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CHAPTER 1

 




 

MY EYES SNAPPED OPEN AS THE FREAKISH SIXTH sense kicked my fight or flight response into overdrive. The Georgia humidity and the dust covering the floor made it hard to breathe. Since I’d fled Miami, no place had been safe. This abandoned factory had proved no different. 


The daimons were here. 


I could hear them on the lower level, searching each room systematically, throwing open doors, slamming them shut. The sound threw me back to a few days ago, when I’d pushed open the door to Mom’s bedroom. She’d been in the arms of one of those monsters, beside a broken pot of hibiscus flowers. Purple petals had spilled across the floor, mixing with the blood. The memory twisted my gut into a raw ache, but I couldn’t think about her right now. 


I jumped to my feet, halting in the narrow hallway, straining to hear how many daimons were here. Three? More? My fingers jerked around the slim handle of the garden spade. I held it up, running my fingers over the sharp edges plated in titanium. The act reminded me of what needed to be done. Daimons loathed titanium. Besides decapitation—which was way too gross—titanium was the only thing that would kill them. Named after the Titans, the precious metal was poisonous to those addicted to aether. 


Somewhere in the building, a floorboard groaned and gave way. A deep howl broke the silence, starting as a low whine before hitting an intense shrill pitch. The scream sounded inhuman, sick and horrifying. Nothing in this world sounded like a daimon—a hungry daimon.


And it was close.


I darted down the hallway, my tattered sneakers pounding against the worn-out boards. Speed was in my blood, and strands of long, dirty hair streamed behind me. I rounded the corner, knowing I had only seconds—


A whoosh of stale air whirled around me as the daimon grabbed a handful of my shirt, slamming me into the wall. Dust and plaster floated through the air. Black starbursts dotted my vision as I scrambled to my feet. Those soulless, pitch black holes where eyes should have been seemed to stare at me like I was his next meal ticket. 


The daimon grasped my shoulder, and I let instinct take over. I twisted around, catching the surprise flickering across his pale face a split second before I kicked. My foot connected with the side of his head. The impact sent him staggering into the opposite wall. I spun around, slamming my hand into him. Surprise turned to horror as the daimon looked down at the garden spade buried deep in his stomach. It didn’t matter where we aimed. Titanium always killed a daimon. 


A guttural sound escaped his gaping mouth before he exploded into a shimmery blue dust.


With the spade still in hand, I whirled around and took the steps two at a time. I ignored the ache in my hips as I sprinted across the floor. I was going to make it—I had to make it. I’d be super-pissed in the afterlife if I died a virgin in this craphole. 


“Little half-blood, where are you running to?” 


I stumbled to the side, falling into a large steel press. Twisting around, my heart slammed against my ribs. The daimon appeared a few feet behind me. Like the one upstairs, he looked like a freak. His mouth hung open, exposing sharp, serrated teeth and those all-black holes sent chills over my skin. They reflected no light or life, only signifying death. His cheeks were sunken, skin unearthly pale. Veins popped out, etching over his face like inky snakes. He truly looked like something out of my worst nightmare—something demonic. Only a half-blood could see through the glamour for a few moments. Then the elemental magic took over, revealing what he used to look like. Adonis came to mind—a blond, stunning man. 


“What are you doing all alone?” he asked, voice deep and alluring.


I took a step back, my eyes searching the room for an exit. Wannabe Adonis blocked my way out, and I knew I couldn’t stand still for long. Daimons could still wield control over the elements. If he hit me with air or fire, I was a goner.


He laughed, the sound lacking humor and life. “Maybe if you beg—and I mean, really beg—I’ll let your death be a fast one. Frankly, half-bloods don’t really do it for me. Pure-bloods on the other hand,” he let out a sound of pleasure, “they’re like fine dining. Half-bloods? You’re more like fast food.” 


 “Come one step closer, and you’ll end up like your buddy upstairs.” I hoped I sounded threatening enough. Not likely. “Try me.”


His brows rose. “Now you’re starting to upset me. That’s two of us you’ve killed.” 


“You keeping a tally or something?” My heart stopped when the floor behind me creaked. I whirled around, spotting a female daimon. She inched closer, forcing me toward the other daimon. 


They were caging me in, giving no opportunity to escape. Another one shrieked somewhere in the pile of crap. Panic and fear choked me. My stomach rolled violently as my fingers trembled around the garden spade. Gods, I wanted to puke. 


The ringleader advanced on me. “Do you know what I’m going to do to you?”


I swallowed and fixed a smirk on my face. “Blah. Blah. You’re gonna kill me. Blah. I know.”


The female’s ravenous shriek cut off his response. Obviously, she was very hungry. She circled me like a vulture, ready to rip into me. My eyes narrowed on her. The hungry ones were always the stupidest—the weakest of the bunch. Legend said it was the first taste of aether—the very life force running through our blood—that possessed a pure-blood. A single taste turned one into a daimon and resulted in a lifetime of addiction. There was a good chance I could get past her. The other one… well, he was a different story.


I feinted toward the female. Like a druggie going after her fix she came right at me. The male yelled at her to stop, but it was too late. I took off in the opposite direction like an Olympic sprinter, rushing for the door I’d kicked in earlier in the night. Once outside, the odds would be back in my favor. A small window of hope sparked alive and propelled me forward.


The worst possible thing happened. A wall of flames flew up in front of me, burning through benches and shooting at least eight feet into the air. It was real. No illusion. The heat blew back at me and the fire crackled, eating through the walls.


In front of me, he walked right through the flames, looking every bit like a daimon hunter should. The fire did not singe his pants nor dirty his shirt. Not a single dark hair was touched by the blaze. Those cool, storm-cloud-colored eyes fixed on me. 


It was him—Aiden St. Delphi. 


I’d never forget his name or face. The first time I’d caught a glimpse of him standing in front of the training arena, a ridiculous crush had sprung alive. I’d been fourteen and he seventeen. The fact he was a pure-blood hadn’t mattered whenever I’d spotted him around campus.


Aiden’s presence could mean one thing only: the Sentinels had arrived. 


Our eyes met, and then he looked over my shoulder. “Get down.” 


I didn’t need to be told twice. Like a pro, I hit the floor. The pulse of heat shot above me, crashing into the intended target. The floor shook with the daimon’s wild thrashing and her wounded screams filled the air. Only titanium would kill a daimon, but I felt confident that being burnt alive didn’t feel too good.


Rising up on my elbows, I peered through my dirty hair as Aiden lowered his hand. A popping sound followed the movement, and the flames vanished as fast as they appeared. Within seconds, only the smells of burnt wood, flesh, and smoke remained.


Two more Sentinels rushed the room. I recognized one of them. Kain Poros: a half-blood a year or so older than me. Once upon a time we had trained together. Kain moved with a grace he’d never had before. He went for the female, and with one quick swoop, he thrust a long, slender dagger into the burnt flesh of her skin. She too became nothing but dust.


The other Sentinel had the air of a pure-blood to him, but I’d never seen him before. He was big—steroids big—and he zeroed in on the daimon I knew was somewhere in this factory but hadn’t seen yet. Watching how he moved such a large body around so gracefully made me feel sorely inadequate, especially considering I was still lying sprawled on the floor. I dragged myself to my feet, feeling the terror-fueled adrenaline rush fade. 


Without warning, my head exploded in pain as the side of my face hit the floor hard. Stunned and confused, it took me a moment to realize the Wannabe Adonis had gotten ahold of my legs. I twisted, but the creep sank his hands deep into my hair and yanked my head back. I dug my fingers into his skin, but it did nothing to alleviate the pressure bearing down on my neck. For a startled moment, I thought he intended to rip my head right off, but he sank razor sharp teeth into my shoulder, tearing through fabric and flesh. I screamed—really screamed.


I was on fire—I had to be. The draining burned through my skin; sharp pricks radiated out through every cell in my body. And even though I was only a half-blood, not chock-full of aether like a pure-blood, the daimon continued to drink my essence as though I were. It wasn’t my blood he was after; he’d swallow pints of it just to get at the aether. My very spirit shifted as he dragged it into him. Pain became everything. 


Suddenly, the daimon lifted his mouth. “What are you?” His whispered voice slurred the words.


There was no time to even think about that question. He was ripped off me and my body slumped forward. I rolled into a messy, bloody ball, sounding more like a wounded animal than anything remotely human. It was the first time I’d ever gotten tagged—drained by a daimon.


Over the small sounds I made, I heard a sickening crunch, and then wild shrieks, but the pain had taken over my senses. It started to pull back from my fingers, sliding its way back to my core where it still blazed. I tried to breathe through it, but damn… 


Gentle hands rolled me onto my back, prying my fingers away from my shoulder. I stared up at Aiden.


“Are you okay? Alexandria? Please say something.”


“Alex,” I choked out. “Everyone calls me Alex.” 


He gave a short, relieved laugh. “Okay. Good. Alex, can you stand?”


I think I nodded. Every few seconds a stabbing flash of heat rocked through me, but the hurt had faded into a dull ache. “That really… sucked something bad.” 


Aiden managed to get one arm around me, lifting me to my feet. I swayed as he brushed back my hair and took a look at the damage. “Give it a few minutes. The pain will wear off.” 


Lifting my head, I looked around. Kain and the other Sentinel were frowning at nearly identical piles of blue dust. The pure-blood faced us. “That should be all of them.”


Aiden nodded. “Alex, we need to go. Now. Back to the Covenant.”


The Covenant? Not entirely in control of my emotions, I turned to Aiden. He wore all black—the uniform Sentinels wore. For a hot second, that girly crush resurfaced from three years ago. Aiden looked sublime, but fury stomped down that stupid crush. 


The Covenant was involved in this—coming to my rescue? Where the hell had they been when one of the daimons had snuck into our house? 


He took a step forward, but I didn’t see him—I saw my mother’s lifeless body again. The last thing she ever saw on this earth was some god-awful daimon’s face and the last thing she’d ever felt… I shuddered, remembering the body-ripping pain of the daimon’s tag.


Aiden took another step toward me. I reacted, a response born out of anger and pain. I launched myself at him, using moves I hadn’t practiced in years. Simple things like kicks and punches were one thing, but an offensive attack was something I’d barely learned. 


He caught my hand and swung me around so I faced the other direction. In a matter of seconds, he had my arms pinned, but all the pain and the sorrow rose in me, overriding any common sense. I bent forward, intent on getting enough space between us to deliver a vicious back kick. 


“Don’t,” Aiden warned, his voice deceptively soft. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


My breath came out harsh and ragged. I could feel the warm blood trickling down my neck, mixing with sweat. I kept fighting even though my head swam, and the fact that Aiden held me off so easily only made my world turn red with rage.


“Whoa!” Kain yelled from the sidelines, “Alex, you know us! Don’t you remember me? We aren’t going to hurt you.” 


“Shut up!” I broke free of Aiden’s grasp, dodging Kain and Mister Steroids. None of them expected me to run from them, but that’s what I did. 


I made it to the door leading out of the factory, dodged the broken wood and rushed outside. My feet carried me toward the field across the street. My thoughts were a complete mess. Why was I running? Hadn’t I been trying to get back to the Covenant since the daimon attack in Miami?


My body didn’t want to do this, but I kept running through the tall weeds and prickly bushes. Heavy footsteps sounded behind me, growing closer and closer. My vision blurred a bit, my heart thundered in my chest. I was so confused, so—


A hard body crashed into me, knocking the air right out of my lungs. I went down in a spiraling mess of legs and arms. Somehow, Aiden twisted around and took the brunt of the fall. I landed on top of him, and I stayed there for a moment before he rolled me over, pinning me down into the itchy field grass. 


Panic and rage burst through me. “Now? Where were you a week ago? Where was the Covenant when my mother was being killed? Where were you?”


Aiden jerked back, eyes wide. “I’m sorry. We didn’t—”


His apology only angered me further. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to make him let me go. I wanted… I wanted… I didn’t know what the hell I wanted, but I couldn’t stop myself from screaming, clawing, and kicking him. Only when Aiden pressed his long, lean body against mine did I stop. His weight, the close proximity, held me immobile. 


There wasn’t an inch of space between us. I could feel the hard ripple of his abdominal muscles pressing against my stomach, could feel his lips only inches from mine. Suddenly I entertained a wild idea. I wondered if his lips felt as good as they looked… because they looked awesome. 


That was a wrong thought to have. I had to be crazy—the only plausible excuse for what I was doing and thinking. The way I stared at his lips or the fact I desperately wanted to be kissed—all wrong for a multitude of reasons. Besides the fact I’d just tried to knock his head off, I looked like a mess. Grime dirtied my face beyond recognition; I hadn’t showered in a week and I was pretty sure I smelled. I was that gross.


But the way he lowered his head, I really thought he was going to kiss me. My entire body tensed in anticipation, like waiting to be kissed for the first time, and this was definitely not the first time I’d been kissed. I’d kissed lots of boys, but not him. 


Not a pure-blood. 


Aiden shifted, pressing down further. I inhaled sharply and my mind raced a million miles a second, spewing out nothing helpful. He moved his right hand to my forehead. Warning bells went off. 


He murmured a compulsion, fast and low, too quick for me to make out the words. 


Son of a—


A sudden darkness rushed me, void of thought and meaning. There was no fighting something that powerful, and without getting out so much as a word of protest, I sank into its murky depths.
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CHAPTER  2

 









WHATEVER MY HEAD RESTED ON FELT FIRM, BUT ODDLY comfortable. I snuggled closer, feeling safe and warm—something I hadn’t felt since Mom pulled my butt from the Covenant three years ago. Jumping from place to place rarely afforded such a comfort. Something wasn’t right.





My eyes flew open.


Son of a bitch.


I jerked back from Aiden’s shoulder so fast I cracked my head against the window. “Crap!”


He turned toward me, his dark brows high. “Are you okay?”


I ignored the concern in his voice and glared at him. I had no idea how long I’d been out of it. Judging by the deep blue of the sky outside the tinted windows, I guessed it’d been hours. Pures weren’t supposed to use compulsions on halfs who weren’t in servitude; it was considered highly unethical since compulsions stripped people of free will, choice, and everything. 


Damn Hematoi. Not that they ever cared about ethics.


Before the original demigods had died along with Hercules and Perseus, they’d all shacked up with each other in the way only the Greeks could. Those unions had produced the pure-bloods—the Hematoi—a very, very powerful race. They could wield control over the four elements: air, water, fire, and earth, and manipulate that raw power into spells and compulsions. Pures never were to use their gifts against another pure. Doing so meant imprisonment—or even death in some cases. 


Being a half-blood, the product of a pure-blood and ordinary old human—a mongrel by pure standards—I had no control over the elements. My kind was gifted with the same strength and speed the pures had, but we had an extra special gift that set us apart. We could see through the elemental magic the daimons used. The pures couldn’t. 


There were a lot of us halfs running around, probably more than pure-bloods. Considering pures married to improve their position in our society instead of marrying for love, they tended to fool around—a lot. Being that they weren’t susceptible to diseases that plagued mortals, I figured they assumed it was okay to forego protection. As it turned out, their half-blood offspring served a very valuable position in the pure-blood society. 


“Alex.” Aiden frowned as he watched me. “Are you okay?” 


“Yeah, I’m fine.” I scowled while taking in my surroundings. We were in something big—probably one of the Covenant’s super-large Hummers that could plow over an entire village. Pures weren’t concerned with things like money and gas mileage. “The bigger the better” was their unofficial motto.


The other pure—the enormous one—was behind the wheel and Kain sat in the passenger seat, silently staring out the window. “Where are we?”


“We’re on the coast, just outside of Bald Head Island. We’re almost to Deity Island,” Aiden answered. 


My heart jumped. “What?”


“We’re going back to the Covenant, Alex.”


The Covenant—the place I’d trained and called home up until three years ago. Sighing, I rubbed the back of my head. “Did the Covenant send you? Or was it… my stepfather?”


“The Covenant.”	


I breathed easier. My pure-blooded stepfather wouldn’t be happy to see me. “You work for the Covenant now?”


“No. I’m just a Sentinel. I’m more on loan for the time being. Your uncle sent us to find you.” Aiden paused, glancing out the window. “A lot has changed since you’ve been gone.” 


I wanted to ask what a Sentinel got accomplished on the well protected Deity Island, but I figured it wasn’t any of my business. “What’s changed?”


“Well, your uncle is now the Dean of the Covenant.”


“Marcus? Wait. What? What happened to Dean Nasso?”


“He died about two years ago.”


“Oh.” No big surprise there. He’d been old as dirt. I didn’t say anything else as I mulled over the fact my uncle was now Dean Andros. Ugh. I made a face. I barely knew the man, but the last I remembered, he’d been working his way up through the pure-blood politics. I shouldn’t be surprised he’d found his way into such a coveted position.


“Alex, I’m sorry about the compulsion back there.” Aiden broke the silence that had stretched between us. “I didn’t want you to hurt yourself.”


I didn’t respond. 


“And… I’m sorry about your mother. We searched everywhere for you two, but you didn’t stay in one place long enough. We were too late.”


My heart squeezed in my chest. “Yeah, you were too late.” 


Another few minutes of silence filled the Hummer. “Why did your mother leave three years ago?”


I peeked through the curtain of my hair. Aiden watched me as he waited for an answer to his loaded question. “I don’t know.” 


Since the age of seven, I had been a half-blood in training—one of the so called “privileged” halfs. We had two options in life—either attend the Covenant or go into the working class. Halfs who had a pure-blood willing to speak for them and foot the cost of an education were enrolled in the Covenant to train as Sentinels or Guards. The other halfs weren’t so lucky.


They were rounded up by the Masters, a group of pures who excelled at the art of compulsion. An elixir had been created out of a special blend of poppy flowers and tea. The concoction worked differently in a half’s blood. Instead of leaving them lethargic and sleepy, the refined poppy made them compliant and vacant—giving them a high they never came down from. Masters started indentured halfs on the elixir at the age of seven—the age of reason—and continued on in daily doses. No education. No freedom. 


The Masters were ultimately responsible for dealing out the elixir and monitoring the behaviors of the halfs in servitude. They were also the ones who marked them on their forehead. A circle with a line through it—the painfully visible sign of slavery.


All halfs feared that future. Even if we did end up training in the Covenant, it took only one wrong move before we were given the drink that keeps on giving. What my mom did by pulling me out of the Covenant without so much as an explanation was a major strike against me.


I was also sure taking half of her husband’s—my stepfather’s—fortune wouldn’t help me out any, either.


Then there were all those times I should’ve contacted the Covenant and turned my mom in, done what was expected of me. One call—one stupid call—would have saved her life.


The Covenant would hold that against me, too.


The memory of waking up and stumbling into my worst nightmare resurfaced. The day before, she’d asked that I clean up the balcony garden I’d demanded on having, but I’d slept in. By the time I’d gotten up and grabbed the little bag of garden tools, it’d been noon. 


Figuring Mom was already working on the garden, I’d gone out on the balcony, but the garden was empty. I’d stood there for a while, staring down at the alley across the street, toying with the garden spade. Then, from the shadows, a man had stepped out—a daimon. 


He’d stood there in broad daylight, staring up at me. He’d been so close I could’ve chucked the spade and hit him. With my heart in my throat, I’d jerked back from the railing. I’d rushed back into the house, screaming for her. There’d been no answer. Rooms had blurred as I’d raced down the tiny hallway toward her bedroom and pushed open the door. What I’d seen would haunt me forever—blood, so much blood, and Mom’s eyes, open and vacant, staring at nothing.


“We’re here.” Kain leaned forward eagerly. 


All my thoughts vanished as my stomach did a funny twist. I turned and stared out the window. Deity Island actually consisted of two islands. The pures lived in their fancy homes on the first island. To the outside world, it looked like any normal island community. Small shops and restaurants lined the streets. There were even shops run by mortals and tailored to them. The pristine beaches were to die for.


Daimons didn’t like to travel across water. When a pure turned all dark side, their elemental magic twisted and could only be accessed if they were touching earth. Being out of contact weakened them. It made an island the perfect hidey hole for our kind. 


It was too early for anyone to be on the streets, and in a matter of minutes we passed over the second bridge. On this part of Deity Island, nestled among marshlands, beaches, and forests virtually untouched by man, stood the Covenant. 


Rising up between the endless sea and acres of white beaches, the sprawling sandstone structure we passed was the school where pures and halfs attended classes. With its thick marble columns and strategically placed statues of the gods, it was an intimidating and otherworldly place. Mortals thought the Covenant was an elite private school where none of their children would ever have the privilege of attending. They were right. People had to have something super-special in their blood to make it this far.


Beyond the main building were the dorms and they too boasted more columns and statues. Smaller buildings and bungalows dotted the landscape, and the massive gyms and training facilities sat adjacent to the courtyard. They always reminded me of the ancient coliseums except ours were enclosed; hurricanes could be a real bitch around these parts. 


It was all beautiful—a place I loved and hated at the same time. Seeing it now, I realized just how badly I’d missed it… and Mom. She’d stayed on the main island while I’d gone to school, but she’d been a fixture around the campus, popping up and taking me to lunch after classes, swaying the old Dean to allow me to stay with her during the weekends. Gods, I just wanted one more chance, one more second to tell her—


I checked myself. 


 Control—I needed to be in control right now, and caving in to the lingering grief wasn’t going to help me. Steeling myself, I climbed out  of the Hummer and followed Aiden to the girls’ dorm. We were the only ones moving down the silent hallways. With it being the beginning of summer, only a few students would be running around. 


“Get cleaned up. I’ll return for you in a little bit.” He started to turn, but stopped. “I’ll find something for you to wear and leave it on the table.” 


I nodded, at a loss for words. Even though I was trying to push the emotions down, some of them seeped through. Three years ago, my entire future had been perfectly planned. All the Instructors at the Covenant had praised my abilities in the training sessions. They even went as far as to say I could become a Sentinel. Sentinels were the best—and I’d been one of the best. 


Three years without any training had set me back behind every half. A lifetime of servitude most likely waited for me—a future I couldn’t face. Being subject to the pures’ wills, having no control or say over anything—the possibility scared the crap out of me. 


A possibility made worse by my nearly all-consuming need to hunt daimons. 


Fighting them was ingrained in my blood, but after seeing what’d happened to Mom, the desire skyrocketed. Only the Covenant could provide the means for achieving my goals, and my absentee pure-blooded uncle now held my future in his hands. 


My footsteps felt heavy as I moved around the familiar rooms. They were fully furnished, seeming larger than I remembered. The room had a separate living area and a decent sized bedroom. And it had its own bathroom. The Covenant offered only the best to its students.


I took a longer than necessary shower, reveling in the feeling of being clean again. People took things like showers for granted. I knew I had. After the daimon attack, I’d hit the road with little cash. Staying alive had turned out to be more important than a shower.


Once I was sure all the grime was washed away, I found the neat stack of clothes left on the small table in front of the couch. Picking them up, I realized at once they were the Covenant-issued training attire. The pants were at least two sizes too big, but I wasn’t going to bitch about it. I brought them to my face and inhaled. They smelled so, so clean.


Back in the bathroom, I craned my neck. The daimon had tagged me just where the neck sloped down to the collarbone. The tag would be an angry red color for the next day or so, and then fade to a pale, shiny scar. A daimon’s bite never left the skin undamaged. The nearly identical rows of tiny indentations made me queasy and also reminded me of one of my old Instructors. She was a beautiful older woman who’d retired to teach basic defense tactics after a nasty run-in with a daimon. Her arms had been covered with pale, half circle marks a degree or two lighter than her skin tone. 


One tag had been bad enough. I couldn’t imagine what it must’ve been like for her. The daimons had tried to turn her by draining her of all her aether. When it came to turning a pure, there was no exchange of blood. 


It was a frighteningly simple process. 


A daimon placed their lips on the drained pure’s, shared some of their aether and—voila!—brand spankin’ new daimon. Like infected blood, the tainted aether they passed turned a pure, and nothing could be done to undo the change. The pure was lost forever. As far as we knew, it was the only way a daimon could be made, but then again, it wasn’t like we hung around and talked to them. They were killed on sight. 


I’d always thought that policy was stupid. No one—not even the Council—knew what the daimons thought to accomplish by killing. If we caught one and actually questioned it, we could learn so much about them. What were their plans—their goals? Did they even have any? Or was it just the need for aether that kept them going? We didn’t know. All the Hematoi cared about was stopping them and making sure none of the pures were turned. 


Anyway, rumor said our Instructor had waited until the very last moment to strike, therefore foiling the daimon’s plans. I remembered staring at those marks and thinking how terrible it was that her otherwise flawless body had been ruined. 


My reflection in the fogged mirror stared back at me. This tag would be hard to hide, but it could’ve been worse. He could’ve tagged a chunk of my face—daimons could be cruel. 


Halfs couldn’t be turned, which is why we made such excellent fighters against the daimons. Dying was the worst that could happen to us. Who cared if a half-blood went down in battle? To the pures, we were a dime a dozen. 


Sighing, I flipped my hair over my shoulder and pushed away from the mirror just as a soft knock sounded. A second later, Aiden opened the door to my dorm. All six and half feet of him came to an abrupt stop the moment he saw me. Surprise flickered over his face as he stared at the fresh version of me. 


What can I say? I cleaned up nicely. 


With all the dirt and overall grossness gone, I looked just like my mom. Long dark hair fell down my back; I had those high cheekbones and full lips most pures did. I was a bit curvier than Mom’s willowy frame and I didn’t have her amazing eyes. Mine were brown, homely old brown.


I tipped my head back, looking him straight in the eyes for the first time. “What?”


He recovered in record time. “Nothing. You ready?” 


“I guess so.” I snuck another peek at him as he headed out of my room.


Aiden’s dark brown waves continually fell over his forehead, brushing against equally dark brows. The lines of his face were nearly perfect, the curve of his jaw strong, and he had the most expressive lips I’d ever seen. But it was those thundercloud eyes I found beautiful. No one had those eyes. 


From the brief time he’d held me down in the field, I felt positive the rest of him was just as stunning. Too bad he was a pure-blood. Pures equaled hands-off to me and every half out there. Supposedly, the gods had forbidden interactions of the fun kind between halfs and pures eons ago. Something to do with the purity of a pure’s blood not being tarnished—a fear a child of such a coupling would be… I frowned at Aiden’s back. 


Would be what—a Cyclops? 


I didn’t know what might happen, but I did know it was considered very, very bad. Gods got offended, which wasn’t a good thing. So since we’d been old enough to understand how babies were made, we half-bloods had been taught to never look at a pure-blood with anything other than respect and admiration. Pures were taught to never taint their bloodline by mixing with a half, but there were times when halfs and pures did hook up. It didn’t end pretty, and halfs usually caught the brunt of the punishment. 


It wasn’t fair, but it was the way this world had existed. The pures were on top of the food chain. They made the rules, controlled the Council, and even ran the Covenant. 


Aiden glanced over his shoulder at me. “How many daimons have you killed?” 


“Just two.” I picked up my pace so I could keep up with his long legged one.


 “Just two?” Awe filled his voice. “Do you realize how amazing it is for a half-blood not fully trained to kill one daimon, let alone two?”


“I guess so.” I paused, feeling the bubble of anger threatening to boil over. When the daimon had seen me standing in the doorway of Mom’s bedroom, he’d launched himself at me… and right onto the spade I’d held. Idiot. The other daimon hadn’t been that dumb. “I would’ve killed the other one in Miami… but I was just—I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking. I know I should’ve gone after him, but I panicked.”


Aiden stopped and faced me. “Alex, the fact you took down one daimon without training is remarkable. It was brave, but also foolish.”


“Well, thanks.”


“You’re not trained. The daimon could’ve easily killed you. And the one you brought down in the factory? Another fearless, but foolish act.” 


I frowned. “I thought you said it was amazing and remarkable.” 


“It was, but you could’ve been killed.” He walked off ahead.


I struggled to keep up with him. “Why would you even care if I was killed? Why does Marcus care? I don’t even know the man, and if he doesn’t allow me to resume training, I’m as good as dead, anyways.” 


“That would be a shame.” He looked at me blandly. “You have all the potential in the world.”


My eyes narrowed on his back. The sudden urge to push him was almost too great to pass up. We didn’t talk after that. Once outside, the breeze played with my hair, and I sucked in the taste of sea salt as the sun warmed my chilled skin. 


Aiden led me back to the main school building and up the ridiculous number of stairs that led to the Dean’s office. The formidable double doors loomed ahead, and I swallowed hard. I’d spent a lot of time in this office when Dean Nasso had overseen the Covenant. 


As the Guards opened the door for us, I remembered the last time I’d been in this office for a lecture. I’d been fourteen, and out of boredom, I’d convinced one of the pures to flood the science wing using the water element. Of course the pure had totally ratted me out. 


Nasso had not been pleased. 


My first glimpse of the office was exactly how I remembered: perfect and well designed. Several leather chairs sat before a large cherry oak desk. Wildly colored fish zoomed back and forth in the aquarium lining the wall behind the desk. 


My uncle stepped into my line of sight and I faltered. It’d been so long since I’d seen him—years really. I’d forgotten how much he looked like Mom. They shared the same eyes—emerald-colored ones that shifted depending on mood. They were eyes only my mother and uncle shared. 


Except the last time I’d seen her eyes, they hadn’t been vibrant. The icky feeling swelled inside me, pressing on my chest. I stepped forward, pushing it all the way down. 


“Alexandria.” Marcus’s deep and cultured voice snapped me back into the room. “After all these years. To see you again? I am at a loss for words.”


Uncle—and I used the term loosely—sounded nothing like a close family member. His tone was cold and plastic. When I met his eyes, I knew right off I was doomed. There was nothing in his stare linking me to him—no happiness or relief at seeing his only niece alive and in one piece. If anything, he looked rather bored.


Someone cleared his throat, drawing my attention to the corner of the office. We weren’t alone. Mister Steroids stood in the corner, along with a female pure. She was tall and slender, with cascades of raven-colored hair. I pegged her as an Instructor. 


Only pures who had no aspirations for the political games of their world taught for the Covenant or became Sentinels—or pures like Aiden who lived with super-personal reasons for doing so: say, like having his parents murdered by daimons right in front of him when he was a child. That was what’d happened to him. Supposedly, it was why Aiden had chosen to become a Sentinel. He probably wanted some sort of revenge. 


Something we had in common. 


 “Sit down.” Marcus motioned to a chair. “We have a lot to discuss.”


I pulled my eyes from the pures and treaded forward. Hope flared with their presence. Why else would there be pures here if not to talk about my lack of training and ways to overcome it?


Marcus moved behind his desk and sat. From there, he folded his hands and leveled a look at me. Unease made me sit straighter and my feet dangled above the floor. 


“I really don’t know where to begin with… this mess Rachelle created.”


I didn’t respond since I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly.


“First off, she nearly ruined Lucian. Twice.” He spoke as if I’d had something to do with it. “The scandal she created when she met your father was bad enough. When she emptied Lucian’s bank account and ran off with you? Well, I’m sure even you can understand the lasting implications of such an unwise decision.”


Ah, Lucian. Mom’s perfect, pure-blooded husband—my stepfather. I could imagine his response. It probably had involved a lot of throwing stuff and bemoaning his poor character judgment. I don’t even know if Mom had ever loved him, or if she’d loved my mortal father she’d had an affair with, but I did know Lucian was a total priss. 


Marcus continued listing the ways her decisions had hurt Lucian. I pretty much tuned him out. The last I remembered, Lucian was working to secure a spot on the pure-blood Council. Reminiscent of the old Greek Olympian court, the Council had twelve ruling figures, and, out of those twelve, two were Ministers. 


Ministers were the most powerful. They ruled the lives of both pures and halfs just as Hera and Zeus ruled Olympia. Needless to say, the Ministers had huge freaking egos.


Each Covenant location held a Council: North Carolina, Tennessee, New York, and the pure-blood university located in South Dakota. The eight Ministers controlled the Council.


“Are you even listening to me, Alexandria?” Marcus frowned at me.


My head jerked up. “Yes… you’re talking about how bad everything’s been for Lucian. I feel sorry for him. Really, I do. I’m sure it pales in comparison to having your life ripped away from you.”


A strange look inched across his face. “Are you referring to your mother’s fate?”


“You mean your sister’s fate?” My eyes narrowed as I met his gaze. 


Marcus stared at me, his face going blank. “Rachelle sealed her own fate when she left the safety of our society. What happened to her is truly tragic, but I cannot find it in myself to feel overly upset. When she pulled you away from the Covenant, she proved she gave no thought to Lucian’s reputation or for your safety. She was self-centered, irresponsible—”


“She was everything to me!” I jumped to my feet. “She did nothing but think of me! What happened to her was horrific—‘tragic’ is for people who die in car wrecks!” 


His expression didn’t change. “She did nothing but think of you? I find that strange. She left the safety of the Covenant and put both of you in danger.”


I bit the inside of my cheek.


“Exactly.” His gaze turned arctic. “Sit down, Alexandria.” 


Furious, I forced myself to sit and shut up. 


“Did she tell you why you needed to leave the Covenant? Give you any reason to why she would do such a reckless thing?” 


I glanced over at the pures. Aiden had retreated to stand beside the other two. The three of them watched this soap opera through poker faces. A lot of help they were proving to be.


“Alexandria, I asked you a question.”


The hard wood embedded into my palms as I gripped the chair arms. “I heard you. No. She didn’t tell me.”


A muscle ticked along Marcus’s jaw as he stared at me in silence. “Well, it is a shame.”


Since I wasn’t sure how to respond, I watched him open up a file on his desk and spread the lined papers out in front of him. Leaning forward, I tried to see what they were. 


Clearing his throat, he picked up one of the papers. “As it is, I cannot hold you responsible for what Rachelle did. The gods know she is suffering the consequences.”


“I think Alexandria is aware of how her mother suffered,” the female pure interrupted. “There is no need to go any further.”


Marcus’s stare turned glacial. “Yes. I suppose you are correct, Laadan.” He turned back to the paper he held between his elegant fingers. “When I was advised you were finally located, I requested your reports to be sent to me.”


I winced and sat back in the seat. This wasn’t going to be good at all. 


“All of your Instructors had nothing but glowing accolades when it came to your training.”


A small smile formed on my lips. “I was pretty damn good.”


“However,” he glanced up, briefly meeting my eyes, “when it comes to your behavior records, I find myself… flabbergasted.”


My smile shriveled up and died.


“Several write-ups for issues of disrespect toward your teachers and other students,” he continued. “A particular note here, written personally by Instructor Banks, states your level of respect for your superiors is seriously lacking and had been an ongoing issue.”


“Instructor Banks had no sense of humor.” 


Marcus arched a brow. “Then I imagine neither did Instructor Richards nor Instructor Octavian? They also wrote, at times, you were uncontrollable and undisciplined.”





Protests died on my lips. I had nothing to say.	





“Your problems with respect didn’t appear to be your only issues.” He picked up another piece of paper and his brows rose. “You were disciplined numerous times for sneaking out of the Covenant, fighting, disruption of class, breaking numerous rules, and oh yes, my personal favorite?” He looked up, smiling tightly. “You had racked up repeated demerits for breaking curfew and for fraternizing in the male dormitory.”


I shifted uncomfortably. 


“All before the age of fourteen.” His lips thinned. “You must be proud.”


My eyes widened as I stared at his desk. “I wouldn’t say proud.”


“Does it matter?” 


I looked up. “I… guess not?”


The tight smile returned. “Considering your previous behavior, I’m afraid to say there is no way I could allow you to resume training—”


“What?” My voice turned shrill. “Then why am I here?”


Marcus placed the papers back into the file and closed it. “Our communities are always in need of servants. I spoke with Lucian this morning. He has offered you a place in his home. You should be honored.” 


“No!” I came to my feet once again. Panic and rage seized me. “There is no way you’re going to drug me! I won’t be a servant in his house or any pure’s!”


 “Then what?” Marcus folded his hands again and looked at me calmly. “Will you go back to living on the streets? I will not allow that. The decision has already been made. You will not reenter the Covenant.” 
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CHAPTER 3

 




 

THOSE WORDS SHOCKED ME INTO SILENCE. ALL MY dreams of vengeance evaporated into nothing. I stared at my uncle, hating him almost as much as I hated daimons.


Mister Steroids cleared his throat. “If I may say something?” 


Marcus and I turned toward him. I was surprised he could even speak, but Marcus waved his hand for him to continue.


“She killed two daimons.”


“I’m aware of this, Leon.” The man who was about to bring down my whole world didn’t seem too interested. 


“When we found her in Georgia, she was holding her own against two more daimons,” Leon continued. “Her potential, if trained properly, is astronomical.”


Shocked that this pure would speak for me, I slowly sat down. Marcus still looked unimpressed and those bright green eyes were as hard as ice. 


 “I understand, but her behavior before the incident with her mother cannot be erased. This is a school, not a daycare center. I do not have the time or the energy to keep an eye on her. I cannot have her running wild through these halls and influencing the other students.”


I rolled my eyes. He made me sound like a cunning criminal about to bring down the entire Covenant. 


“Then assign someone to her,” Leon said. “There are Instructors here during the summer who’ll be able to keep an eye on her.”


“I don’t need a babysitter. It’s not like I’m going to burn down a building.” 


Everyone ignored me.


Marcus sighed. “Even if we assign someone to her, she is behind in her training. There is no way she would be on par with those in her class. Come fall, she will be sorely behind.” 


This time it was Aiden who spoke. “We would have the entire summer to prepare her. It’s possible she could be ready enough to attend classes.” 


“Who has the time for such an undertaking?” Marcus frowned. “Aiden, you are a Sentinel, not an Instructor. Neither is Leon. And Laadan will be returning to New York shortly. The other Instructors have lives—ones I cannot expect them to drop just for one half-blood.” 


Aiden’s expression was unreadable, and I sure as hell didn’t know what provoked the words coming out of his mouth next. “I can work with her. It wouldn’t interfere with my duties.”


 “You’re one of the best Sentinels,” Marcus shook his head. “It would be a waste of your talent—”


They battled on about what to do to me. I tried interjecting once, but after the warning glare both Leon and Aiden sent my way, I shut up. Marcus continued stating I was a lost cause while Aiden and Leon argued that I could be fixed. My uncle’s willingness to turn me over to Lucian stung. Servitude wasn’t a pleasant future. Everyone knew that. I’d heard rumors, terrible ones concerning how the pures treated halfs—especially female halfs.


Laadan stepped forward after Aiden and Marcus came to a standstill about what to do with me. Slowly, she flicked her long hair over one shoulder. “How about we make a deal, Dean Andros? If Aiden says he can train her and still do his duties, then you have nothing to lose. If she’s not ready by the end of the summer, she doesn’t stay.”


I twisted back to Marcus, full of hope. 


He stared at me for what seemed like forever. “Fine.” He leaned back in his chair. “But this is on you, Aiden. Do you understand? Anything—and I mean anything—she does will be a reflection upon you. And trust me, she will do something. She’s just like her mother.”


Aiden suddenly looked cautious as he glanced back at me. “Yes. I understand.”


A wide smile broke out across my face and the cautious look on his face grew, but when I turned back to Marcus, my smile died under his frigid stare.


“I will be less tolerant than your old dean, Alexandria. Do not make me regret this decision.”


I nodded, not fully trusting myself to speak. There was a good chance I would mess it all up if I did. Afterwards, Marcus dismissed me with a wave of his hand. I stood and left his office. Laadan and Leon remained, but Aiden followed me.


I turned to him. “Thank you.” 


Aiden stared at me. “Don’t thank me yet.”


I smothered a yawn and shrugged. “Well, I just did. I really think Marcus would’ve shipped me off to Lucian’s if it wasn’t for you three.”


“He would’ve. Your stepfather is your legal guardian.”


I shuddered. “That’s reassuring.”


He caught my reaction. “Was it something that Lucian did that caused you and your mother to leave?”


“No, but Lucian… wasn’t particularly fond of me. I’m Mom’s love child, you know? He’s just Lucian. What’s that prick up to, anyways?”


Aiden’s brows rose. “That prick is the Minister of Council.”


My mouth dropped open. “What? You’re kidding, right?”


“Why would I joke about something like that? So you may want to refrain from calling him a prick in public. I doubt it would help your cause.”


News that Lucian was now a Minister made my stomach clench, especially considering he had a “place” for me in his household. I shook my head and pushed that implication far from my thoughts. I had enough immediate concerns other than dealing with him.


“You should get some rest. Come tomorrow, we’ll begin training… if you feel up to it.”


“I do.”


Aiden’s gaze drifted over my bruised face and then down, as if he could see the many cuts and bruises I’d racked up since I’d fled Miami. “Are you sure?”


I nodded, my gaze falling on the lock of hair he kept pushing off his forehead. “What are we starting with? I didn’t start any of the offensive tactics or Silat training.”


He shook his head. “I hate to disappoint you, but you won’t be starting with Silat training.” 


That was disappointing. I liked daggers and all things that stabbed, and I really would like to know how to use them effectively. I started to head toward my dorm, but Aiden’s voice stopped me.


“Alex. Don’t… let me down. Anything you do will come back on me. Do you understand?”


“Yes. Don’t worry. I’m not as bad as Marcus makes me sound.”


He looked doubtful. “Fraternizing in the male dorms?”


I flushed. “I was visiting friends. Not like I was hooking up with any of them. I was only fourteen. I’m not a ho-bag.” 


“Well, that’s good to know.” He walked away.


Sighing, I headed back to my room. I was tired, but all the excitement from getting a second chance had me hyped up. After staring at the bed for an absurd amount of time, I left my room and moved through the empty halls of the girls’ dorm. The pures and halfs shared living quarters only at the Covenant. Anyplace else, we were segregated. 


I tried to remember what it’d been like to be here. The rigorous training schedules, ridiculous class work studying things that’d bored me to tears, and all the social games the pures and halfs had played. There’s nothing like a bunch of catty teenagers who could either kick your ass halfway across the country or set you on fire with a mere thought. That alone changed who people picked fights with or became friends with. And at the end of the day, it was always good to have a firestarter in your back pocket.


Everyone had a role to play. I’d been considered cool by half-blood standards, but now I had no idea where I would stand come fall. 


After roaming the empty common rooms, I left the girls’ dorm and headed for one of the smaller buildings near the marshlands. The one story, square building held the cafeteria and rec rooms and surrounded a colorful courtyard.


I slowed as I neared one of the larger rooms. The laughter and crashes radiating from the room proved there were some kids still here over summer vacation. Something flip-flopped inside me. Would they accept me back? Would they even know me? Hell, would they even care?


Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the doors. No one seemed to notice me. Everyone was busy cheering on a pure who floated several pieces of furniture in midair. The young girl was a novice at controlling the air element, which explained all the noise. Mom had used air, too. After all, it was the most common element. Pures could only control one, sometimes two if they were really powerful. 


I studied the girl. With her bright red curls and giant blue eyes, she looked about twelve, especially standing next to the towering halfs in her cute jumper. I really didn’t have room to talk. I came in at a whopping five and a half feet, which was midget size compared to most of the halfs. 


I blamed my mortal father. 


Meanwhile, the pure pursed her lips as another chair toppled to the floor and more chuckles erupted from her audience—all except one. Caleb Nicolo. Tall, blond, and all charming smile, Caleb had been my partner in dysfunction when I’d been at the Covenant. I shouldn’t have been so surprised to see him here during the summer. His mortal mother had never wanted anything to do with her “weird” child and his pure-blood father was totally on the absentee list.


Caleb stared at me, wide-eyed and stunned. “Holy… crap.”


Everyone turned at that point, even the pure. With her concentration broken, all the items fell to the floor. Several of the halfs scattered as the couch came down, and then the pool table.


I wiggled my fingers. “Long time no see, huh?”


Caleb snapped out of it and within two seconds, he’d crossed the length of the room and pulled me into a mammoth hug. Then he picked me up and swung me around. 
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