curled-up, blonde girl. Her lashes are dark, as are her brows, her skin like cream, a rosy flush on her cheeks to match her lips…

      “She’s saying something about her aunt,” Ryu says.

      “What about her aunt?”

      “How should I know? Something about her having kittens.”

      Tir frowns. “Her aunt has kittens?”

      “It’s an expression.” Everyone turns to stare at me. “What? To have kittens. To worry and be upset.”

      “And that’s from your study of humankind, is it, Cherub?” Rook drawls.

      “I’m ignoring the silly pet names you use to bait me,” I say.

      “Oh, is that so?”

      “Shush.” Tir props his elbows on the bed. He’s standing closer to her head than us. “Listen.”

      I can hear her now. She’s asking for her aunt. And Julie.

      “Who’s Julie?” Rook mutters.

      “Her cousin, doofus. Remember?”

      “Oh, right.”

      “We should call her cousin over.”

      “Bad idea,” I say.

      “She’s her family, Asa. I know a seraph wouldn’t know anything about families but you… You must know.”

      “You know nothing about me,” I bite out.

      “Nonetheless, we should bring Juliette here. Psychological support helps.”

      “Antibiotics help,” I say. “And she has those. She doesn’t need a cousin to get better.”

      “You’re kind of heartless, aren’t you?”

      “I’m not heartless,” I snap. Why does it bother me? “The less her cousin knows, the better.”

      “Why, what is she going to do? We’re all trapped here, thanks to you.”

      “I followed orders,” I grind out. My neck burns. My hands are fisted. Yeah, this conversation is bothering me way too much. “I need to pray.”

      Rook’s brows go up. “Say what?”

      “I need to pray for guidance. This situation is confusing.”

      “Oh, yeah. Go pray, confused little Cherub.”

      “Will you stop with the cherub thing?”

      Frankie sighs and rolls over on her back.

      “Keep your voice down,” Ryu hisses. “She needs her rest.”

      “She needs to wake up and take her pills,” I argue, getting more annoyed by the second, “and…”

      I don’t know what I had been about to say, because she lifts one arm over her head, turning her pretty face to the side, and I’m left staring at her soft mouth, her neck, the soft mounds of her breasts where her tank top has rolled off one shoulder. Soft, all soft. Beckoning to be touched.

      I remember her underneath me, moaning my name, her mouth reddened from kissing, her legs wrapped around me, and I can’t remember why I ever wanted to go back to Heaven.

      Ryu reaches for her, then retracts his hand, his eyes kind of wide.

      Tir harrumphs. “Yeah, okay, she looks sweet and innocent when she sleeps. Get over it already.”

      Now we all turn to stare at him. “What’s your problem?” I ask.

      “With you?” He bares his teeth at me. “Want a list?”

      I frown. “Is this about the Raziel Protocol?”

      “Believe it or not,” Rook says, “I don’t think it’s what’s pissing us off.”

      “What would you know?” Tir snaps.

      “Ooh, little Fae boy is angry.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “I’m awake, you know,” she says softly. “I can hear you.”

      We all jump at least a foot off the ground.

      “Frankie,” I say.

      “Don’t mind Tir,” Rook rushes to say. “He’s upset because you haven’t let him fuck you yet.”

      “How do you…?” Tir gapes at him. “What the fuck, abesh?”

      “Then you should fuck,” I say, “to clear your head.”

      Tir produces a choking sound. His cheeks color. “What?”

      “Jesus, Asa.” Frankie frowns at me. “Ask a girl first.”

      “Why, would you mind fucking Tir?”

      This time a much darker blush spreads over her cheeks. Suddenly, she struggles to sit up and our attention is no longer on the sputtering Fae because she commands all of it.

      “Girl, you should stay down,” Rook is saying. “You have a fever.”

      “We got you pills,” Ryu says. “You should take them.”

      “With water,” Kass mutters. He hasn’t spoken a word until now. “You should take the pills with water.”

      “And rest,” I mutter.

      While I go pray and hopefully find answers, or at least some calm. I should talk with Heaven, too. See if there’s any news.

      She looks at us, propped up on her elbows, all that pale hair tangled on her shoulders, her dark eyes wide. “Sorry if I freaked you out. I’m fine. Look! All good. Your precious prize is unharmed.”

      “Will you just… stop doing that?” I demand.

      “Doing what?”

      “Talkin about yourself like you’re an object we’re after.”

      “Am I not?” she asks softly.

      “We’re people too. We have feelings,” Ryu says.

      “Do you?” she asks, giving him a side glance. “What kind of feelings?”

      Ryu groans. “Fuck…”

      “Shut your piehole, Ryu,” Kass says.

      “He has a right to talk about his feelings,” Frankie says.

      “I wasn’t… fucking talking about my feelings,” Ryu says, scowling, but sounds uncertain.

      “Huh.” Frankie struggles to sit up and we all rush to help her. “Funny.”
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        * * *

      

      Praying isn’t happening just yet.

      Pills are extracted from packages and a glass is retrieved from the kitchens—Tir goes on that particular errand because apparently, he has friends in the kitchens? Fucking seriously? When did he have time to make friends?—which he brings back full, clutching it in one strong hand.

      Makes me wonder if he used magic to keep the water from spilling.

      And then I don’t know why I am so fascinated.

      I watch her shoot a wide-eyed look at Tir as she takes the glass, Kass steadying her hand so she can take the pills. Ryu is muttering something about cousins.

      We’re all fascinated.

      But then Tir stalks away from the bed to the window. He turns his back to us, looking outside, arms folded over his chest.

      “Tir.” I raise my voice. “Tir, what’s the matter?”

      I don’t expect him to whirl around and jab a finger at me. “You’re wrong. She can’t be an angel.”

      “Angel?” Frankie’s dark eyes grow huge in her small face. “Me?”

      “Asa might have brought up this idea that your father is an angel,” Rook says.

      She stares at us. “I mean… Tir is right, have you met me? I’m no angel. He should know. How was it he called me? Oh yes. A killing machine.”

      Rook gives me a pointed look.

      I wince.

      “She’s a witch,” Tir goes on.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Her mother is one of the strongest witches in history. Her power is elemental. It feels familiar somehow. I think she might be partly Fae.”

      “Why are you talking about me like I’m not here?” She sounds… upset. And tired.

      “This isn’t all about you,” Tir snaps and she flinches a little. “Besides, you hate us, remember?”

      “Permission to punch him in the face?” I glare at him, and I don’t even know why I’m so angry, only that he’s acting like a little fucker.

      “How about I punch you instead?” Tir seethes.

      “Punch away,” she whispers, falling back against the pillow and my anger drains away, leaving me cold. “I don’t feel so good. I think I’m going to rest my eyes some more.”

      Rook frowns. “Are the pills not working?”

      “It takes some time for medicine to work.” Ryu reaches out as if to stroke her hair but pulls his hand back again. “It’s not magic.”

      “You’re all a bunch of losers,” Tir says suddenly, then turns and walks out of the room, the door slamming shut behind him.

      A space of silence follows his departure.

      “What the Hell is the matter with him?” Rook mutters. “You don’t think Jatri’s death affected him, do you?”

      Jatri’s death. With everything going on, the death of the Fae gang’s leader wasn’t on my mind at all.

      I walk to the window and go to my knees.

      “What are you doing?” Ryu snarls. “She passed out again. Should I wake her up? Should I⁠—?”

      “She’s asleep,” I say, settling on the hard floor.

      “How do you know?”

      She mumbles something, scrunches up her cute nose, and sighs.

      I lift a brow. “You were saying?”

      “Fine.” He scowls. “You were right this time. Don’t rub my nose in it. I bet it was a coincidence.”

      “Dear God,” I say, closing my eyes, “help me find patience.”

      “Hey,” Rook says, “we can hear you.”

      “On second thought…” Getting to my feet, I head for the door. “I’ll be back in a jiff.”

      Rook growls. “The Hell you will, Cherub. Where the fuck are you going?”

      “Business meeting,” I throw over my shoulder. “Keep an eye on her.”

      “Hey, big shot, you don’t get to order us around!” Ryu calls out.

      But they don’t come after me.

      Good, because I need a minute. Or two.

      A freaking month wouldn’t be enough for me to come to terms with the fuckfest that is my mind right now, and yeah, I’m well aware that an angel would never think this way.

      This isn’t vocabulary I learned researching Earth. These aren’t thoughts and doubts from books I skimmed or TV shows I glanced at.

      This is all me.

      Something’s wrong with me.

      And hopefully, my commander can tell me what it is and how to fix it. Heaven has never seemed so far away, so out of reach. I need to get up there sooner rather than later.
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        * * *

      

      “Asariel,” the voice acknowledges me after I’m finished with my first oration.

      “Malakh Daliel.” I bow my head. He’s much lower in hierarchy than a seraph—entire Heavens lower—but he’s my new contact. I’m standing inside the men’s showers because it was the only private place I could think of near our room, and the only reason I’m not on my knees is the need to be able to run at a moment’s notice.

      “Identity verified. Nephal rank verified. Mission Pandemonium College verified. Raziel Protocol implementation still in place. You may sp⁠—”

      “I need to speak with Raziel.”

      Daliel is quiet. The seconds tick by. A faucet or showerhead is dripping somewhere, the sound echoing like gunshots in my ears. Like a car crash in slow motion, each sound crisp and deafening, the pain excruciating⁠—

      “Get in here,” a very human male voice says, and I’m so attuned to the angelic frequency that it takes me a moment to decipher the words.

      “Are you sure nobody’s in here?” another male voice asks.

      “Everyone is in class.”

      “You sure? Haven’t seen the gangs around today.”

      “I’m sure. Dammit, come here. Been dreaming of this all week…”

      Two guys stumble into the showers, fully dressed and… kissing. One of them pushes the other against the wall and they continue kissing as if they’re trying to eat each other up, hands moving under shirts, pelvises grinding…

      Look away, I tell myself. Now.

      For some reason, they make me think of the emissaries. What if it were Tir and Ryu grinding against each other like that, or Ryu… or any of them with me…

      “Fuck, someone’s here,” one of them hisses. “Told you.”

      “What? No way, I checked… Oh, what the fuck? He’s glowing like a glowstick.”

      They break apart, panting, eyes round, staring at me. I flick a hand at them and they run away like scared rabbits.

      I sigh in annoyance, both at the interruption and the unexplained, sudden flare of excitement at seeing them kissing⁠—

      “Asariel!” That booming voice snaps me back to attention and the business at hand. The light blinds me, and a great wind throws me to my knees anyway as the archangel appears.

      “Raziel, Urun-en,” I whisper.

      “Umbar umsa. State your business.”

      I shift uncomfortably on my knees. I’m hard from watching those two guys kissing. Not the best state to be in while conversing with a high power that doesn’t understand physical sensations.

      At least, as far as I know… And why does it feel so normal and familiar to me?

      “Umbar Asariel. Speak. Has something occurred?”

      Shit. I bow my head lower, prostrating myself on the tiles. “Urun-en. The opposition hired new recruits, but at least we know their faces this time around. They won’t get away with it, not if I have any say in it. Don’t worry, I’m keeping an eye out⁠—”

      “An eye out?” Said with mild interest.

      “Keeping watch. Not an actual eye out of the socket.”

      “…oh.”

      “By the way, I wanted to ask you…” I venture a glance up. He’s a tall outline blazing cold light, a single eye or hole in the middle of what passes as a head. Maybe it’s a mouth. Why does it matter, though? “About myself.”

      “Yourself?”

      “Yeah, I keep having these… flashes. Images. No, not images, they’re like reels of real life, human life, complete with sensations and emotions, and I know things I shouldn’t about life here, and I don’t fucking know why it’s happening to⁠—”

      “Speak plainly,” Raziel booms. “You sound more and more human. Control yourself. It’s unbecoming.”

      “But—”

      “Rising to the Seventh Heaven is no easy task. You need to try harder. Fit in. This mission could be a stepping stone.”

      “Stepping stone?” I frown at the archangel’s still form. “But I am only returning there, I was⁠—”

      “You forget yourself,” he says coldly. “Turn your face away and bow!”

      The wind buffets me, and pushes me down.

      You don’t talk back to archangels. Right. Never question them, or their decisions. You never doubt your faith and your mission.

      And you don’t look them in the eye. Mouth. Whatever. I find myself lying on my stomach, shivering, shaking like a stranded fish.

      An angel cast out of Heaven.

      The glow diminishes. When I next glance up, Raziel is gone and I’m not any wiser than I was before.
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            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m running through the streets, glancing over my shoulder. I’m alone but the shadows chase me, and I should be with someone, but they left me to fend for myself. Men are running after me. Shadows or real, hard to tell. Menacing.

      Mother, I think. Why did you do that?

      I said I will come back, she replies, her voice echoing all around me. Didn’t I?

      I slow down. Where are you?

      You’ll never find me.

      And then I scream and the shadows vanish, leaving behind piles of salt, dispersed by a cold wind.

      “Urun-en,” a voice whispers and a light explodes over me, like a star going supernova. “Listen…”

      “You forget yourself,” another voice hisses like a snake. “Turn your face away and bow!”

      I fall to my knees, lifting an arm to protect myself from the roaring wind and the blinding light, dust and trash lashing at me, battering my face, arms, and legs, stinging like an acid hurricane.

      Someone is howling and I seriously hope it’s not me.

      Then a hand wraps around my arm, pulling me up. “Frankie, wake up!”

      “What? I’m not…” I blink, but the wind is still rushing over me and I can’t see anything. It’s not trash and dust that’s cutting me, I realize. It’s grains of salt, perfect little crystals, sharp like diamonds, slicing through my skin⁠—

      “Girl, come on, wake up,” the man says. “This isn’t healthy, reliving this shit every night. Wake up, Frankie.”

      It’s the blond man. I’ve seen him around before… Haven’t I? He feels so familiar, his name is on the tip of my tongue…

      “Let’s go home,” he says, tugging on my arm, lifting me to my feet as if I weigh nothing, and the wind, I realize, has ceased, and the salt is gone from the air.

      And I’m falling.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up with a gasp, one arm lifted as if the man is still holding it. The man, the man, I know him from somewhere and…

      “I only kill those who come after me,” I breathe as my dream comes back to me, an earlier realization concretizing.

      Those who come after you and those you care about, an annoying little voice in the back of my head says and I swat at the air as if, like a mosquito, it will go away.

      “Frankie?” The murmur comes from beside me and I jerk away. “Easy now,” the voice says, and that’s when I see a dark head and a pair of muscular arms folded on the edge of my bunk. Dark-lashed, midnight-blue eyes gaze at me, looking kind of dazed—or sleepy.

      “Rook.” I roll on my side to face him.

      “Yes, Princess? Here, in the flesh.” He grins and his gaze sharpens. “How are you feeling?”

      I feel like crap, but I don’t say so. At least I’ve woken up to find myself lying on a soft surface, wrapped up in blankets like a burrito, and not lying on a street with the wind howling in my ears.

      Though, wait a minute… the wind is howling, rattling the window.

      “It’s a rain storm,” Ryu says, coming to stand by the bunk bed, running a hand through his red hair. He’s shirtless and my gaze kind of snags on his bare chest with the silvery symbols etched in his flesh, like ritual scars. I itch to touch them. “It will pass.”

      Then Rook straightens from his slouch against the bunk bed, rolling his big shoulders and wouldn’t you know, he’s shirtless, too. I can’t see what he has going on below the waist from my vantage point on the upper bunk, but my gaze follows that washboard stomach up to those impressive pecs that are littered with scars and dark marks.

      When my gaze finally reaches his face, I find him smirking.

      “Like what you see, Darling?” he drawls, stretching his arms over his head, making all those delicious muscles ripple. “I see you’re feeling better already.”

      “Rook, lay off it,” Ryu growls.

      “Why? I live to please.”

      “You’re a Hellhound. You’re sure as Hell not here to please anybody, so cut the bullshit.”

      “You’re no fun,” Rook mutters, lowering his arms.

      Pushing off the covers, I sit up and rub a hand over my eyes, mainly to keep myself from staring some more. “What are those marks? The dark ones on you, the silvery ones on Ryu. You all seem to have them, even Asa, on his cheek. Been meaning to ask you but… forgot.”

      More like, life got away from me. I convinced myself not to care. But curiosity won’t let me rest. Simple curiosity, nothing to it.

      “Our contract sigils,” Rook says. “Well, and scars, but I have a feeling that’s not the ones you’re referring to.”

      “Sigils? What do you mean?”

      “Our contracts are sealed into our flesh. If we fail our contracts, these sigils will kill us.”

      “What?” I lower my hands and clutch at the covers, staring at the both of them, standing there so… tranquil. “Are you for real? I asked before what would happen if you failed in your mission and nobody told me this.”

      “There are stages you go through before you admit to a complete failure,” Ryu says, coming to park a hip against the bunk bed frame. He doesn’t look disturbed by what he’s saying. “Destroying us is the last stage. Failing once means punishment but not death. Failing twice… That depends on the contract.”

      Rook isn’t contradicting him, so he’s telling the truth, I guess. How can they both look so calm when they’re playing Russian roulette here? What is it they’re after that is so important to them?

      Kass chooses that moment to enter the room, looking gorgeous in his black turtleneck sweater and black pants, black hair falling in his pale face.

      Dammit, body, get your act together. No. Just no. Hear me?

      “Whoa, man, you look like death warmed over,” Ryu says, and now that he says it… I see it, too. As Kass limps over to the bed, practically dragging his leg behind him, I see how white his mouth is, his cheeks sporting a gray sheen that doesn’t look healthy.

      He stops by the bed, shoots me a long look I can’t decipher—is he glad to see me awake or upset?—and sinks on the lower bunk.

      “How is the situation out there?” Rook asks.

      “Quiet. The fight is over.” Kass’ voice floats up to me from below and for some reason, I want to laugh.

      I bend over my bunk to look at him, my hair sweeping over my head to hang around me. His eyes go wide when he sees me. “It’s weird to hear but not see you,” I say. “Are you okay?”

      His mouth twists. His hands are shaking, I notice. “Yeah.”

      But he’s not. He looks so tired that my eyes feel hot. And then I’m slipping and he swears, shooting to his feet and grabbing me before I fall, head-first, to the floor.

      “Fucking Hell, don’t do that to me,” he snarls, pulling me off the upper bunk and into his arms. “My heart’s barely beating as it is. Want to stop it completely?”

      I cling to him, disoriented. He takes two steps back and sits in the chair by the desk, cradling me in his lap.

      “She almost fell,” Ryu says, coming to lean against the desk. “Anari’s fields, be careful, woman.”

      “She’s still feverish,” Kass says.

      “She was hanging upside down to ogle you,” Rook mutters.

      “I was not,” I say, indignant, even as a hot flush spreads on my face.

      “I’m not half-naked like you,” Kass mutters. “What’s there to ogle?”

      I lift a hand dreamily to his face, and draw a line down his square jaw. “You don’t have to be half-naked for me to ogle.”

      Contradicting myself in the same breath.

      “Told you she’s feverish,” Kass says but some of the grayness has left his skin. His eyes seem to sparkle.

      “So this book…” Rook says, his deep voice drawing my attention away from my exploration of Kass’ face.

      “Which book?”

      “This Jungle Book I have here.”

      I straighten and then start, reaching for the book he’s holding, a reflex movement. “My book! Give it back!”

      “All these notes…” He leafs through it as if it belongs to him. “Hm… Rook is so sexy, I can’t keep my eyes off him. His eyes… they’re so deep and alluring…”

      “I didn’t write that,” I say automatically.

      “No? Look.” He brings the book closer to me and damn I’m not sure if I wrote that or not anymore, but I just glare.

      I make another grab for it but I’m held back by Kass’ muscular arm around my waist. “Give it back.”

      “Not yet. How about this bit?” Rook clears his throat theatrically. “Rook sleeps in black briefs and nothing else. His hair is loose and it’s like a veil. I never thought I’d like a guy with long hair but⁠—”

      With a cry, I push off Kass and shoot to my feet. His hand closes around my wrist, pulling back as I start toward Rook, but he needn’t bother. The world goes dark and I can’t feel my body anymore as I go down—again.

      The worst part is coming back and finding myself held in yet another pair of strong arms.

      Okay, let’s be honest. That’s not bad. I shouldn’t like it, dammit, but I can’t help but enjoy the feel of a male, muscular body against mine, and the gentleness with which I’m being cradled.

      “You need to stop trying to give me a heart attack,” a voice rumbles against my ear, a voice I recognize as Ryu’s.

      “Mmf.” My cheek is pressed to his pec and I try to pull back a little. My lips brush over his skin and when I lick them, they taste salty-sweet. Even his skin is delicious.

      “She’s back.” Rook bends over me and grins. “Woo. So much live action today.”

      “Action? If you mean my falling all over the place…”

      “Yeah, okay, so it’s not like slaughtering monstrous demons from the guts of Hell.” He shrugs. “But still, I admit that my stone heart may also have stopped once or twice.”

      “I have one question,” Ryu says as he helps me sit up—in his lap. I keep landing in their laps, and is that hard length I’m feeling a part of his anatomy?

      “Shoot,” I mutter.

      “Why didn’t you comment on my underwear in your notes? Wasn’t it memorable enough? Maybe I should check the book myself, see what you wrote about me.”

      That brings me fully back to the present. I scramble to get up but Ryu won’t let me.

      “Gimme my book! Rook!”

      “Come on, man, give her the book,” Ryu says and I’m too relieved when Rook offers it to me to grumble that he listened to Ryu and not me.

      “Here, Darling. Apologies.”

      “Don’t do that again.” I press the book to my chest, blowing out a breath, not resisting when Ryu pulls me back against his chest. He’s sitting on his ass on the floor. It’s all so ridiculous and I refuse to think about it. I’m not a fainting damsel. Never was and never will be.

      My side hurts where the wound is. I wonder how soon I can be back on my feet.

      “What’s so special about this book?” Ryu asks.

      “You wouldn’t understand,” I grumble.

      “Try me.”

      I shrug. “It’s just… mine. One of the few things that were mine from the start, when Aunt Mia picked me up. That and my pendant. And I’ve read the book a million times and it’s… It’s me.”

      “You?” Rook eyes the book skeptically. “Isn’t it a book about a little boy?”

      “Yeah. Just… don’t ask.”

      “But I am asking,” Rook says. “I want to understand you.”

      “Why?”

      He snorts softly. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

      “That’s a weird thing to say. And reading my personal diary doesn’t help me believe you.”

      “That’s your diary? I think you’re mainly using it to write soft porn about us.”

      I frown and open my mouth to tell him where to shove it, when the door flies open, and Asa appears.

      “What’s going on?” His eyes zero in on me—on the floor, in Ryu’s lap, clutching my book to my chest, probably looking like a hot mess—and then take in the room. “Where’s Tir?”

      “Off sulking somewhere?” Rook suggests.

      “Sulking? Why?” I ask.

      “Because you won’t sleep with him.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “No, he’s not,” Asa says.

      “Yes, he is,” Ryu counters.

      Asa comes to stand in front of us, reaching down to give me a hand. “You should be in bed, resting. That infection is serious to knock you down like that.”

      “Is it?” I clasp his hand, let him pull me to my feet, and then his arms come around me and I’m pressed to his chest, my book caught between us. “Asa…”

      And then it’s too much. I shove away from him, and when he doesn’t instantly let me go, I beat at his chest with one fist, letting out a cry of frustration.

      This time he does let go and I stumble back a step.

      “Frankie,” he starts, frowning.

      “No. What is wrong with you?” I breathe, “all of you? And with me? This isn’t right. I shouldn’t like you. I hate you. Don’t you get it?”

      “I wasn’t…” Asa huffs. His hands curl into fists at his sides. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

      “Nothing! I want nothing! Stop acting like you care, that’s all. It’s so frigging confusing!” I bat at him with my book, then rethink that and gather it back to my chest. “I don’t want to like you. You sold me out! I’m trying to figure out what I am and you’re the nets sent to fish me out and put me in a glass bowl to be studied or tortured. Why would I like you?”

      “Come on, Frankie,” Ryu whispers.

      “Come on? Really? That’s all you have to say?”

      Rook steps up to me. To his credit, he doesn’t try to touch me. “Hush, Darling. Just rest. Fever is like being drunk. You may blurt out things you don’t want anyone knowing.”

      “You know everything about me,” I retort, my breath catching. “Everything.”

      “That’s not true.” This time, he reaches for my hand. “Let’s get you back in bed.”

      “No.” I twist away. “I want to talk to my aunt.” My throat feels clogged with tears and there’s no way I’m going to let them fall. I cling to this demand, this idea that if I talk to Aunt Mia, everything will be okay. “I need to.”

      “Well…” Rook looks from me to the others. “We’re still in angelic lockdown and you’re in no state to leave this room, but you can still talk to her, I guess. Let me show you how.”
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      “Sit down before you fall,” Kass says and I obey without thinking, sitting on Tir’s bunk. Then I glare at him for good measure.

      “Now,” Rook says, sitting down beside me, “close your eyes.”

      “You’re not going to put a spider on me or something? For laughs?”

      His dark brows hit his hairline. “What did I say about not oversharing when you have a fever? You will probably regret telling us this later on.”

      Ryu snickers, then turns it into a cough. “Yeah,” he mutters nonsensically.

      “I knew about the spiders,” Kass says.

      “You did?” Rook glances at him, his brows still somewhere near his hairline. “And didn’t share?”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Are you going to go sulk with Tir, keep him company?”

      “Guys.” My head is pounding, my stomach is churning. “Please.”

      “Sorry, Princess.” Rook manages to shake the shock off his face, and it’s kind of funny, but my head hurts and I want someone who really cares for me to talk to.

      Someone who isn’t using me.

      “You say you don’t believe we care for you,” Rook whispers.

      Oops, did I say that out loud?

      “It’s okay,” he says. “Probably better for everyone if you don’t believe it. Here, close your eyes and feel your spark of magic. You’re so elemental, I won’t even bother with teaching you a demonblood spell. You’re practically a creature of air, aren’t you? Witch with some Fae or angel in you, if these guys are right, and they must be. I opened my big mouth to talk about demons but your demonblood is not really…”

      “What is it?” I breathe.

      He has dropped his hand to my waist. He strokes upward a little, over the bandage—and jerks.

      “Rook?” Asa is suddenly crouching in front of us. “You felt something.”

      “Yeah, sorry to break it to you, Cherub, but I was right. She does have some demonblood in her, after all.”

      “Let me see.” Asa’s hand joins Rook’s on my side and I’m so shaken by what’s happening I don’t even think about pushing them away. Asa’s fingers ghost over the bandage. Then he snatches them away. “Abad nili hedug, Musen.”

      “No idea what you just said, but you look unhappy.”

      He said, “Keep us safe, little bird,” I think, but how the Hell would I know a language I’ve never learned? This time I bat their hands away. “So I’m not an angel. Told you so already.”

      “But…”

      “Show me the spell.”

      Wordlessly, Rook lifts his fingers and draws some symbols on the air. “Try this,” he says, “and try to draw on your power. You may have to pull some energy from around you. You can use me as your source, I won’t mind, though it might be easier to try Ryu who is more elemental, being a shifter.”

      “Gee, thanks for volunteering me,” Ryu mutters but comes to sit on my other side, nodding at me. “Go on. Make your magical phone call, so you can get some rest.”

      “You really don’t mind if I draw on you?”

      “I wouldn’t relinquish this honor to anyone else,” he says softly.

      Still confusing me, still acting as if they give a damn. Is this how professional bodyguarding looks? I have no experience with such, but it feels a lot more friendly and personal to me.

      Then again, I’m still confusing lust with feelings. Go me. I just never learn.

      It’s the fever, like Rook said. I need to talk to Aunt Mia, then sleep this infection off, if that’s a thing.

      Closing my eyes, laying a hand on Ryu’s arm—ooh, nice biceps, wait, let me stroke my hand down to his forearm, I mean, let me place my hand lower—I take a deep breath and concentrate on the spark inside me.

      It’s faint as I’ve never fanned it, always trying to ignore it. It’s a word, I think, but I can’t make it out. It’s a word but it’s also a flame and a drop of water and a sparkling crystal. It’s a word of power, or a sound of power—or a scream⁠—

      “Feeling Ryu’s power?” Rook asks.

      “I’m… not sure,” I whisper.

      “Or his muscles?”

      I grin. But sorting through the elements I feel is tricky. Is he the crystal? Is that the earth? I do feel a burst of energy inside me, though, so that must be it.

      “Now think of your aunt,” Rook says, “picture her, picture how her magic feels, and call out to her. Ping her, Frankie.”

      “But how?”

      “Give your magic a little nudge, or a little pull. It depends on the magic user.”

      “It’s advanced magic,” Ryu says, “you can’t expect her to master it without⁠—”

      I nudge. And then I pull.

      Something sparks in me.

      My heart is pounding and I feel a little dizzy. It’s like a sense of impending doom. It’s because it’s magic, I realize. I’m using my magic and nobody is dying.

      I almost cry with relief.

      And I feel her, I feel my aunt—I feel her warm, multifaceted magic that’s filled with my four uncles’ energies and love, I feel her surprise when she senses me.

      “Frankie?” she whispers and her face appears before me.

      Oh. Why didn’t anyone teach me to do this? Ah right, the fear I might just level the city made phone calls a better bet. But this is wonderful.

      “Auntie?” I breathe and I’m horrified when my voice breaks. She’s my aunt, but in reality, she’s the only mom I’ve ever known. Her house is my home, her family is mine, too. If I know how to love, it’s thanks to her, my uncles, and my cousins.

      “Oh, Honey,” she cries, “I’ve missed you so much. We all have. Boys, gather around! It’s Frankie!”

      “Are you having a magical Facetime with your family?” Kass asks, poking his head over my shoulder.

      “Who are they?” Aunt Mia asks as the Wonderboys gather around me.

      “Just… some guys.” I turn to them. “Please, I want to speak to her alone.”

      After a few thunderous beats of silence, Ryu clears his throat. “You heard her. Get out.”

      “You too,” I tell him.

      His jaw tightens. “Fuck. Really? Don’t you need my power?”

      “I think I’ll be fine.”

      The look of disappointment on his face is so funny.

      “We’ll be right outside the door,” Asa says as he starts dragging everyone out. “Call us if you need anything, all right?”

      I watch them file out, faces set in unhappy frowns. The door closes.

      And then it’s just me and my family, and I finally sink down and weep, because with your family, the people who love you, you can break down and not suffer for it. You can be weak and yet loved.

      You can just be.

      I’ll never get anything like this again and it feels like I’ve already lost it forever.
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      “Honeybug,” Aunt Mia says, leaning forward, her face filling my vision. “You’re using magic to call us. Are you sure this is safe? With the incidents⁠—”

      “It’s okay. I’m… I think I figured something out.”

      “And what’s that?” Asked carefully. Gently.

      “My scream, the killing scream, I only seem to use it when somebody tries to kill me or kill… others near me.” I glance at the closed door, and swallow hard. I wonder if they can hear me.

      “It protects you,” she whispers. “Wait… Who tried to kill you? Dad never told me that! What happened? What⁠—?”

      Uncle Emrys steps in front of her. “Frankie, were you attacked?”

      I wince. “Yeah. Look, Uncle Rys⁠—”

      “I’m going to kill some people,” he grunts. “Fuck that angelic dome, fuck that, I’m coming over.”

      “Settle down,” Aunt Mia pushes him aside. “Whatever happened, you are okay, right?”

      “I’m fine,” I mumble.

      “Julie said she’s been looking for you. We were going crazy with worry.”

      “I’ll talk to her,” I promise.

      “We talked with Ms. Deveroux, the dean. She said there were some riots at the school? Is that when it happened?”

      “Yes, but like I said, I’m fine. Look…” I can be weak with them, I can cry, but how much of the truth can I tell them? “Auntie… and Uncles. Has Granddad told you about the last incident, before I came to the College?”

      “Bits and pieces. I swear it was like pulling teeth.”

      I swallow past the knot in my throat. “Well, it happened again. Here.”

      “Honey. Please. Tell us what happened. Your uncles are about to start kicking down the walls to get to you if you don’t reassure them that you’re okay.”

      I hate making them worried, I hate it, but the truth will come out sooner or later. So I tell them what happened.

      They are cursing by the time I finish, the men tangled around my aunt, holding her as if she’s about to come apart.

      But she doesn’t. My aunt has a core of steel. “Are you okay? You’re sure you didn’t get hurt?”

      “No, no, don’t worry.”

      “Why are you so flushed?” Uncle Sindri demands. “Are you sick?”

      “I’m okay,” I insist.

      I can afford these small lies, I decide. I will be fine tomorrow. I’ve worried them enough.

      “You’d tell us?” Uncle Ashton asks. “If something was really wrong, if you needed help?”

      “And what can you do?” I shake my head. “We’re closed off from the world.”

      “We know people there. Promise me you’ll tell us if you need something,” Uncle Jason says.

      “I promise,” I whisper. “I just wanted to see you. Talk to you. I’d love…”

      “What, Honeybug?” My aunt is giving me a sweet smile, but her face is strained.

      “A hug? Like we used to do when I was little. All of you hugging me.”

      She nods. “The group hug.”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “You can feel it, though, can’t you? That, in our thoughts, we are hugging you.”

      And that’s the last thing I see before the magic fizzles, as I lie back against the pillow and close my eyes. Their beloved faces.

      I’ll never find love like that ever again, will I? I think as fevered sleep draws me back under.
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      Her family.

      Though I’m standing outside the room’s closed door, I can hear what she says, no matter how softly. My shifter senses make sure of that.

      But I don’t know if my mind can take it. She has a family she loves, this target of ours. She may play it tough, but her voice is choked with tears as she talks to them. She misses them. She needs them. She wants to hug them.

      I feel that in my fucking black soul. This need, this yearning, this ache for the people we care for and who are too far away, out of reach.

      I lost everyone I loved. She shouldn’t have to go through that. She shouldn’t be kept away from them. Shouldn’t be used and traded.

      She’s a weapon.

      But she’s also a girl, a living, breathing girl with feelings that echo mine and it shouldn’t matter, but right now she’s got ahold of my stupid heart and I can’t breathe. My chest feels too fucking tight.

      “I think she’s done with her call,” Rook says. He’s parked his hip against the wall, muscular arms folded over his chest, his long black hair pulled back in a haphazard knot at the back of his corded neck. Only he can make long hair look sexy on a man.

      Fuck, why am I thinking such thoughts? I’ve always been straight. Attracted to women. I was married to one and never desired anyone else. Not even in the long cold nights of war where men often took solace in one another’s arms, or found sexual relief.

      Even as a fox, I preferred females.

      Why now, of all times, on this accursed mission did my mind and body decide they fancy dicks and the men attached to them, too?

      And why is my heart beating a weird double beat when it comes to the girl inside the room?

      Kuso.

      I’ve always been cursed, haunted by my ghosts, desperate to end it all. I’ve never been confused about what I want. What lies ahead. Nothing can make the wound inside me better. Nothing can heal me.

      So why am I softly smiling?

      After a while, quiet falls inside the room. Asa opens the door and we troop back inside, oddly quiet. Subdued. It’s this whole business of her being unwell. I think it affected all of us, even Asa who doesn’t seem to have an actual fucking heart.

      He now kneels by Tir’s bunk bed where she’s lying with her eyes closed like Sleeping Beauty, one hand hovering over her face.

      Except Tir. Who isn’t here. Where the fuck is he?

      The faint unease in my gut can’t be worry about that baka… can it? I shouldn’t give a flying fuck about any of these assholes, sexy as they may be. Or about this girl, pretty and sweet and hot as she appears.

      Dammit.

      “She fell asleep,” Asa whispers way too loudly and I’m struck by an insane urge to laugh at his serious face. He still seems undecided about whether to touch her or not.

      Approaching, I take her hand in mine. “I will sit with her,” I say. “And tell her a story. To call her back.”

      Asa gives me an undecipherable look as I sit on the bed with her. “A story.”

      “My story.” I look down at her small face. “Once upon a time, I thought I’d become a printer.”

      “A printer?” Kass frowns. “Like the machine?”

      “When I was young, there weren’t any digital printing machines, baka.”

      “In Japan?”

      “No, like I told you before, I was born and raised right here. My grandmother on my father’s side was Japanese. I dreamed I’d purchase a press machine, not a linotype, mind you. I loved the idea of typesetting every page. It was part of the fun. Choosing each tiny letter, setting it perfectly in the frame, adding the pictures…”

      “You’re weird,” Rook mutters.

      “I disagree,” Asa says softly. “It sounds like something I’d love to do.”

      “Go, Cherub.” Rook snickers softly. “I bet you’d be perfect at it, jamming the letters in, glaring at the machine until it worked the way you wanted.”

      Asa shrugs.

      Truth is, of all the guys, I least expected him to say that, to sound interested.

      “How about you?” I ask him.

      Asa’s gaze is still unreadable. “I didn’t grow up on earth. I wasn’t expected to choose a path, a career. I’m a seraph.”

      There’s something in his voice that has me gazing at him across the room, though. He’s lying down on his top bunk, arms folded behind his head, gazing up at the ceiling. Something… uncertain.

      “I was a barista for a while,” Kass says. He’s standing by the window, his favorite spot in the room.

      “Wait, really?”

      “Doesn’t sound like much? I was happy. It was a quiet life.”

      “And then you were turned?”

      “Amazing deduction powers you have there, buddy,” he says drily. “Yeah, then I got turned and was recruited into the military ranks of the House of Water.”

      “Why would they recruit a barista-turned-vampire into their army?”

      Kass shrugs. “I volunteered.”

      “You what?”

      “I had my reasons.”

      “I’ll bet. Well, I’m like the angel,” Rook mutters from his sprawl on the mattress on the floor. He’s throwing and catching a pen he probably filched from my stuff. “I’ve thought about it though.”

      “About what?”

      “What I’d rather be. I want to travel the world, go to parties, swim in the ocean, trudge through the jungles. I want to work all sorts of jobs and meet people. I want to get drunk and have loads of sex. Ha. I mean, nothing stops us from doing what we want in the future, right?”

      “Nothing stops us… is relative. Wishful thinking. Failing this contract will stop us,” Kass mutters. He suddenly walks over to me. “What is it? You look like you realized something terrible.”

      “No, nothing terrible,” I say. “Just a realization.”

      The realization that in my case, succeeding is what will stop me, but I stopped dreaming of a future long ago, so it doesn’t matter, does it?

      “You can still follow your dreams,” Rook says, still lying on the mattress, though he’s stopped playing with the pen and has twisted around to look at us.

      “Yeah, I will follow my dreams,” I whisper and unwittingly look down where the scars show on the inside of my wrists.

      Kass’ gaze follows mine and he grabs my arm. “Ryu…”

      “Don’t. Fucking don’t.” I jerk my arm away and in the same motion disentangle myself from the sleeping girl by my side. “Where the Hell is Tir? I should go find him.”

      “Leave the fucker to sulk his fill,” Kass says.

      “Suck?” Rook mutters.

      “Sulk, idiota.”

      “Sorry.” Rook shrugs and smirks. “Your Italian accent is too strong.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Hey, I understood that. Was it in Italian? Do you⁠—?”

      “Have you ever had a dog?” Asa asks and we all go still as if someone hit the pause button.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper after a moment.

      “A dog,” Asa says. “You know, the animal.”

      “We know what dogs are.”

      He rolls his head to the side to look at us. He has a faraway expression on his face. “A white dog. Big… fluffy. They are so charming, aren’t they?”

      “Charming. Not the word I’d use for the slobbering beasts, but yeah. Why, thinking of getting one once we’re done here? Oh wait, no, you’re going back to Heaven to dance around as a fucking singing flame because that’s your dream, isn’t it?”
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