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        Men are so quick to blame the gods: they say that we devise their misery. But they themselves—in their depravity—design grief greater than the griefs that fate assigns

        Homer
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        Luna

      

      

      

      “I swear I’m cursed,” I whispered as I tried to detach myself from the vines that crawled up the side of this ridiculous castle. One was entangled in my hair, preventing me from scaling the building any further.

      Heady perfume from the flowers below filled the air, tickling my nose. Why they planted flowers there, I will never understand. Spikes would have been more practical.

      I tried to remove my hair tie, freeing myself, before one of the guards noticed my presence, and my mission was over before it even began. My leather gloves made this maneuver a hell of a lot more difficult, and the tie plummeted into one of the ostentatiously pruned rose bushes forty feet below.

      “Shit,” I groaned, “definitely cursed.”

      My long hair unraveled, tickling the bottom of my back as I freed myself and continued the climb. Great, like this wasn’t impossible enough already, I internally grumbled.

      A soft glow came from the balcony above as the wind carried the faint sounds of music and laughter from the party below. Grabbing onto a stone pillar, I pulled myself upward until I was straddling the railing, my sore muscles groaning from the brutality that the Trial Month was putting them through.

      A prickling sensation swept over me. Slowly, I shifted so that I could get a bird’s-eye view of the grounds below. I looked down across the gardens with my senses heightened, watching and listening for any sign that I was followed.

      A high-pitched squeal shifted my attention to the leafy maze below as a young woman in a baby pink chiffon gown stumbled into an opening.

      “Emilia,” a deep voice bellowed, “come out, come out, wherever you are.”

      A tall, thin man walked toward the entrance of the maze, drink in hand. He wore a kilt; the gold chains that covered his chest and back indicated that he was a high-ranking clan member. I allowed myself a moment’s hesitation to wonder what it would be like to have a man chase after me at a party—to be normal just for once.

      Mentally, I shook myself; they would like that—for me to get distracted, or worse, give up. This was how I was going to prove myself, how I would make them see that I’m just as good, if not better than any man.

      “Let’s just get this stupid thing over with, and then I can finally go to bed,” I grumbled.

      Lifting my other leg over the railing, I silently planted both feet on the balcony. I crept across to one of the open wooden doors and peered into someone’s living quarters.

      A large open fire licked at an imposing stone fireplace adorned with a stag’s head. His eyes were frozen, his mouth open in a silent scream. Furs and tartan blankets draped across a giant four poster bed, proudly announcing the clan of its owner.

      Next to the bed, there was an ornate wooden table with a golden pitcher and a matching chalice full of a deep ruby wine. The spicy smell reached my nose, and my throat dried in response. How long has it been since I ate or drank anything?

      Slowly, I crept around to the desk, looking for any indication of what I was here for. Over the years, I had learned to trust in my instincts, and the invisible sense within told me that my target wasn’t far away.

      Opening each drawer silently, I prayed to the gods that my mission would be easy.

      “Nothing is ever easy,” I grumbled as my eyes darted around the chamber. In a dark corner I spotted a wooden door slightly ajar; with my interest piqued, I crept toward it.

      The doorway led into a tunnel carved from the mountain that the castle was built upon. Never being one to curb curiosity, I sidestepped further into the tunnel with my back pressed against the cool stone.

      Hot steam billowed toward me, and my skin puckered in response. With my senses on high alert and my hand against the hilt of my knife, I knew that if anyone was in here, I would silence them before they had the chance to realize that they had even seen me.

      The further I traveled, the more difficult it became to navigate through the dense fog. Eventually, the tunnel opened into a larger area. Keeping my back flush with the stone, I crouched and squinted, allowing my eyes to adjust in the blinding haze.

      I inhaled the steam that crawled toward a domed ceiling decorated with colorful paintings; the heady scent of spicy soaps and oils filled my lungs. The heat from the blazing fire in the corner caused steam to tickle the back of my neck, and beads of sweat began to roll down my spine. I tiptoed further into the room, ignoring the way my throat closed uncomfortably and made sure the shadows forgotten by the candlelight hid my leather-clad body.

      Some of the air shifted, and my eyes grew accustomed to their surroundings. A large hot spring bath, big enough to fit ten full-grown shifter males, dominated the entire space. Hot, fresh spring water trickled in from the side of the limestone; its sound promised to melt away the troubles of all who entered.

      Out the corner of my eye, I saw a flicker of movement.

      My eyes darted across the room to a figure in the water. His broad, tattooed shoulders gleamed against the moonlight that poured in from the center of the domed roof. Sat on a ledge at the side of the bath, his back was to me; his dark hair piled sloppily into a bun at the top of his head.

      Internally, I groaned, cursing the curiosity that allowed me to be so reckless. What was I thinking—walking into a room without realizing that someone else was in there?

      Backing out of the room, I was about to turn away when something shiny caught my eye. Across the water, on the other side of the room, was the metal medallion on a table. Its symbols were etched in my mind. This was why I was here. There was no way in the Underworld I was going to be able to get across the room without the man realizing. I needed to come up with a plan, but I had no idea where to start.

      I tucked myself into the shadows, making my body as small as possible, while I went over my options. Brute force was off the table. Although I was skilled in combat, I knew the probability of overpowering this Adonis of a man was unlikely. Not without knocking him out first, which taking into account the water, I didn’t want to do because he would probably drown before I could drag him out.

      Nobody needs to die tonight.

      Shuffling feet drew my attention away from my plotting as three women walked into the room. They each wore opaque shifts, allowing a generous view of their soft, delicate bodies. Their hair was woven with various flowers and leaves, almost creating the image of a crown adorning their heads.

      “Milord,” the middle girl spoke up. She looked a few years older than me. Her red hair reminded me of fire, a color I had yet to see before today. “May we do anything for you?” Her suggestive tone caused bile to rise in my throat, and my eyes rolled at how ridiculous she sounded.

      “Leave!” the man growled. His deep bass reverberated across the room, causing the three women to scurry into the tunnel.

      As I squinted through the clouds of steam, I saw that the man hadn’t moved from his earlier position. The only indication he was alive was the rise and fall of his broad shoulders as he breathed.

      The medallion gleamed once more as if to taunt me. This was the only thing that stood in my way now. The previous tasks that I had completed paled into insignificance.

      Noises from the next room indicated that the three women were still in there, and a plan formulated in my mind, causing me to groan internally. Great. I was about to become my own worst nightmare...

      I retreated into the bedroom once more, trying to figure out where the women had gone. I crept further into the doorway, only to find the redhead alone, on top of the bed with her eyes closed. A smile spread across my face. This will be all too easy. Forcing her to retrieve the medallion for me was dangerous, and she would probably be all overdramatic if I threatened her life, giving the whole thing away.

      I crawled toward the bed on my stomach. Making my way to the side where her pale arm dangled as she rested—I silently sent my thanks to the goddesses. Reaching for my pack, I pulled out a wicked looking spike and pierced her skin with a fast-acting poison that should keep her in a deep slumber for the next few hours.

      After a few moments, her breathing evened out, and I dragged her under the bed before dressing myself in her pointless shift.

      Standing up to investigate my reflection in the brass plate on the wall, I ran my hands through my long, raven hair. Gods, please don’t let him realize that it isn’t topped with a stupid flower crown.

      My eyes traveled over my reflection; my body was nothing like the other women’s. Where theirs were soft, mine was strong, more dangerous. Years of training meant that my body was athletic, not overly muscular like a man’s, but definitely tight. My chest was ample. I often joked with Sarah that I would start binding my breasts so that running would not be so uncomfortable.

      I sighed and straightened my spine, putting a halt to the internal chatter that would ultimately talk me out of this insane plan. They gave me this mission because they knew it was impossible—the bastards. They didn’t think that I belonged in The League because I was a woman.

      Well, I was about to do something that only a woman could do.

      Breathing out all doubt, I straightened my spine, and with my head held high, I walked straight into the bathing room.
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      The spicy smell hit me once more as the tingling steam pulsed around my body, causing the dress to cling to my sensitive skin.

      “Milord,” I tried to imitate fire hair without gagging. Yes, fire hair was now the redheaded bimbo’s new name. “Is there anything I can do for you?” A growl tore from the man’s lips, and his voice rumbled around the cavern.

      “I said leave!” He twisted around; his muscles coiled like a cobra ready to pounce.

      Years of training had me in a fighting stance quicker than my brain could remind me that I was playing the role of the damsel.

      His eyes were fire, and his expression murderous. My heart hammered against my chest as I shifted my position and tried to look as innocent as possible. His golden gaze was so intense that I felt it penetrate every inch of me.

      With a ragged intake of breath, a shudder ran through his body.

      “Who are you?” he whispered. His full lips stayed open like they had more to say, but nothing came out. The silence lasted longer than comfortable. Running water was the only sound that echoed around the cavern. I forced myself to focus on the mosaic floor while my foggy brain tried to formulate a plan. I didn’t dare look up. His eyes were so intense; I was sure he would be able to read my thoughts.

      A splash drew my gaze back toward him; his arms had dropped back into the water, causing a small tsunami. I looked over his face, his jaw was square, complemented by high cheekbones. He had a neat and glossy beard. My fingers twitched at the sight of the dark hair against his pale skin. His nose was straight, his nostrils flared and his eyes … oh gods, those eyes. They were the color of burning amber and framed with quizzical brows. His whole face was perfectly symmetrical, his gaze questioning me.

      I pulled my hair over my shoulder, my skin flushed from the steam and his gaze flickered to where my hair once lay. He took one step toward me, and my body tensed once more. I breathed out, trying to gain some composure, but the intensity that this man carried was tangible. My lungs struggled to refill.

      “I have never seen you before,” his voice rumbled.

      “I … I am new,” I stuttered. Clever, Luna. “I was sent.” Very articulate.

      He walked further toward me, and my heart tripled in speed. He has seen into your ruse, my inner voice taunted. I scanned the room to find something, anything, that was heavy enough to knock him out. Boldly, I walked across the cool, damp floor tiles. Praying that I was as graceful as the other women, I tried to not fall on my arse.

      Those intense eyes never left me. As though an invisible cord attached us, he glided toward me; his powerful body was leaving a wake of water behind him.

      I reached a wall; it had been sculpted with grooves that acted as shelves. I looked across the shelves at the many glass vials containing colorful liquids, trying to find a possible weapon, and wondering if the knife between my cleavage was long enough to pass through the thick muscle in his chest. Looking at him now, I doubted that it could ever do enough damage. This man seemed indestructible.

      I walked toward the furthest shelf conveniently placed near the medallion. I inspected each vial as if they were the most interesting thing in the worlds. I glanced back at the man to find that he was still standing in the same spot, eyes burning with curiosity.

      I gulped, taking in a deep breath; my chest rose and fell, and he noticed.

      “What is your name?” His deep voice was a sharp contrast from the soft sounds of trickling water. My heart skipped a beat.

      “Luna.” I winced. I just told him my real name; what in the worlds was I thinking?

      “Luna,” he spoke my name as if it was a prayer, caressing every syllable. Oh gods, I really need to go.

      “Join me, Luna,” he breathed as one half of his face rose in a roguish half smile that revealed a perfect dimple.

      Of course he has dimples … I’m screwed.

      Getting in there was out of the question, but I could not leave without the medallion. I moved my body so that my left arm was behind me, and my back pressed against the table. The cool metal of the medallion bit into my fingertips. The only plan I could formulate was knocking him out long enough to climb back down the castle, but I would need to find something heavy.

      On the table next to the medallion, a gold pitcher filled with the spicy red wine and two goblets sat on a tray. I pulled my fingers away from the cool metal surface of the medallion and turned to face the table. I made sure my movements were sure and steady as I lifted the pitcher, making it look like I was considering his offer as I made us both a drink. I tried to hide my delight when I discovered how heavy it was.

      With my back facing the man and my body hiding my actions, I slipped the medallion into one of the goblets before pouring the wine into each of them. This could work if I caught the man off guard, and the only way I can imagine doing that is by getting in that gods be damned bath with him. Trying not to growl at the turn of events, I turned back around holding the tray.

      Attempting my best seductive smile, I ran over possible scenarios in my head as I edged closer. If I strike his temple that would give me at least a couple of minutes. His face was impassive, but his eyes blazed brighter the closer I came toward him.

      “Milord …” a gravelly voice groaned into the room. The man snarled and tore his gaze away from me, to the voice that was echoing into the cave. Smite me down now, please don’t let it be her. How was she already awake? Without another thought, I bolted.

      The tray clanged against the stone floor loudly as I snatched the goblet. Once I reached the tunnel, fire hair was leaning against the wall, looking a little worse for wear. When she saw me, her eyes filled with pure terror—drama queen. I did the only thing that I could do to get past her; I punched her—hard. Rather ungracefully, she hit the floor, and I tried not to enjoy it too much.

      I ran; I ran like my life depended on it, which it did, to the open balcony doors—my clouded thoughts were stung into action by the frigid air. Heart pounding, I held onto the railing as I glanced down at the sheer drop. Shouts and scuffling behind me gave me the last push I needed to snatch the medallion and throw myself off the balcony.

      “Luna!” My name tore into the air as I crashed into the flower beds below, rolling to soften my fall.

      Once at ground level, the maze that led to the castle’s portal looked impossible. Giving in to my ability to sense magic, something I have had since birth, I felt for the usual pull, and I ran.

      The gods themselves created the portals with their own powers; they tore the very fabric of the universe, creating doorways between our realms. History teaches us that before the treaty, the portals were a weakness when left defenseless. They are always active, like a pathway between worlds. No magic user alive has ever been able to close one; which was why the kings of old built their cities around them. Now the portals are guarded at all times.

      The sounds of people shouting rang in my ears, and it took everything in me not to panic. The portal was a marble archway; the magic it exuded made each hair on my body stand to attention.

      “Through here!” a male voice shouted—probably a guard.

      Oh, gods! I had to get out of here before they could see what I did to the other guards on my way through.

      I clutched the medallion so tight that it cut into my palm. The last thing I did before I stepped into the portal was spare the balcony one last glance. A giant, naked figure crowned in the moon’s light hunched over the railing as if in pain.

      “Luna!”
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      The familiar sense of confusion washed over me. I bit my lip, grounding myself. My destination had to be clear in my mind. Now wasn’t the time to lose focus.

      The void between realms was not a place that I wanted to get lost in. Nobody knows what happens to the people who give into the void’s confusion, but one thing was for sure, they never returned. I focused on the portal that I wanted and pushed forward, ignoring the shapes that swam into view, having no desire to discover what they really were. Some stories say that they are voyagers, lost souls eternally looking for an escape.

      I shivered, shrugging off the sense of dread I felt, and walked into the light that led into The Estate’s great hall. Apparently, an assembly was being held, and I had just appeared in front of the entire pack—scantily clad. Every single head in the room turned to stare.

      “Oh, shit.”

      A collective intake of breath, followed by hushed voices and snickers, made my hackles rise. Words like “whore” and “just like her mother” were whispered around the room, but I refused to break under their scrutiny. Plastering a self-satisfied smile on my face, I pulled my shoulders back, straightened my spine, and walked directly down the middle of the seated assembly.

      Three iron chairs were on the stage, and in them sat three very smug-looking Council members. My eyes shot daggers to anyone that dared look up; luckily for most, they were smart enough not to.

      I climbed the stairs of the staged area two at a time; the medallion’s bite the only thing keeping me grounded. As I walked to the central throne, the room silenced, and the gaze of hundreds of eyes prickled my skin.

      I threw the bloodied medallion directly at the feet of the man responsible for this mission.

      “Here,” I spat. His brown eyes flickered. Was that surprise that I see?

      Bending down, he scooped up the medallion, turning it over in his palm to check its authenticity. His face set in the disapproving mask that I had grown accustomed to.

      “Miss Moon,” the Alpha snarled. Alpha Kingsley didn’t look a day over twenty-five—perks of his Lycan genetics. He looked me over as if seeing me for the first time, and glee shone in his eyes at his discovery. His breath released a manic laugh, “I assume your skills as a Warrior were not utilized in this trial, Miss Moon?” He pursed his smug, thin lips. His snide face screwed up, just begging for me to punch it.

      The crowd laughed, and I plotted mass murder in my head. A wolf whistle behind me echoed around the hall, followed by several snickers. I whipped around, daring the brave person to do it again, this time to my face. They all shrank into themselves. Cowards.

      The portal at the back of the room let out a soft hum indicating the arrival of another person. Luke’s mischievous smile spread across his face as he appeared with an identical medallion around his neck. The crowd erupted into applause, and I tried not to scream at the favoritism.

      Lazily, he prowled toward the stage, his cool, confident gaze traveling across his adoring fans. That gaze reached me, and he stopped dead, his breath hitching as his wide eyes moved down my body. Luke’s gaze drank in my image and my face heated. I had never felt more naked than in that moment.

      Regaining his wits, he continued to swagger toward the Alpha, his smile growing smug as he noticed the predicament I was in.

      Shaggy, blond hair grazed his muscled shoulders, desperately in need of cleaning. I noticed the dark bruises under his sky-blue eyes, hidden under a layer of thick dust and grime. Cuts and bruises riddled the skin that was visible under his black combat attire. Leaves, dirt and sticks were stuck in the plates of his armor. He looked like he had just had a fight with the earth and lost.

      “You look like shit,” I whispered as he walked past me to place the medallion before the Alpha, in a deep, respectful bow. Creep.

      “Alpha, I gladly report that I have passed the final task. Please accept this proof and my undying gratitude.” He turned to face the crowd. “Without you all, this wouldn’t have been possible. I celebrate this victory in your honor; I will give my life to protect each and every one of you.” The suck-up then bowed fist over heart, and the crowd went nuts. I could swear I heard several women swoon. Sickening.

      Luke took a step back next to me, bending down into a slight bow to whisper in my ear, “And you look like a lady.” Gods, take me now.

      Kingsley raised his arms, and the room silenced instantly.

      “Two of our Recruits have come back to us!” He paused for dramatic effect. His gaze traveled over to me. “Granted, one of them has extremely questionable tactics.” Gods, he’s loving this. People chuckled. The mutts were obviously feeling braver in numbers.

      Kingsley stood, puffing out his chest. His muddy brown hair had been oiled within an inch of its life, and his eyes matched—muddy and dull. Sharp, thin features made up his permanently pissed off face. Kingsley could have been good-looking, but years of being a miserable bastard had scrunched the skin between his thick brows into a permanent scowl.

      “The packs will be gathering in the next few days. Remember that each one of you represents the Koray.” The man dared to look pointedly at me. “Anybody dishonoring this pack will be punished … severely.”

      The eight Lycan packs that inhabited the Arcadia were once governed by the Lycan King, the last Koray Alpha. He was the direct descendant of the first Lycan Alpha and the last of the royal bloodline. Since the King’s death, Kingsley had taken over his role as the pack’s Alpha. From what I had heard about our late King, Kingsley could not have been more different. Fueled by greed and drunk with power, he was the very reason that the eight packs had chosen to separate.

      On that positive note, the minions were dismissed. I watched as people began to exit the hall, some brave souls even shot curious glances my way.

      “Nice dress, Lu,” Luke’s smooth voice fanned the back of my neck. A sound reverberated in my chest, and he at least had the courtesy to look a little scared as he backed up with his hands in the air laughing.

      “I’m joking! Geesh, Luna, you’re never this, erm, intense.”

      Puffing out a breath, I deflated, gazing at the retreating figures of my so-called pack.

      “I’m tired, Luke. Tired and filthy. I need to bathe.” I moved to leave the building but felt a hand grip my wrist, hard enough to bruise the skin. Kingsley looked down at me like I was something that he had stepped in.

      “Yes, I’m sure that Miss Moon has a lot of dirt to wash away.” Kingsley’s shit-eating grin made my knuckles ache.

      Luke, having known me for a long time, recognized that I was close to attempting to rip the Alpha’s head off.

      “Alpha Kingsley, I have a few things that I wish to discuss with you.” Luke touched the man’s shoulder. Kingsley’s mouth twitched with the many insults he wanted to bless me with. Not to look like the bastard he was in front of golden balls, he opted to spare me this once.

      “Of course, Lucas,” he let go of my arm, and the second he did, I practically sprinted out of the great hall.

      Across the courtyard, the female dormitory blocks were a welcoming sight. Gods, Trial Month must have been long for me to think that. I flew up the three flights of magically-lit stairs, thanks to the Mages we have on our Council and headed for my room.

      Our pack lived in a secluded community; most people were born into it. I, however, was dumped here. This pack definitely wasn’t my family, and I could not wait for the day that I joined the League.

      Pushing the door open, familiar scents of the room that I shared with my best friend Sarah greeted me. She was laying across her bed, shooting up when she saw me before dragging me into one of her comforting hugs. Her small body pressed against mine briefly, before pulling back as she ran her powder blue eyes over me, checking for any damage. Obviously, she didn’t like what she found from the small frown line that deepened between her big eyes.

      I always thought Sarah looked like a Sprite; her features were small and pointed. Her hair was almost the same length as mine, touching the bottom of her ribs. That was our only similarity, though. Where she was blond and tan, I had raven black hair that almost looked blue in the light, and my skin was as pale as moonlight. She was perfect; she looked like a princess and held herself like one too. Even her voice held a soft singsong quality.

      “Lu?” she hesitated, “what on earths are you wearing?”

      I harrumphed, walking toward my bed, and grabbing the fresh clothes that were at the end of it.

      “Long and painful story,” I stated. “Let me get cleaned up, and I’ll fill you in.” I walked into the sparse bathing room. Like everything else in The Estate, it was cold and stark. The room was white stone, and it held a small, enchanted cubicle in the corner that spat out fresh spring water. I stood under the powerful stream, allowing it to massage my body, not really putting any effort into getting clean.

      My mind drifted back to the bathing room that I stood in earlier, to the man with the eyes of fire. A chill swept over my body that had nothing to do with the cool water that ran over me.

      “Who is he?” I whispered to myself, noting the way my voice quivered.
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      After a couple of hours sitting on my bed listening to Sarah, my shoulders started to relax a little. I briefly told her about the missions, but as usual, I didn’t go into much detail. Her eyes bugged when I told her that I had realm hopped, and she fired question after question, her practical mind wanting every possible detail.

      Realm hopping was not off-limits, but until now, I had no reason to travel to a different realm. Sarah would experience it soon when she moved to the Capital. She almost danced with excitement as I mentioned the different realms.

      “What were they like?” she whispered.

      “Well, the last one … was like it was taken from one of those children’s stories you used to read,” I said as I rolled onto my back to stare at the ceiling. “The ones about princes and princesses.”

      Sarah somehow managed to relate the subject to a history book that she was researching. She had a knack for relating everything to academia. I was just happy to lay back and pretend to listen, but the events from my last trial plagued me.

      A knock at the door shocked me out of my inner musings, and I groaned, rolling myself off the bed to see who it was. Luke was stood at the door with his hands up in the universal surrender position. Whatever banter he was about to come up with halted, when his gaze found my own. He looked over my face with wide eyes, his Adams apple bobbing as he swallowed. Shaking his head, he moved his gaze away from me, nodding when he saw Sarah.

      “Hey,” his voice sounded horse, “can I come in?” I stood aside, allowing him to enter.

      Shutting the door, I folded my arms across my chest and stood against the wall with one eyebrow raised. Luke crossed the room and plopped himself onto my bed, grinning. He must have just showered; his damp hair was tied back at the nape of his neck, and several strands fell out around his face, framing his brilliant eyes. His golden skin, in contrast with his blond hair and eyes, made all the girls at The Estate swoon. But he never showed interest in any of them.

      Everyone here at The Estate had golden skin. Everyone, that is, except me.

      “So,” he said, “where’s the dress?” The sparkle in his eyes quickly turned to terror as I dove toward him.

      “It was a part of the mission,” I growled. Luke fell over Sarah’s bed, laughing, and she soon joined in too. I just sat staring at the traitors, waiting for them to shut the Underworld up.

      Luke and I trained side by side over the years with one goal in mind—to join the League. The League was a force made up of many species that protected the realms and the Council from those who wish to harm the treaty. Each supernatural within the League's ranks was a Warrior. Sarah, like most females, was training to become a member of the Council.

      The Council was an organization that had one goal: to make sure that all the realms coexisted alongside one another peacefully. Sarah, specifically, was destined to become a Candidate for the Koray’s female Alpha, which meant she would be the pack’s representative within the Council. Our political voice if you will. To become a female Alpha, Sarah would first have to train in the capital with the other Council candidates.

      My best friend was a born leader. She was smart and could command the attention of an entire room with just one look. Her words would make even the most levelheaded person jump off a cliff if she ordered it. Not to mention her parents were high-ranking Council members.

      I had known Sarah and Luke my entire life. They were both Lycan, born into the Koray pack. I, on the other hand, was a Hybrid. More commonly known as a mutt. What made up my mixed-up ancestry was still a mystery. Even though Hybrids were common due to interspecies mating, I had no tell-tale signs of what I was.

      I was strong, with sharp senses like a Wolf, but unlike them, I had never actually shifted. There were also other things I could do, strange things, things that I had learned to keep hidden.

      We had come a long way since mutts were captured and enslaved. The practice was now illegal, a crime punishable by death. But even though the Council had passed the law, there was still a considerable amount of inherent prejudice within our society. We still had a long way to go, for the species to consider Hybrids their equals. Most became servants or worse, falling under the Council’s radar, and unable to repay their debts to society. Because let’s face it, what decent-paying job was there for a Hybrid?

      At an early age, I realized that if I didn’t want to be abused or owned, I had to take advantage of my unusual circumstances. The Estate’s Priestesses discovered me on the evening of the Harvest Moon twenty years ago. Hence my imaginative name. I was a baby, barely a day old, and left on the temple steps, or so the story goes.

      The Harvest Moon is one of the Lycan’s most holy festivals, and it was because of that that they did not leave me for dead and allowed me to stay here in The Estate. In my early years, the temple’s Priestesses raised me until I was old enough to join The Estate’s academy, the most prestigious Lycan training facility.

      I was the first Hybrid in history to have ever boarded here. Many people believed it was because Kingsley is really my father, and my mother was his whore who died giving birth, but I know that is not true. The hate he harbors just for me is not exactly paternal.

      It became apparent very early on that I was destined to become a Warrior. While most females my age studied the histories, I was putting guys twice my size into a choke hold. After ten years of mixed classes, we choose our path. To many people’s horror, I chose the League. A couple of other girls did too, but mainly as an act of Rebellion.

      By the time we were sixteen, most of the girls had dropped out, leaving around ten percent; as training became more dangerous, even more left for the comforts of the Council. For me, I could not think of anything worse than a job with the Council. A bunch of damsels that sat around arguing and screaming for help at the first sign of danger.

      Being a Hybrid in one of the royal packs was no picnic, but life is tough. I refused to be a victim of my circumstances.

      By the time we hit twenty, which was the year the trials began, there were only two girls left—me and Dee. Dee was a tall, thin girl who was as quiet as a ghost and had a wicked shot. Out of lessons, Dee and I never spoke, she was sullen and had no need for small talk, a trait I admired. I wonder if she had come back from the trials yet.

      “What do you think, Lu?” Sarah shifted me away from my thoughts.

      “Huh?” I said.

      She sighed and walked over to me.

      “We asked if you wanted to come down and get some dinner?” Her hand brushed the hair from my face, “You don’t look so good, Lu; are you okay?”

      “Just tired.” I sighed, “come on; let’s go eat.” As I said the words, I realized how hungry I was, and my stomach rumbled in agreement.

      Luke laughed, patting me on the back. “I know the feeling.”
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      The dining hall was a large white space filled with wooden benches, tables, and serving stations. Each section had different food that was available at all times, mainly for League members whose missions made for unpredictable eating patterns.

      I headed straight for the self-service buffet, loading my plate with meat and greens. For me, food was fuel; I didn’t care much for the taste, unlike most of the Wolves here. Ever since I could remember, I had a constant hunger in the pit of my stomach that the bland food kept manageable.

      We headed to our usual spot in the corner, away from the prying eyes that always followed us. Today those eyes seemed particularly hard to avoid. Whispers followed us across the dining area; I kept my head down as I slid into the side opposite Sarah. Luke, like always, sat next to me.

      “What’s their problem?” he grumbled using a chicken leg to point out a group of older, whispering pack members.

      “You guys are the first back from the trials. James isn’t back yet,” Sarah whispered, nodding toward the woman in the middle, who I now realized was James’s mother, Mrs. Kingsley. Kingsley’s wife would often let me know how grateful I should be to the pack, and especially to her, for not tearing me to pieces as an infant. All in all, lovely woman.

      She was the Koray’s female Alpha, and gods know she liked to remind us. Actually, I was confused as to why she was slumming it in the dining room with us peasants.

      Short, with dirty blond hair, her thin features always looked as if she was chewing on something sour. Like Mr. Kingsley, she stopped aging in her early twenties, but there was nothing youthful about her. Her body was the result of years on the Council; she wasn’t fat, just soft. Her soft hands looked like they hadn’t seen a day’s arduous work.

      My gaze shifted to my own hands. Years of training, fighting, and missions had left my nails permanently short. My palms were hard, the skin now healed from the scratches I gained climbing the castle—perks of whatever species traits I hold.

      Lifting my head up again, I was startled by the woman in question now standing at our table.

      “Oh, Sarah, dear. Why don’t you come and sit with the others?” She pointed to the table that she just came from.

      “Thank you, Alpha, but I am spending the last few days with Luna. Maybe in a couple of days.”

      Mrs. Kingsley had had her eye on Sarah as a possible mate for her son since her energy signal had formed. A supernatural’s energy signal allows others to sense how dominant and powerful the other supe may be. The fact that she was friends with me meant that Sarah had a mind of her own, and she was not easily manipulated by gossip or mean girls. Let’s face it, Mrs. Kingsley was a glorified mean girl with a title.

      “Mr. Myers, Miss Moon,” she sneered in my direction. “How happy we are that two of our Recruits have already made it back to us.” She said this loud enough for the room to hear, but her eyes looked anything but happy.

      A Recruit was a Candidate that had earned the right to represent their species for a place within the League’s ranks. For the past year, I was put through a rigorous testing schedule, which involved both physical and mental trials designed to separate the Warriors from the pretenders. Only the top ten percent became official Koray Candidates. Once that happened, we were put forward for eight Council-crafted trials that would determine our ability to join the League.

      The last of the eight trials was the most difficult of all. Each Candidate’s test is uniquely designed to exploit their weaknesses. I had no weakness, which was why I had never heard of a final trial to be as impossible as the one I had just faced.

      I was not sure who in my class would have been strong enough to survive this month. I had no way of knowing who else had passed. This was the first time I had been back to The Estate since Trial Month had begun.

      There was never any doubt in my mind that Luke would be successful. Luke was destined to be a League member. He was strong, fast, and able to shift as a pup. He was also the only person that challenged me in a fight. Well, in the past anyway.

      James, the Alpha’s spawn, was a spoiled brat. Born with a silver spoon in his mouth, everyone treated him like he already earned the title Alpha. Like most Wolves, he was a decent fighter, but his dominance level within his energy signal was nowhere near as strong as Luke’s.

      Each of the Lycan packs had two Alphas and one Beta. The Alphas were always husband and wife, their animals forcing their mating, to keep the pack’s bloodlines strong. But I knew deep down Kingsley wasn’t powerful.

      James and Luke would one day go head-to-head for the title of male Alpha, assuming that James even manages to pass Trial Month. If he wasn’t successful, his pack would never respect him as a Warrior, and his position would always be challenged. I knew that he had made it down to the final ten percent, but I believed that it had more to do with his privileges than his skill set.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Kingsley,” Luke said, eyes widening in a silent warning for me to behave.

      “Congratulations on the completion of your task, Mr. Myers. Elves are a dangerous opponent.” I looked over my friend in awe. Elves were the greatest weapon wielders in all the realms, especially Elemental Elves. Their prowess on the battlefield is the stuff of legends. Luke was a badass.

      “And you, Miss Moon,” Mrs. Kingsley peered at me, her sour face screwing up even more. “What did you do when faced with a Vampire warlord?” I heard a collective intake of breath. Sarah’s hand grabbed for my hand under the table, and murmurs broke out across the room.

      Vampires were considered one of the most dangerous species. They were renowned across all dimensions for the fierce Warriors that they were. Almost impossible to kill, a Vampire possessed every skill that a Warrior coveted. Speed, strength, invincibility, and their ability to predict battle strategies was just the tip of the iceberg. I had just broken into the castle of the biggest, baddest Vampire clan of all: the Dracars.

      Our female Alpha turned her body toward the crowd that we had attracted, obviously reveling in the attention.

      “You slept your way into victory!” Mrs. Kingsley ended with a gleeful tone, almost clapping.

      Now, I would like to think of myself as a very calm and calculated person … I would like to, but I’m not.

      “You,” I started, looking pointedly in her grey eyes with my hands flat on the table. I didn’t get any further though before Sarah squeezed my knee, followed by a punch in my thigh from Luke. I stood up, weighing the possibility of being able to launch Mrs. Kingsley across the dining room while still being allowed into the League. Instead, I resorted for the next best thing, “Pray tell, Mrs. Kingsley, how did James, the obvious choice for our future Alpha, fare in his mission?”

      She flinched as if I had hit her, eyes forming slits atop her sharp cheekbones. To not call an Alpha by their title was blatant disrespect. Satisfied that I had hit a nerve, I pushed past her and headed for the door, blocking out any response she may resort to.

      Not wanting to stay in The Estate any longer, I headed outside for the running track. I needed to work through this rage and running allowed me to do that. My sore muscles pushed into a gentle jog as I breathed the crisp winter air into my lungs.

      Arcadia was the Lycan realm, home to the eight Wolf packs. Picture a dense green forest with unforgiving terrain and drizzle that leaves the ground permanently damp, and you have Arcadia. I had been away for a month, and nothing had changed. After getting a taste of what my future may hold, I could no longer wait to escape this gods be damned prison.

      Tensing my muscles, I pushed out into a sprint wanting to leave The Estate far behind me. Running into the woods that tapered away from the track, I allowed my instincts to take over. I had always felt an affinity with the earth, being surrounded by it grounded me.

      Visions of the Kingsleys and their torment flashed through my mind, and I growled as I attempted to expel the anger that was now coursing through my body. The heady scent of pine and damp crept into my nose, and the sounds of scurrying indicated the small animals around me. I concentrated on those sights and smells, willing the roots under my feet to absorb my emotions.

      Pushing deeper into the tree line, I sped forward, letting go of the cautious pace that I saved for the public eye, too overwhelmed to care. The faster I ran, the more the world around me slowed down, allowing me to take in every detail.

      My thoughts drifted off to the previous tasks I had completed. The group exercises were easy. We were split into teams and given strength and endurance tests. Being in a team was difficult for me; other people slowed me down. I was used to being excluded from so many things that being alone now was second nature to me.

      Sarah adopted me when I was eight. We were in species studies when James pointed out that my silver eyes made me a freak. I remember that Sarah walked over to me and sat down, her little hands moving my hair away from my eyes.

      “I like her eyes,” she said. “They look like diamonds.”

      From that day on, I couldn’t shake the shadow that was Sarah. She would follow me around talking animatedly about something she had learned, and I just watched her, waiting for the time when she would leave. By the time we were eleven, I had grown accustomed to the idea that she wasn’t going anywhere and allowed her to request a room for us both.

      This year I hardly spent any time with her. The months leading up to the trials were filled with training for us both. Sarah was ready to sit for her exam in two days, and without a doubt, I knew she would exceed all expectations. I had one whole day left with my friend, and then I would go back to being alone.

      Feeling the sense of something tailing me in my peripheral, I pushed forward. Mrs. Kingsley had probably sent one of her disciples to spy on me, and I was in no mood to play nice tonight. My body responded to my innate desire to get away, and my legs hurtled me forward, away from the shadow.

      I only tested my body like this when I was alone. I had no desire for the people in The Estate to find out that I was a bigger freak than they originally thought, but tonight I didn’t care.

      Energy that I locked deep within me burst forward, and I reveled in my heightened senses. The woods swam past me in shades of green and brown, and my troubled thoughts melted away. The more I let go, the sharper everything became.

      Scents of the forest now invaded my scenes, and sounds felt like someone had turned the volume up in my ears. Everything was so overwhelming that it bordered on painful. I could swear I heard the trees breathing.

      Latching onto one of the larger pines, I began my ascent. Throwing my body toward the treetops, I broke out of the darkness that covered the woods. At its apex, the moon loomed over the canopy; the stars twinkled as if they were trying to match its light.

      Stopping, a wave of cool air washed over me. Everything I had felt just moments before blew away with the harsh wind that the trees were previously guarding me against. My rush of adrenaline died, and the volume was once again turned down. The sense of loss I felt was crushing.

      I was alone again.

      

      
        
        Vulcan

      

      

      

      The noises that surrounded that gods be damned Estate was deafening. How those Wolves could even think, let alone prepare for the trials that they faced, was beyond me. The trial season back in the Highlands and Infernious was a time of reverence and rightly so. Here, the organized chaos that surrounded me was enough to make my scales crawl.

      Not being able to stand the small talk that these beings held in such high regard, I broke away from their pitiful Council meeting as soon as the gavel sounded. Shifting the second I entered the courtyard, I launched my giant frame toward the sky.

      Wings beating against the frigid wind, the fire within me blazed, acting as an internal heater from this vile climate. Everything about the Arcadia made me long for my home. This moon was something that I could never get used to though, its haunting beauty was worlds apart from the blood suns in my old realm.

      My body pushed higher toward its heartbreaking call, clearing my mind of the idiotic court that was just in session. Leveling myself so that I could ride the wind’s current without any effort, I looked down into the wooded area—the foreboding trees sprawled below with small nocturnal animals unaware of the threat that loomed above them.

      I hated this time of year; the endless meetings and viewing pathetic training sessions that featured pitiful hopefuls that will inevitably be crushed by the trials we placed. Very few Candidates made the cut to become a League member. Most didn’t even pass the physical.

      I was here because the Glade Council had put forward their Alpha’s son for the Elites. He was a bland and underwhelming mutt that had no place in the League, let alone the Elites. Much to my dismay though, when an Elite Candidate was put forward by high-ranking Council members, we had to give them a fair shot. Politics.

      The mutt would soon find the last of these trials to be a rude awakening. I thought of the pup facing off Eros the Siren, and my laughter rumbled throughout my body.

      I was here because two other Candidates were secretly being considered for the Elites—Myers and Moon. I had not met the pair yet, but my status enabled me to meddle a little. Myers had an impeccable school history, his files showing that he was the top of his class in every subject. Moon, on the other hand, had flunked almost everything except combat. I would never have given him a second look if it was not for the flawless execution of his trials.

      Unsure of why his grades didn’t match the way he completed his trials, I decided that a more advanced task was fitting for his last. Moon’s previous three trials were passed with full marks, something that had not happened since my brothers and I were novices. Something in my gut told me that there was more to the boy than the Lycans were telling us and being the competitive type, I felt it my job to really test the pup.

      Feeling an abrupt surge of power in the atmosphere, I shifted my direction toward the wave of energy coming from the center of the forest.

      I personally created the last trial that the novice undertook. It was a cruel test, both on the Candidate and my comrade in arms. Cruel because Magnar Dracar is the greatest warlord to have ever graced the universe. Over the past millennium, Magnar’s battles had become the stuff of legends. Never defeated, he was the best fighter and strategist I had ever had the pleasure of working with. He was also my brother-in-arms.

      Challenging the boy to retrieve the medallion that I told Magnar to guard with his life was a cruel trick. Never in a million ages did I imagine that the novice would get into the same building as the medallion, let alone retrieve it.

      Magic called out to me from under the tree canopy. Although it didn’t seem evil, the power that it exuded set my instincts on high alert as I followed the energy signature. I shifted back to my other form, landing on one of the taller pines to break my fall. I now had the ability to blend into my surroundings.

      Movement caught my vision, and I instinctively made myself invisible from whatever shook the tallest pine, lying flat onto a nearby tree. Holding my breath, I readied myself to face whatever was responsible for creating this amount of energy.

      The most ethereal creature that I have ever laid eyes upon burst from atop of an ancient pine. Her ebony hair danced around in the wind, caressing the sides of her elegant body. It was her face, though, that caused my lungs to forget to fill. Her snow-white angular face juxtaposed the soft fullness of her lips.

      She wore a livid expression that would cause any battle-hardened Warrior to retreat. Breathing heavy, she straightened her posture. Her whole body was tense, almost vibrating with power.

      Edging closer without my mind’s consent, I drank in each one of her features, sure that if I blinked the vision would disappear. Her eyes scanned over to my direction, and a strangled noise escaped my throat. They were the same hauntingly brilliant silver as the moon above.

      Those eyes searched the heavens, and her breathing slowed, melting the menace from her face, leaving a heart-wrenching, pained expression.

      I never knew a being could seem so powerful and yet so fragile until now.

      The power that crackled around me suddenly disappeared, bringing a profound loss in its wake. She parted her lips and let out a noise that shattered my heart into a thousand fragments. I wanted to make whoever did this to her pay.

      If it was not for my years of training, I would have thrown myself at her feet and begged to swear my life to her service, then and there.

      Digging my fingers into the bark to ground myself, I crouched down, watching her upturned face call to the moon. Its light pooled around her highlighting each perfect feature burning them into my brain forever.

      It couldn’t be …
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      The Estate’s obnoxious horn sounded, dragging me awake. Groaning, I threw the linens over my head, my body screamed, pain radiated through each muscle where I pushed myself too far the day before. Hunger gripped my insides, tightening around my stomach and forcing me to get up.

      Lazily, I rolled over to find Sarah dressed in a formal, blue gown sitting on her bed, surrounded by open books. Her thin eyebrows furrowed in concentration as she pushed a quill against her pursed lips. Her hair was styled into soft curls, and the light caught the golden tones each time she moved her head. Who looks that perfect in the morning?

      “Good morning, sunshine!” Miss Perfect smirked at the disarray my hair was in. I replied with an eloquent grunt and dragged myself into the bathing room.

      Staring at my reflection in the mirror, I noticed that my skin looked paler today, probably due to how tired I was. My silver eyes were stark in contrast to my raven hair. I looked so different to anyone here at The Estate; my strong bone structure and coloring was so far removed from Sarah’s pretty heart-shaped face. I often wondered what species made up my genetics for me to look so different.

      Pulling my hair back into a French braid, I washed my face and cleaned my teeth. This was about as far as my beauty regimen went. Back in the room, I put on a simple black tunic paired with black trousers made from thick, skin-tight material and a leather jacket. As it was technically my day off, I only took two knives from my bedside. One went into the sheath on my thigh and the other on my hip.

      Sarah quizzically stared at me but didn’t say anything.

      “Breakfast?” I asked.

      She gave me one last look and gave up on whatever was bothering her.

      “Sure.”
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      Families visiting for the trials filled the dining hall. Most adults left The Estate once they graduated for one of the nearby Koray towns that surrounded this area. The only people that lived on The Estate’s campus were high-ranking Council members, League Warriors, and academy students. The Estate was the beating heart of the Koray, the most secure complex in all the Arcadia.

      Having so many people in one place set my teeth on edge.

      “Hi, Sarah.” Dave, a Council member who graduated the year before, hurried toward our group. Dave was tall and lean, and his face always looked as if he was up to mischief with his roguish smile. Not only was he heartthrob material, but he was also extremely intelligent. Like Sarah clever.

      Speaking of which, she looked so nervous she could be sick. I put a palm on her back to prompt her to reply rather than just stare at her lifelong crush like a crazy person.

      “Hi there, Dave.” Sarah did a nervous half wave along with a dazzling smile which seemed to cause Dave to take a step closer.

      “How are you? Are you nervous about the exams? No, of course, you won’t be; you’re completely brilliant,” Dave rushed without taking a breath. My friend stood staring at the babbling man, her mouth half open, and she honest to gods flushed!

      “Hardly,” Sarah said; not because she was seeking attention, but she genuinely didn’t believe that she was.

      “Do you need one last cram session before tomorrow?” Dave asked Sarah, holding onto the back of his neck in a nervous gesture. “I mean, if you’d like. Just because I experienced them only last year, I could come to the library with you and help?” Dave ended the sentence sounding less sure of himself. Geesh, this was the most academic way to try and court someone.

      Sarah looked at me with panicked eyes.

      “I, erm, said I’d spend the last day together with Lu.”

      I gave her a sad, knowing smile in return.

      “No, you guys go. Honestly, I’m going to head to the gym and kick some unlucky mutts’ arse.” Sarah started to say something, but I held out my hand to cut her off. “It’s fine, go get your study on.” I smirked, wiggling my eyebrows. Sarah rolled her eyes and gave me a half hug whispering her thanks.

      “Finally,” I whispered in return before she pulled away, bright red and looking like a rabbit in the jaws of a Wolf. I did my best not to do an evil laugh at their retreating figures. About bloody time.

      Continuing to walk down toward the food, I kept my head high, pretending that the whispering wasn’t bothering me. The smells of the food in the hall were making me nauseous, but my stomach grumbled, sending painful pangs, so I settled for fruit.

      I slid down the bench across from Luke and started to nibble at a piece of apple.

      “James is back,” Luke muttered as he stacked his bacon between two slices of bread. “Sirens.” My head snapped up; Sirens were renowned for their skills around the realms.

      “And?” I whispered.

      “Nobody knows,” Luke rolled his eyes, “but if it wasn’t fixed, there is no way in the Underworld that he would have bettered a Siren.”

      “He must have failed; the whole Estate would know by now if he passed,” I stated. Luke hummed his agreement while taking a huge bite into the greasy sandwich.

      “Hi there, handsome,” said a sickly-sweet voice belonging to Veronica the Vile, and yes, that ingenious name was my idea. I tried not to laugh at handsome right now, whose face was covered in grease.

      Veronica the Vile had been pissing me off since birth. She was your typical poofy dress, blond, shallow mean girl, and in one more day, I would not have to deal with her shit again. She had her eyes on Luke as soon as she realized that with his dominance, he was likely to be Alpha or at the very least Beta.

      “Heard you fucked a Vampire warlord to win the trial, mutant.” Obviously, she was addressing me, the dear. “Didn’t know you had it in you. I wasn’t sure you had the correct equipment; you know being a mutant and all.” She said this loudly, cupping her pink-stained lips with her perfectly manicured hand. People on tables nearby chuckled, and Luke looked upon her with pity.

      “Put much thought into what’s in between my legs have you, V? I’m flattered.” Before the bitch could say one more thing, I ran a finger down Luke’s bicep, “Come on, handsome, let me give you a workout.”

      I pulled at his shirt so that he stood. I took a step toward him, mere inches separated us, causing him to gulp. Pausing for dramatic effect, and with my most sultry smile, I winked at the bitch before I walked away swinging my hips. If they all thought I was a whore, Underworld, I might as well own it.

      “What?” I snapped at the blond-haired, blue-eyed Wolf that was currently smirking in my direction as we pushed open the double doors.

      “A workout, hey, Moon?”Luke’s eyes ran down my body with a shit-eating grin.

      “In your dreams dog breath, we’re going to the gym, and that’s all the workout your randy self will be getting.” With a punch to his arm much harder than needed, I walked toward the direction of the gyms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The gymnasium was a domed, whitewashed building with various training equipment surrounding a combat ring in the center. We were alone, everyone taking full advantage of the day off by spending it with their loved ones.

      “Earths to Luna!” Luke exclaimed, waving his hand in front of my face. Realizing that I went off into a trance, I quickly wrapped my hands and ducked under the side of the ring.

      “Come on, Wolf boy, let’s see if you can land a hit,” I smirked at Luke. He looked down at me, his eyes twinkling before he removed his shirt, revealing his golden, athletic stomach.

      Without one ounce of fat, his muscles rippled under his narrow waist, before his shape broadened along his chest and back. His arms were vascular, and each corded muscle flexed under my scrutiny. Holy Aphrodite, when did Luke get so hot?

      A clearing of a throat brought me back to reality,

      “Rethinking your choice of exercise?” Luke smirked, standing a foot away from me. His heated glare ran over my body in some sort of sick revenge, so I did what any reasonable person would. I kicked him. Hard.

      Holding onto his stomach, Luke let out a shocked laugh; then his expressive face morphed into a mask void of emotion. His svelte frame took up a lethal stance, and all jokes were immediately forgotten as Luke, the fighter, commenced his attack.

      Circling me, I could see his eyes calculating, trying to find a fault in my stance where he could catch me off guard. Lashing out his foot toward my lower abdomen, I caught it easily, twisting and forcing him to his knees with his back to me. He shot his leg back as he aimed for my throat, but I was in front of him before the thought had even formed.
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      For what seemed like hours we sparred, him on the offense while I blocked. I never tried to land a hit, I just defended. I could see Luke was visibly tiring; his movements became slower and more sluggish. The sweat which evaded me, covered every inch of his visible skin, it rolled in rivulets down his front.

      “Staring at my incredibly hot body again, Lu?” Luke panted.

      I knew that the stubborn Wolf would continue to spar until he landed a hit. The chances of him doing that before he passed out with exhaustion were slim, so I kindly twisted his arm and threw him over my shoulder flat on his back.

      Kneeling on his chest with his chin tightly in my hand, I growled,

      “The only reason I would ever look at your incredibly hot body would be to plan where to hit next.” I pushed his smug head to the side,

      “Ah, ha! So, you do agree that I am incredibly hot?” I used my knees to push myself into a standing position, causing Luke to grunt and laugh at the same time, cocky bastard.

      A slow, deliberate clapping behind me made me twist around to find a man at the top of the spectator seats. He sat with his legs resting on the seats before him. The shadows hid his face.  Gracefully, he swung his legs to a standing position and began to glide down the stairs. Luke stood up next to me as we watched the newcomer closely.

      He wore military grade boots, black trousers, and a black, skin-tight, short-sleeved tunic. It fit snugly against his enormous body, leaving nothing to the imagination. Everything about this man was huge. His legs were like tree trunks, and his arms were ripped, every inch of them looked to be wrapped in an intricate tattoo that ended at the top of his neck.

      His skin was the color of midnight, his hair as black as mine, cropped into a military style cut. He slowly stalked down the stairs toward us, until the lights that lit up the middle of the dome finally uncovered his features.

      His face was impassive, but every instinct in me screamed predator, run away. I assume Luke felt it too because he stiffened beside me, his breathing taking on a feverish quality. The man’s square jaw ticked; his hands fisted tighter as he moved closer. Ducking under the ring, he rose up so quickly, towering over us both.

      He must have been almost seven foot, but the way he unfurled his body was with liquid grace. The smell of smoke surrounded me, I took a step backward, and the man’s eyes honed in on my face. They were so dark and rich; you could get lost in the void they created.

      His strong nose gave way to voluminous lips. He had the strongest jawline that I had ever seen. The angles of his face were harsh, but his overall appearance was breathtaking.

      Be still my beating ovaries; this man was a god.

      “Impressive,” his rumbling voice caused my heart to flutter. “But I wonder what you’d be like against a worthy opponent.” With that, he took up an offensive stance; his muscles coiled to pounce.

      Luke looked at me, his gaze questioning. He waited for me to nod, before he eyed the stranger once more.

      “Your funeral, mate,” Luke laughed as he rolled out of the ring and onto the floor. I realized that this guy was waiting for me to start. I cocked my head to the side, looking over him quizzically. I couldn’t work out what he was, but whatever it was, my instincts told me he was strong. Hairs rose on my arms as I internally made the decision to accept the challenge, and the second I did, he was on me.

      His leg took my feet from under me, and for the first time in about five years, someone managed to plant me straight on my arse. From behind, I could hear Luke’s shocked intake of breath. I flipped my legs up so that I could stand again. Changing my defensive tactics, I kicked my foot toward his groin and like I did with Luke earlier, he caught my foot, twisting me around, so I once again landed on my backside.
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        * * *

      

      I continued with this embarrassment all afternoon. Sure, I spent more time on my back than upright, but for the first time in a long time, I was working for it.

      He hit out again, landing his fist on my chest, winding me. I bent over to try to catch a breath, but the pain stopped my lungs from inflating. His brow scrunched as he looked me over, almost disappointed. He seemed resigned to the fact he was kicking my arse, which pissed me off.

      My annoyance quickly turned into rage, and the rage somehow awoke every nerve ending in my body. My control slipped.

      “Do you yield?” He grunted toward my folded vulnerable form, pity lacing his voice. Oh, Underworld no.

      The freed energy within me roared to life. Fire spread along my muscles; my hearing intensified along with every other sense. I could almost taste smoke in the air as I straightened up. The sensation spread to every ache and pain, burning away all internal signs that I was losing this fight. I took a deep breath, my lungs inflating, my opponent’s brow twitched.

      You are going down, I thought as I tapped into the power I usually avoided.

      I threw myself at his massive frame, landing my feet squarely on his chest. Time seemed to suspend as he fell back onto the shuddering mat. I landed with my knees either side of his torso. Heat blazed painfully under me but I refused to recoil back; instead, I drew the heat within myself.

      The man stiffened beneath me, his face awash with emotion.

      “How?” he asked as the heat below me surged, and once again, I allowed it to flow into my body. I tried not to concentrate on how amazing it actually felt as I bit my bottom lip.

      His black eyes honed in on my mouth; time hitched, and so did my heart.

      He closed his eyes tightly before his hands snatched my ankles, lifting and throwing me behind him as he stood up. I tucked and rolled.

      Stop getting distracted Luna, finish this. The second I thought about moving, I was on him: the speed which I moved, lightning. My fist lashed out against his jaw and then his solar plexus, causing him to bend over as my knee came up to meet his nose in a crunch.

      He held onto me, almost in an embrace, crushing my arms either side of my body. With strength that should have been impossible for a female Hybrid my size, I threw him backward ten meters against the side of the ring. His face showed the briefest flicker of shock and excitement, maybe? No, that’s me.

      Without even meaning to, I moved in front of him, taking advantage of his shock and landing kick after punch. His arm shot out, smashing me against the side of the ring. I used the momentum to push myself forward, and as my foot kicked out, he lost his balance, pulling me down with him.

      A tangled mess of limbs shot out at one another, rolling across the floor. The fire in the pit of my stomach had graduated to burning lava that was licking its way up my throat. I stopped, straddled on top of the man.

      A smell that was so incredible filled my senses; I leaned in toward the intoxicating perfume, no longer in control of my actions. Heat surrounded me—heat and a smell so delicious it melted my thoughts. Everything disappeared as every part of me was consumed by the need to get closer.

      Hands dug into my hips, and I flattened my own against something solid. An alluring rhythm under my fingertips danced, pulling me in further toward the smell.

      “Sire?” A confused voice shook me out of my trance. A growl rumbled from under me. Breath danced across my face, lifting the hair on my arms. The haze lifted to reveal two dark, stormy eyes so close to my own.

      “What?” he demanded. His top lip was split, causing his blood to trickle over the crease down to the bottom lip. My stomach panged; my throat closed.

      “I … you …” the intruder interrupted once more. A hiss escaped the back of my throat as I snapped my head toward him. The giant hands on my hips dug in further as I took in the face of our disturber. He was a small, dumpy, unremarkable man. Very easy to kill … wait, what?

      “The Alpha … he asked me to bring you to the meeting,” he stuttered, visibly shaking. Seeing him cower in the corner was the cold splash of water onto the fire, shocking me back to reality—I was sitting on top of a man that I didn’t know, sweaty and bloody, in a gym, alone.

      The hands around my hips slackened as soon as I came to that realization; my fight died. I shot up.

      “This better be good!” His voice boomed across the gym, and the messenger shook more than I thought physically possible. I felt him stand behind me as the air changed, the fire in my throat once more clawed its way up painfully. Without another word, the man stormed toward the messenger as he cringed.

      The door slammed behind them both, leaving me in the middle of the gym standing in the fucking ring alone.
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      The stream carried blood-tinged water down my body. I felt like I had been beaten to a pulp. Stretching out my limbs, I tested to check the damage. My shoulder and my spine were sore, but nothing was broken. The burning lava crawling up my throat returned to a hollow ache in the pit of my stomach.

      After I finally rinsed my hair, I turned off the water and found a towel. Peering into the looking glass, I wiped away the steam to see my reflection. Bruises dotted around my body, one eye was swollen, and my cheek cut. My ribs had taken a beating, and perfect fingerprints marked my hips. Tracing my hand over them, I shook my head, wondering who the stranger was, and how I could learn to fight like him.

      Dressing again in another set of black, skin-tight trousers and a black, long-sleeved tunic, I piled my hair atop of my head in a messy bun and headed toward the library to make sure the bookworm had eaten.
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        * * *

      

      Pushing through the intricately-carved wooden doors, I stepped into the library. With three levels, the library boasted more decoration than the entire Estate. Mahogany bookshelves covered each wall, surrounding large stone fountains with marble statues. Row after row of desks in the same mahogany, seated clusters of girls and the occasional boy, pouring over their books, cramming before their final exams.

      Sarah was on the third floor in the furthest corner, tucked away from everyone. Her small frame was dwarfed by Dave’s, who currently had his arm around her back. Interesting.

      “Come on, bookworms; let’s get some food in you both.” The pair shot up like they had been caught in the act, definitely interesting.

      After several protests from my dedicated friend, and some serious convincing that she couldn’t possibly retain any more information—apparently, it’s easier to do when you have dimples—Sarah stood up. Dave instantly picked up her books, and I coughed over a laugh at the puppy dog eyes she gave him.

      “Luna, what’s happened to your face?” Dave asked, completely shocked. Sarah reached around, pulling my face into her hands, eyes full of concern. Those blue eyes were framed with dark rings, and her normally perfect golden complexion was showing signs that she wasn’t looking after herself.

      “I will heal soon. Your brain on the other hand, will be no use to anyone if you don’t feed yourself and sleep, you look like a corpse Sar,” I deflected. She made a grumbling sound and rubbed her dainty hands across her brow.

      “I suppose you’re right, but I’m taking the books,” she said, lifting her chin defiantly.

      Picking up a pile too big for Dave to carry alone, I led the way down the wide marble staircase, knowing that they both would follow. The dumpy messenger from the gym stood at the bottom of the stairs, his eyes flashing when he spotted me. As I reached the bottom step, he cleared his throat.

      “The Alpha requests your presence in the grand hall.” Nobody spoke.

      “Who, me?” I said, shooting a glance to the pair behind me; they both looked as confused as I was.

      “Moon, right?” The messenger glanced from his feet toward my feet; I didn’t reply. “Just as I thought, this way, please.”

      I passed the books over to Sarah.

      “What’s going on?” she whispered.

      “Beats me,” I answered with a frown. My review wasn’t until tomorrow. “Eat. As soon as I’m done, I’ll come straight back to our room and fill you in.” On second thought, I looked over at Dave, who was practically attached to her hip and whispered, “Take your time.”

      I followed the man across the campus and into the main building. I had been in the Council chambers here on campus a couple of times, but it was usually the place where the Council discussed politics. Which was why I had no idea why I had been summoned.

      At the end of the stark, clinical corridor, wooden double doors were manned by two male Lycans. They took one look at the messenger and allowed us both entry.

      “Ah, Miss Moon.” Kingsley said my name as if it left a disgusting taste in his mouth. “Just in time.”

      The room was large, rectangular, and emerald green. Cherry wood benches sloped from either side where members of the Council sat all wearing brown cloaks. Kingsley sat in a raised box with several other high-ranking Lycans directly facing the door. His wife was next to him, wearing her usual pinched expression.

      “The Council has come together to review your … unique case,” he smiled.  The messenger made a sympathetic noise as he put his hand on my lower back, pushing me through the doorway.

      A box jutted out of the opposite side to where Kingsley and his cronies sat. The messenger made a motion for me to sit and backed away, bobbing in Kingsley’s direction as he left the room. The Alpha’s face turned up in a cruel smirk as his eyes ran over my body, glittering with excitement.

      “Miss Moon, the Council has come together to discuss the League’s successful applicants such as my son and Mr. Myers.” No way did James defeat a Siren without foul play. Kingsley’s tongue jutted out of his mouth, dampening his thin bottom lips while his eyes bore into my own. He was trying to make me submit; I refused to.

      “You successfully attained your mark, Miss Moon, which would normally mean a place in the League’s ranks.” I stiffened at the word normally.

      “The, erm, manner in which it was done …” his eyes ran down my body, undressing me in front of the pack’s Council, “is not with the skills that the League desires from its applicants.” He paused, allowing this information to sink in. He’s saying that I prostituted myself.

      Anger swelled in the pit of my stomach, causing my spine to straighten and my fists to clench. There is no way I was allowing him to implicate me like this.

      “It was my job to attain the mark by any means necessary,” I spoke coolly. “The women that you are used to, Kingsley, may only have talents that reside in that department, but I am a Warrior. Ask your son what happens when you step into the ring with me.”

      Both Alphas were practically vibrating with rage; I smirked and continued, “I do not need to justify my fighting abilities; every Wolf in this room knows what I am capable of. This time brute force was not an option. I did what needed to be done without compromising myself.”

      Mrs. Kingsley chuckled harshly, “Miss Moon, the entire academy saw the truth of what you are. Deflect all you want but the League is looking for Warriors, not women who spread their legs.”

      Several members of the Council shifted, uncomfortable with the direction of the topic. The fire in my stomach boiled, clawing its way up my sides. It took everything in me not to jump from the stand and rip her head clean from her shoulders.

      “As it happens,” the bitch continued, “You did complete the other tests, though, we are now unsure the means in which they were achieved.”

      This cannot be happening.

      “I am the best fighter in The Estate, Kingsley, and you know it!” I demanded. “Not one of your instructors has managed to land a hit on me in years and your precious son,” I hissed, “has never been able to.”

      Mrs. Kingsley shifted in her chair, leaning forward, her mask of composure showing cracks.

      “You are nothing compared to James. He will be Alpha of his people one day, while you will be on the streets selling yourself like the rest of the mongrels.” A few Council members shifted uncomfortably.

      “Now, now, dear.” Kingsley patted his wife’s hand, chuckling as though she was an unruly pup. “We are here to discuss Miss Moon’s application for the League, and the Koray’s willingness to sponsor her.”

      My whole world stopped. My vision narrowed; Mrs. Kingsley smirked when she saw my reaction to Kingsley’s statement. She raised her voice, so it carried across the room.

      “Our Alpha is right. You have heard how this Recruit achieved her missions. We also know that Miss Moon is not Lycan. Though we took her in twenty years ago out of the kindness of our hearts,” she paused, closing her eyes reverently while placing a hand over the place her heart should be. “We cannot pretend that we know what she is.”

      Muttering filled the room, and I could hear people saying words like mongrel and shame. I’m royally fucking screwed.

      “Koray Council, as you know, the Recruits that we put toward the High Council have to be the cream of the crop. Each Candidate represents the Lycan’s of the Koray, and we now must come to a decision. Should we put Miss Moon forward with the rest of our victors, risking shame on our great lineage? Or do we put a stop to this?” My blood ran cold.

      The murmuring continued. My future was at risk, to be decided by the whim of the people in this room. My whole miserable life had led up to this moment. Being a female in the Lycan community meant one thing: you are a Council member or a breeder. Or, well, let’s just say, the Underworld is filled with nameless women. I wasn’t Lycan so the latter would be my only option.

      Being a League member was all I had ever wanted, all I had ever dreamed of doing. I was stronger, better, and faster than any one of the fully-fledged League members stationed at The Estate. The Kingsleys were clutching at straws, trying to find a reason why they shouldn’t sponsor my application, and I was going to lose it at any second.

      “We must come to a decision.” Kingsley rose out of his seat with his fist up motioning for silence. “You have heard Miss Moon’s history. You have been given both sides of the debate. I have brought Miss Moon to this meeting to make one last plea for her case.” The word plea stirred up the fire in my stomach. There was no way in the Underworld I was begging these Wolves; I go rogue first.

      Everyone turned to face me, and I made sure that my face was impassive. I refused to let them know what this was doing to me. Stiffening my spine, I made direct eye contact with Kingsley,

      “You have already made your decision,” my voice echoed through the great hall. “Nothing I say will convince you otherwise, so get on with it.”

      The joy that spread across the Kingsleys’ faces was oil to the fire in my stomach. My grip on my hidden power slipped once more, awakening my senses.

      A familiar smell hit me, so delicious, it was almost difficult to breathe. It was the same smell that attacked my senses in the gym, smoky and rich, and I needed it.

      “All those in favor of Miss Moon remaining a Koray Elite candidate, say aye.” I could see the fibers that made up the cloaks that adorned the Council members.

      “Aye.” I could hear the beating of fifty heartbeats, each one I could easily differentiate.

      “All those opposed, say nay.” I could feel the invisible thread that pulled me toward the side of the room where the seductive smell beckoned me.

      “Nay.” That one word boomed around the chambers, and my entire world shifted on its axis. It was over.

      “It is decided. Miss Luna Moon, your application to be a Koray League Candidate has been denied. You will stay here in service of The Estate until your debts are settled, but all training and uses of any training facilities are hereby revoked. You will be expected to move to the servant quarters effective immediately.” An unrecognizable laugh escaped me; my whole body twisted toward the direction where Kingsley had just spoken.

      When I was fourteen, James tried to get a little handsy at a Lunar festival. Tried, being the operative word. I broke his wrist, and he never tried anything like that again. Right now, I wanted to break more than his father’s wrist, and Kingsley’s paling complexion indicated my expression conveyed as much.

      The familiar lick of heat and power filled my senses, and I gave into it willingly. What was the point in holding back anymore? As I focused on his face, I could hear his breathing. It sped up as I lean over the stand, my fingers splintering the wood beneath them, like it was made of clay. Kingsley knew right then that he was a dead man.

      “The Elites will sponsor her,” a deep voice sounded, and the entire room gasped collectively. I spun my head around to find the man from the gym. Holy shit balls.

      “As you know, I am here at your request on behalf of the Elites, Alpha Kingsley.” My head was reeling as I recalled our fight, the guy was in the fucking Elites! He had obviously changed; his new black military armor had no signs of our earlier fight.

      “I reviewed your son’s performance, as requested.” I did my best not to laugh at the thought of James thinking that he was good enough for the Elites. He walked to the stand with a lethal grace. As he neared, the hair on the back of my neck rose.

      “While I was here another Candidate drew my attention… Miss Moon.” The Kingsleys shifted in their chairs, visibly fuming with this revelation. The man stopped once he reached my side, and the power that surrounded him made my head spin. What in the Underworld was this guy?

      “Moon’s history is not of the League’s standard. I suggest you look at her files, Prince Ignis. She is not a worthy Candidate.” I withheld a groan. I made a prince bleed.

      “I have learned, Alpha Kingsley, that the files you keep cannot measure a Candidate’s true abilities. I prefer a more practical approach. Moon passed the Council’s eight trials without any complications, and in the fastest time. What surprised me, Kingsley, was how she seemed to fail all The Estate’s classes, but still got put forward as a Recruit.

      Your paperwork doesn’t match up. Her results are not consistent; even her description is wrong. It seems that your scoring system is flawed, and the Elites will be recommending that the Council looks into this.”

      Kingsley attempted to stand, but his wife placed a hand on his shoulder. I was loving every second.

      “What we don’t want is Candidates with perfect scores falling short in the field … not unlike your son.” I tried to hold my laughter in … tried and failed. Mrs. Kingsley gave me a reptilian smile, her eyes like slits.

      “James’ trial was ridiculous, which was why he was granted special consideration. He was doomed from the start,” she cried, her cool slipping.

      Prince Ignis let out a frustrated breath.

      “Miss Moon had the most challenging task. One which she completed in record time without her birth status giving her an advantage.” He ended the statement on a hiss that made a shiver run down my spine.

      Mrs. Kingsley’s eyes sparkled. “We all know the manner in which the task was completed, Sire. I wasn’t aware that a man with your status would be in need of such talents.” Mrs. Kingsley’s words were respectful, but her tone was anything but. I tensed at the same time as the prince. She could see the effect her words were having.

      “She’s a mutt and property of the Koray. Luna will have a job here in The Estate with the rest of the mutts that we kindly took in. She will not need your charity, Your Majesty.” The prince clamped his hand around my wrist and pulled me back before I realized that I was moving forward.

      Something sticky dripped down my hand, but I could not see what; he held it firmly behind my back.

      The prince cut me off before I could defend myself. With eyes blazing, he faced the judge.

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, Judge Brown, but hasn’t the enslavement of Hybrids have been illegal for hundreds of years?”

      Judge Brown was old even for a Wolf. Looking at the man now, I was unable to determine his age. His energy signal was weighted, something I have only sensed in the pack’s elders. He was at Kingsley’s right, dressed in the Koray’s formal color of brown. If I had to guess his age from his energy signal, I would say he was at least four hundred, maybe older.

      “Prince Ignis is correct. The Estate does not have any rights to the girl because of her species. She does, however, owe The Estate a debt.”

      I deflated, knowing that the judge was right.

      Each member of the Koray pack worked up a debt. Housing, food, and other necessities were provided for each member. If you were not from a wealthy family or managed to get a job with the League or the Council, you were given somewhere to live within one of the Koray towns.

      In return for the accommodation, a job was assigned, allowing you to contribute to society. No Hybrids born into the Koray attended the academy, but the cost of living alone kept them enslaved to the pack through their debt. I was completely screwed.

      The Estate had been keeping a tally from the day I arrived. Every meal, training session, and night in accommodation gave me no hope of ever legally escaping the pack. Without a job in the League, the pack basically owned me. Even though enslaving Hybrids was illegal, the Kingsleys had found a way.

      Sarah had offered to pay off my debts, but I hadn’t let her, knowing that I would soon become a member of the League. I never even saw this coming.

      “They’re right,” I whispered, deflated. My future was looking as bleak as the weather outside.

      “The Elites will take over Miss Moon’s debt,” the prince retorted, making my heart skip.

      “That is not …” Mrs. Kingsley began but was stopped abruptly by the prince, who was still holding me against his front by my wrist.

      “The law states that Miss Moon can leave The Estate if she has a payment plan in place, or if her debt is paid. Her debt will be settled in full with The Estate this evening. There is nothing more to discuss.”

      The prince turned to address me, “Miss Moon, do you wish to spend the rest of your life here at The Estate scrubbing floors?” He moved next to me in the stand so I could look into his eyes. They were so dark that they were almost black and swirling with emotion.

      “Never,” the word tore from the pit of my heaving chest.

      “It has been decided then,” the prince addressed the room. “Miss Moon is henceforth renouncing all ties with the Lycans of the Koray. The Elites came to the Koray to find worthy Candidates, and we found that in Miss Moon. James Kingsley’s application has been denied. There is no further need for me to stay here, so Miss Moon and I will be departing now.”

      Judge Brown banged the gavel to gain some order, while the room descended into chaos. The prince’s hand on my wrist tightened, and I looked down to see that our hands were laced in blood. Confused, I looked up to see the side of his mouth raised is a smug smile.

      I realized then, at that moment, that I was free from The Estate. I had somehow managed to go from scrubbing floors to being accepted into the most revered department in the entire League. I couldn’t help it; my face spread into a grin. The freaking Elites!

      After a few beats where the prince looked down on me intently, he led me out of the room toward the main staircase. My eyes focused on the blood dripping down his wrist onto my hand.

      Once we were far enough away so that the cries of outrage had faded into nothing he stopped.

      “I am sorry that I manhandled you. I thought that you were going to go for Kingsley.” He let go of my hand, awkwardly shifting as he checked for people coming over my shoulder.

      “I was,” I admitted, a small smile tugging at my lips. “Thanks.”

      His obsidian eyes twinkled, holding so many emotions beneath their stormy depths. His face, however, remained stoic, a perfectly sculptured mask. He paused a beat as if he had all the time in the world to memorize my features. He was so big; his presence dwarfed every other thing around him. The prince eventually dragged his gaze away, turning on his heel before he continued in the direction of the dorms. Neither of us mentioned the blood, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself looking at it.

      I followed his lead without a word, up to the door of the dorm room I shared with Sarah. He reached for the handle and hesitated.

      “We need to leave here before they find another reason to keep you. I’m sorry, but you won’t have a lot of time to say your goodbyes.”

      I shrugged. “I was able to see the people that mattered anyway. I’m not exactly popular here.”

      Shaking his head, he opened the bedroom door and was greeted by a high-pitched scream.

      “Lu! What in the Underworld is happening? Who in the Underworld is this, and why are you bleeding again?” She looked at my hand that was stained with the prince’s blood.

      “It’s not mine,” I said weakly as my erratic friend wrapped cloth around my hand. It was then she realized the prince was still in the room, and her face paled.

      “Miss Black, I am Prince Vulcan Ignis of the Infernious.” Sarah’s sharp intake of breath told me she knew exactly what and who he was, which made one of us. “Please excuse the interruption, Miss; I am here to escort Miss Moon to the Elites.” Sarah’s eyes bugged and then shifted to me.

      “They kicked me out, Sar. By the sounds of it, they never intended to let me apply for the League; they just wanted to make me indebted.” The prince made a sound that reverberated in his chest,

      “We need to leave, Luna, before it’s too late. The fact that I have shown interest in you will make them suspicious. It is not safe for you here anymore.”

      I started to collect my belongings.

      “They cannot do that!” Sarah exclaimed. “It’s Lycan law that the pack will sponsor anyone who passes all trials.” She looked as though she was about to cry. Prince Vulcan pulled a bag from under my bed and started to help me pack my things into it.

      “I’m not Lycan, Sar; I need to go.” I hugged her hard, knowing that the chances of me seeing her again were very slim. Tears fell from her eyes, and I stroked one away with my thumb, a sob escaped as she held back more.

      “We never got to spend any time together; I wasted our last day with Dave.” She swallowed, and my heart broke.

      “We had twenty years together, Sar; it’s now Dave’s turn. He likes you, you know? Always has, and it looks like he’s finally realized.”

      A throat cleared behind me, pulling us out of our moment.

      “We have to go now,” the prince mumbled, visibly uncomfortable with our display of affection.

      I hugged Sarah for what was probably the last time, then grabbed seven more blades from places hidden in my room. I took the last one from behind a painting, Vulcan stood patiently. If he thought the number of blades that I was bringing was excessive, he never said.

      “Bye Lu, stay safe,” Sarah said to me as I left the room choking back tears.

      After I closed the door, I took two cleansing breaths, fighting against the tears that threatened to come. I felt a hand on my shoulder, “I am sorry, Miss Moon, but we have to go.”

      “Luna.” I swallowed against the lump in my throat. “Call me Luna.”

      I turned around to face the prince’s concerned gaze. He took one step toward me, and I instinctively took a step back. Gods, he was so intense.

      “Luna, I am sorry. I don’t mean to be insensitive, but we really must go.”

      I nodded, pushing back off the door so that I was now mere inches away from the prince. Trapped between solid wood and solid muscle.

      The prince’s gaze heated.

      “The journey will be trying, have you fed?” His voice lowered an octave as he took another step toward me. My back was now flush to the door; I swallowed. With deliberate slowness, he rested his arms either side of my head and against the wall. His scent enveloped me; it was dark, rich, and smoky. How is it possible to smell that good?

      “N … y-yes,” I stammered. His face briefly looked disappointed.

      He lowered his head; the only sounds that were in that hallway was the sound of us both breathing. I swallowed; my lips parted of their own accord. His gaze moved from my lips and to my eyes. His brows furrowed,

      “Let’s get going then.”
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      “You do realize I broke into here not two days ago?” I whisper-shouted to Prince Vulcan, my hand twitching for my blade as we stepped out of the portal and into the maze.

      “I do,” he smirked, nodding to the guards who bowed to him reverently. A spark of recognition ignited in one of the guard’s eyes, and we both grabbed for the hilts of our blades at the same time. “At ease,” Prince Vulcan chuckled, and the guard instantly let go of his blade and saluted the prince as we walked past them and into the maze.

      I never let go of my own weapon, my senses on high alert as I spared the familiar guard one last glance before we turned a sharp corner and lost sight of the men altogether. At least he’s healed.

      “It was actually my idea.” His eyes twinkled mischievously. I stopped before a sharp corner where we needed to take a right.

      “Your what?” I asked. He chuckled, a perfect dimple rested on each cheek. What are we talking about?

      “Your application caught my attention, but someone had obviously messed with it. I wanted to test how good you were outside of the classroom.” Right, we are talking about me breaking into the castle—this castle.

      The imposing walls unfolded before us the further we walked into the maze, the sounds of men talking made me pull the blade from its sheath. Prince Vulcan chuckled; my poor nerves couldn’t take it.

      “You are safe here with me.” I gave him an I don’t believe your shit look, and he just laughed. His laugh was like a rocky avalanche, and its baritone rumbled all around me. I shook myself internally, get your shit together, Moon; this is your only chance to make an impression.

      “The castle is used to train the Elites’ new Recruits; you are a couple of days early.” The castle was now fully visible, the building attached itself to the mountainside. It was meant to be impregnable, well for most. That this was the Elites’ headquarters was news to me. I was glad that I wasn’t privy to that information before going into the trial.

      “What made you think that someone messed with my application?” I asked Prince Vulcan, keeping my mind with the conversation at hand.

      “You passed each practical exam with a perfect score. Those trials were not audited by the Koray themselves, unlike your classwork. I was reading Myers’ file and you were mentioned as his combat partner in several reports, but when I tried to pull your file, you didn’t exist.” What in the Underworld?

      “I requested your files, and when they finally arrived, not only were you portrayed as male, but as a terrible Warrior, yet somehow you made the cut. It didn’t add up. I knew something was off, so I kept an eye on your progress throughout the trials.” I was so confused, why did they go out of their way to hide me?

      “How was my last trial your idea?”

      He stopped again in front of a water fountain made of a pale stone that was a sculpture of two upward facing torches. He sat on the bench before it and patted the space next to him. I looked around nervously.

      “Please, Luna, sit; this is not a trap.”

      I took a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry, it’s just all happening so fast. I had a plan … my life was all mapped out, I never thought… Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine the Elites would sponsor me.”

      “Why not? You are an impressive Candidate, Luna. With the right training, you will be a formidable Warrior.” I laughed humorously.

      “So, Prince Vulcan, I have you to thank for the world’s most impossible trial?” I teased.

      He did that amazing laugh again, and my resolve melted along with my limbs into the bench.

      “Gods please stop with the titles … Vulcan, it’s just Vulcan Luna.”

      “Vulcan,” I tested his name out on my lips. Vulcan smiled, satisfied that I had joined him and continued.

      “Once the Elites favor an application, we, instead of the Council, can determine their last trial. Most of your classmates would have dealt with Trolls, Giants, and even Bogies—beings with lesser magic.” I shivered remembering the amount of power that the man in the bath exuded. “Are you cold?” Vulcan asked.

      “No, sorry … do the Elites normally get tested with such … powerful opponents?”

      Vulcan shifted uncomfortably.

      “Erm … well, no. I was kind of getting even with my brothers when I tested you three. It was a bit of a dick move really, but I couldn’t stand the Kingsleys, and I wanted to prove a point with James. I also like to keep my brothers sharp.” My mind flickered back to the man in the pool,

      “He’s your brother?” I asked, confused because Vulcan didn’t feel Vampire at all.

      “In arms, yes. We have lived and worked alongside one another for longer than most brothers ever would. Your file said species unknown. I knew that you had to be something special if they had gone out of their way to hide you.” Vulcan’s dark eyes moved over my face. “The best way to find out what you were was to test you in the most dangerous scenario. Only then would your instincts awaken.”

      A little jolt of electricity ran down my spine.

      “Do you know what I am?”

      He leaned in closer so that the smell of smoke surrounded me once more.

      “I have an idea. So, too, I fear may Kingsley.” A small line of worry marred the place between his thick brows.

      “What am I?” I asked, desperate to know the answer.

      His full lips opened, and I moved in closer to hear—my heart in my throat.

      Water splashed across my face, shattering the tension, and not metaphorically—actual water covered us both from head to toe.

      “Eros!” Vulcan roared. A man, Eros I assume, was walking toward us. No, walk wasn’t the right word; he strutted. My breath caught as his features came into focus. This man was, without doubt, the most breathtaking supernatural I had ever seen.

      He was nearly as tall as Vulcan, but that was where the similarities stopped. He had the body of a swimmer, lithe, and fit. Not as bulky as Vulcan but no less powerful. His bicep-length hair was bleached with the sun’s rays, different shades of blond and gold locks blew around his sculpted face with no restraint. He wore a cream, lace-up shirt that was currently open, flashing the middle of his defined, golden pectorals. The shirt was partially tucked into brown, animal-skin trousers; the garments were like nothing I had ever seen before. I would wager my favorite blade that this man was one of Aphrodite’s creations.

      “What do we have here?”  Eros asked, flashing the whitest smile, both of his cheeks dimpling as a result. His eyes ran over me slowly, as though they were drinking in each detail. This man had a way of making you forget your name, just with one look from those eyes.

      They were turquoise, the color of the ocean pictured in one of Sarah’s paintings. High cheekbones stood either side of his long, straight nose. His skin glowed like he had been dipped in the sun’s rays. He radiated light; Eros was so beautiful it should have been physically impossible.

      A growl rumbled in Vulcan’s chest. “Cut it out,” he snapped at the newcomer.

      “Sorry,” Eros shrugged, closing his eyes. When he opened them again, some of his glow had dulled. Without it though, he was still the most beautiful being I had ever laid eyes on.

      “Eros.” Vulcan’s gruff voice tore me away from my ogling. “This is Miss. Moon.”

      “Luna,” I said, holding my hand out.

      “Luna,” he caressed each syllable. My name had never sounded more exotic. Bowing in a flourish, he took my hand, twisting it over to press his lips against the hammering pulse in my wrist. I took a sharp intake of breath; his soft lips created tingles that I somehow felt all over my body.

      Eros pressed his nose where his lips had touched only moments ago. He inhaled deeply, drinking in my scent. In all my life, I had never felt anything as erotic. Each hair on my body stood to attention. He raised his eyes to meet my own, a small smile tugging at his lips. Everything this man did was intentional.

      The twinkle held within the depts of those turquoise pools made me certain he knew exactly what he was doing to me. Then, before I could do something to make a complete arse of myself, he stood and continued. Like what he had just done was the most normal thing in the worlds.

      I could only stand there completely breathless and frazzled, unable to tell if I was offended or not.

      “We thought you were a man,” he looked over me again, wickedly. “I’m very glad that you are not.” Those dimples appeared once more, and I thought that my heart would burst from my chest. Wrapping his arm around my neck, as if we were old friends and not complete strangers, he walked me closer to the castle’s entrance. Apparently, he isn’t a fan of personal space. Apparently, that doesn’t bother me.

      “You will need to change for the ball this evening, beautiful,” Eros crooned, his voice like silk.

      “What ball?” Pure terror filled me; I don’t do social events. Especially ones that require dresses.

      “The passing out ball obviously,” Eros said matter-of-factly with his arm still wrapped around my neck. I just looked at him blankly, trying to hide the fact my heart was beating frantically.

      “Gods, brother, did you even talk with her or did you just drag her away like a rock troll into your cave?” Vulcan just frowned. “As I expected. Luna, the passing out ceremony is where we bid farewell to this year’s graduates.” I probably still looked completely confused because he ground to a halt in a flourish and punched Vulcan on his arm. Vulcan just grunted and rolled his eyes like he was used to Eros’ antics.

      “What have I told you about how you should speak to women? Did my brother actually tell you why you were here, or did he just drag you away from your home kicking and screaming?” Vulcan’s face fell, and it pissed me off.

      “No, he actually was in the middle of telling me everything when you rudely interrupted,” I defended, detaching myself from Eros’ arm.

      They both looked completely shocked for a beat, then Vulcan smiled. It was a half-smile but a smile no less, one that made his black eyes sparkle like diamonds. Eros just laughed, in no way deterred by my mini lecture.

      “Little lightning bolt, aren’t you?” He leaned down to whisper in my ear, “good, I like a woman who keeps us on our toes.” My fists clenched as I tried to keep a grip on reality. He threw his arm around my shoulder once more, and I just decided to let him lead me.

      Let him because I’m independent. Independent and not the least bit attracted to him.
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      “So, where were you before I rudely interrupted?”  Eros continued leading us through the rose garden. Vulcan stood by my right, just a step behind us, his face impassive.

      “I was explaining the Elites’ process,” he supplied. I looked over in confusion because we were definitely talking about what species I was, but he gave me a subtle shake of his head. Interesting.

      “May I take this one brother?” Eros asked Vulcan.

      Vulcan grumbled, “I don’t know why you’re asking; you’ll just do it anyway.”

      Eros halted suddenly and bent down to smell a red rose.

      “Beautiful.” He took another deep breath. “But not nearly as beautiful as you.” He picked the crimson flower and handed it to me, and Vulcan shot him a look.

      “So, where to begin? Let’s start from the beginning, shall we? Once a Candidate is chosen by the Elites, he or she,” Eros winked then continued walking. I just followed while trying not to turn the same shade as the flower I now clutched as I forced myself to concentrate. Poor Vulcan just looked miserable.

      “Will go through the three-year training program.” He paused, waiting for us to keep up. “During these three years, each Candidate will be taught by the finest Warriors in the worlds.”

      Now he had my undivided attention. I had heard about the Elites. I knew they were the baddest, fiercest Warriors, but I never knew anything more than their reputation. And gods, the Elites’ reputation was notorious.

      “At the end of the three years, you will be put through a series of tests. These tests are not for the fainthearted; that’s if you make it to the three-year mark.” His eyes twinkled; challenge accepted.

      “I don’t think that there will be any problem with that, brother,” Vulcan supplied. He is totally my favorite.

      “Tonight’s ball is for the successful Candidates before they officially join the ranks,” Eros looked far too excited.

      The castle’s entrance was nearing, a huge stone archway decorated in intricate knots and skulls. “What happens once they pass? Then where do they go?” I asked.

      “All in good time,” Eros replied mysteriously. “You are a little early; most Recruits don’t start to arrive for another two days. So until then, you will be a guest of the king’s.” I tried to look like none of this was bothering me, and that it wasn’t too much to take in but if I was honest with myself, today’s events had begun to weigh down on me. The last thing that I wanted to do was attend a ball.

      “So, beautiful, how many ball gowns do you have to choose from and do you want help?”

      Eros, I decided, was a ladies’ man. He was beautiful, and gods did he know it. He was definitely a loveable rogue. That was the only reason I hadn’t already punched him.

      “I don’t do dresses,” I stated, “so none.”

      “Even though I personally wouldn’t mind you walking around without any clothes, I’m sure that some others wouldn’t be as liberal.” I could have died of embarrassment.

      “Don’t worry, Luna; we will find something suitable for you to wear this evening.” Vulcan, gods bless him, saved me as I shot daggers at the smug bastard. Eros just laughed, putting his hand lightly on my lower back to guide me through the heavily-guarded wooden doors.

      Last time I was at the castle, I had no idea that it was the Elites’ base. If I had, the outcome would have probably been a lot different. Sometimes being a woman was not all bad, because there was no way I would have fought an Elite soldier and won. Well, easily.

      “Sire,” the guards stood to attention addressing the two men and bowing as they passed. I took a sideways glance at the prince; his face was a beautiful mask void of any emotion. He was so different from Eros in every possible way. Eros was light and laughter. Vulcan was dark and brooding, but the pair called one another brother. It must be an Elite thing.

      The doors led to an open square lit by torches that cast a warm glow against the castle’s stone walls. The sky was darkening, hinting that another day was ending. Gods, I wish I could go to sleep.

      In the square, there were hundreds of wildflowers, their perfume heady in the air. A statue of a fierce looking woman holding a helmet in one hand and a spear in another, with an owl on her shoulder stood proudly in the center of a water feature. Athena, I just knew that this was the goddess looking down on me.

      “Beautiful,” I whispered, shivering as though I felt her powerful gaze upon me.

      I walked to the statue. I had always had a fascination with the gods—the goddesses in particular. When I was younger, I would spend hours talking to the statues. I even imagined that they would sometimes talk back. It made me feel a little less lonely.

      I used to visit the Temple and the head Priestess who raised me for the first five years of my life, but when she died, I was no longer welcome. Mrs. Kingsley manipulated the remaining Priestesses so they would shun and tut whenever I visited the gods. Until I eventually stopped visiting.

      Now, it felt as though I was being reunited with an old friend. Warmth spread into my heart, and I resisted the urge to greet the statue.

      Welcome, child. A voice filled my head as I touched the statue’s marble hand. I pulled back in shock, holding in a cry. Gods, I must be so tired if I’m hearing imaginary voices from statue. I turned around to see if the men saw my reaction. Both Eros and Vulcan were ten paces away from where I stood, their gazes unwavering. I waited for either of them to say something, hoping they didn’t see what had happened and think I was batshit crazy. Say something!

      “I’m sorry, the statue is beautiful. I just wanted to take a closer look.” Pull it together, Luna, don’t lose your shit now.

      The men took a step forward.

      “Never apologize for spending time with the goddesses, Luna, for they will be your guides,” Vulcan whispered. Eros’ eyes widened as he looked from Vulcan back to me. It seemed like the prince’s words just gave him a worlds-shattering epiphany. He was looking at me like I had just grown another head. Shit, I was definitely imagining things.

      I placed the rose at the foot of the statue, unable to help the smile that formed on my face when a wave of warmth swept over me. I gave the goddess another stroke before I returned to the men.

      “I’m sorry, please continue. I shouldn’t have walked away.” Eros looked over to Vulcan with a pained expression. Vulcan shook his head before he spun back around and headed to a door in the corner of the square. Eros gave me one last conflicted glance before he followed Vulcan. Great, they think I’m a loon.

      We stepped through a smaller door, manned by another set of guards, into a long hallway. Gray stone arched over our heads engraved with knots and skulls. A brightly-colored tile mosaic covered the floor, the intricate details worlds away from the stark Estate I grew up in. Wrought iron, circular chandeliers filled with candles lit the way, their light dancing across the magnificent architecture.

      Eros, once again, with his hand lightly against the bottom of my spine, led me further down the hallway. I didn’t hesitate as I followed his lead, completely transfixed by the castle’s romantic beauty. A woman dressed in a pale grey smock with a white pinafore and matching bonnet scurried down the hallway, falling into a deep curtsey when she saw us.

      “Could you please send female dressers to the royal wing?” Eros said to the curtseying woman.

      “Yes, Sire, right away.”

      We continued down the hallway until it opened into a large room with a grand staircase. The staircase was so wide ten people could easily stand side by side across it. Or maybe two Vulcans. Eros led me up the stone stairs, and I brushed my hand over the smooth balustrade intricately carved with knots and ropes. Surrounded by so much luxury, it was hard to imagine that this was a secret military base.

      As we reached the top, another hallway appeared. This one had large mahogany wooden doors that must have been the entrance to living quarters.

      “This will be where you’ll be staying for now. Your maids should be here shortly to show you around your room.”

      We stopped at the door close to the end of the corridor. Eros bowed his head slightly, indicating that I should open the door when I hesitated. I was suddenly aware that I had been so overwhelmed by the castle that I had let my guard down and didn’t make a mental map of the way out. Unaware of my inner turmoil, Eros opened the door and stepped into the room. I cursed myself for not paying better attention to the path that we took.

      “Are you coming inside, or what?” Eros quipped, his head poking out of the door.

      I shook myself mentally, “Yeah, coming.”

      The room was fit for a princess, and nothing at all like my room back at The Estate, which could probably fit in here six times over. I ran my hands over the cream wall decorated with small golden flowers; the same pattern covered the deep purple sheets that draped over the large four-poster bed in the center of the room. I stood stiff in the corner.

      “Do you not like it?” Eros asked, his voice laced with concern. “The bed is super comfortable.” He sat on the corner of it and bounced a few times.

      I was utterly overwhelmed; I felt almost numb.

      “It’s just all a bit much,” I took another step into the room and tried to relax my shoulders. It was like my mind had closed, unable to catch up with everything that had happened in the last couple of hours; everything had changed.

      “Luna? Is she okay?” Eros had obviously said my name more than once; concern shone in those turquoise eyes.

      “A lot has happened,” Vulcan’s deep voice feathered against the back of my neck.

      “Why, what happened?” Eros’ face hardened, all traces of his light-hearted nature evaporated.

      “Later,” Vulcan grunted in response.

      The day’s events pressed down on me: I was no longer part of the Koray. I would never see my friends again. My carefully thought-out future was suddenly no longer an option, and I had never been more fearful. A hand lightly stroked the top of my neck, and my skin prickled in response. I felt Vulcan take a step closer.

      “Don’t worry, Luna,” his words caressed my ear. “You are one of us now, and you have nothing to fear here.” I found myself wanting to press my back against his solid chest, wanting to seek comfort from a complete stranger. The thing was, he didn’t feel strange at all. In this moment surrounded by his scent and his heat, I had never felt more at home.

      I realized I had closed my eyes at some point, and I opened them instantly. Eros was laying across the bed supported by his forearm. The shirt he wore hung open further, revealing the start of his abdominal muscles. He looked like a painting of a golden god spread out before me. I could feel the hard planes of Vulcan’s muscles pressed against my back.

      Everything stopped. My stomach fluttered, my breath quickened, and I realized that I was alone with both of these men. Eros’ mouth lifted in a half smile, and by the way his eyes twinkled, he knew exactly what I was thinking.

      A knock at the door shocked me out of my heated moment, thank the gods. Three women stepped into the room, each dropping into a low curtsey. They wore smocks and aprons like the lady in the hallway. Their dresses, however, were black.

      “Excellent. Ladies, the Princess here doesn’t have a gown for this evening. She will need to be ready for her escort in three hours.”

      “What could possibly take three hours?” I asked, my head reeling, but none of them replied. All three women circled me with a critical eye, and I wanted the floor to swallow me whole.

      “Come, Eros,” Vulcan commanded. “Let us leave Luna in more experienced hands.” Eros stepped off the bed, unfurling his long frame, and walked toward us, taking my hand as he bowed.

      “I do believe, Vulcan.” He kissed the back of my hand as he gazed into my eyes. “That Miss Moon would be hard-pushed to find hands more experienced than mine.” With those parting words, he straightened, winked, and left the room.
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      When I dreamed of joining the League as a child, I understood that my life would not be glamorous, and that suited me fine. My idea of dressing up was adding fewer blades to a military-grade outfit. So, you could imagine my horror at the pile of colorful gowns that draped over the canopied bed.

      I couldn’t even remember a time when I had worn a dress, nor did I have any desire to do so. The material was heavy and the shape far too restrictive to fight in. I was entirely pissed off that the two men had rendered me incapable of thinking. I was embarrassed that I didn’t even protest, or attempt to fight my way out of this situation. I was definitely not the type of girl to follow orders from men, prince or not.

      The eldest of the three women stepped toward me with an emerald green silk garment draped over her arms.

      “Would you care to bathe, Your Grace?” She was blond and couldn’t have been much older than me. Her hair was tied back into a bun, making her look like a pretty ballerina. I couldn’t quite make out her species. How do I say, oh Underworld no, without offending her? Wait, did she just say Your Grace? I tried not to snort at the thought of me being remotely royal.

      “Please, call me Luna,” I attempted with a friendly smile which she returned with a horrified expression.

      “I … oh ...Yo-erm, Luna, would you care to bathe?” I let out frustrated breath not used to people being so formal around me.

      “What is your name?” I asked her.

      She dipped her head as if she was being chastised. “May, Your-err … Luna, my name is May.” The poor girl looked as though she was about to have a seizure.

      “May, I don’t need help getting ready. I have managed to dress myself for twenty years, and I am most certainly not a lady.”

      May looked at me with panicked eyes.

      “Prince Vulcan has ordered us to dress you … Yo-Luna, you are a royal guest.” I genuinely thought that May was about to break down in tears. I’m no good with crying women. Realizing that I was getting nowhere, I blew out a sigh.

      “You do realize that I am a soldier, right? Do you dress all of the Elite’s Warriors?” May just stood there, her brown eyes filling with tears. “Fine, but let’s lose the curtseying and the bobbing of heads and just treat me like any average person you just happen to dress.”

      I could have sworn she nearly smiled when she replied, “Of course, Luna.” For the love of the gods, what have I got myself into?

      The other two girls came back into the room from another door and announced that the bath was ready. I followed the one who looked to be the eldest of the two, while the other deeply curtseyed as I passed by.

      “May?” I asked.

      “Yes, err-Luna?”

      I smiled; she nearly said my whole name without throwing up. Go May!

      “Let’s explain to this one about the curtseying rule,” I pointed at the smallest of the three, whose head was still bowed. This time May grinned and her face transformed from pretty to stunning.

      “Luna has asked that we refrain from curtseying and that we call her by her name only.” The two other maids eyed May like she had gone batshit.

      “What is your name?” I asked the older of the two who stepped forward.

      “Edith, Your Grace, I mean, Luna. Sorry, this will take some getting used to.” Edith slammed her hand over her mouth, making me chuckle.

      “I’m Lily,” the last of the three said. Lily had dainty features; come to think of it, she looked suspiciously like Edith.

      “Are you two sisters?” I asked the pair.

      “We all are, Luna,” May said with a tight smile. Now that she said it, I was able to spot similarities between the three. The way they looked, even the way they held themselves was eerily similar. They each had brown eyes and sandy hair. It was as though they were designed by the gods to melt easily into a crowd. They had no obvious energy signal either … They must be Hybrids.

      “Now, let’s begin, we only have two and a half hours; and we still have to pick out a dress.”

      “That’s alright, I will wear this,” I moved my hands up and down the side of my body, highlighting what I was wearing. The mirrored horror between the three sisters had me in stitches. It was worth a try. I shrugged. “Lead the way.”

      I followed the three sisters through a door at the back of the room that led into a stone bathhouse similar to the one I saw just days ago—minus the hot guy.

      “Okay, I’m good from here.” The girls looked from one another, then to me with panic in their eyes, I was seriously concerned for their nerves.

      “You’re going to wash me, aren’t you?” I sighed. The question was rhetorical because I already knew what the answer would be. Gods save me.

      “Traditionally yes, Luna; do your maids not help you bathe back home? I’m sorry forgive my boldness, if you are uncomfortable, we could just hand you what you needed?” I looked over at May, grateful for her statement because I was a grown-ass woman who can wash her own bits perfectly fine.

      I quickly came to terms with the fact that they were going nowhere, and I started to undress. The three girls busied themselves with pulling out bottles of oils and soaps and adding some to the water. The smell of roses washed over me. Did she just say my maids back home? What in Zeus’s name?

      I took my knives out of their holders and placed them carefully at the water’s edge, not yet trusting in my surroundings. If the three sisters were as crazy as they seemed, I wanted to keep them close.

      My underwear was the last garment left, and a wave of embarrassment washed over me. I soon realized how ridiculous that was. I am a soldier, and they have the same lady bits. I snapped out of feeling embarrassed and grew a pair—of ovaries because let’s face it, they are tougher than balls.

      I stepped into the water, hissing at the sudden temperature change. Once it was at chest height, I submerged myself fully so that I could wet my hair. Gods above, I groaned. I had never had a bath before this night, and it took everything in me not to just melt into the warm, scented waters.

      The moonlight had begun to filter in through the domed ceiling, the floral oils and candles just added to the luxury of it all. If this was how everyone got ready for a ball, it might not be the worst thing in the worlds.

      “For your body.” May passed me a bar of soap that smelled like a blend of rose and lavender—it was incredible. I began lathering my body with its delicate smell.

      “So, what’s the name of the supe in charge of the Elites anyway?” I tried and probably failed at being nonchalant. It had just dawned on me how little I knew of my new home. Sure, I broke into it on assignment, but all I was given were obscure instructions with the location and a drawing of the medallion.

      The three sisters’ gazes were locked in a silent battle, May shifted, obviously uncomfortable.

      “This is the Elites’ headquarters, but it is the ancestral home of the Dracar clan,” May began. “King Magnar Dragar is both the Vampire King and the Elites chieftain.” I tried not to let my surprise show on my face; May had just named the most famed warlord. Magnar Dracar.

      I had no idea he was a part of the Elites, but it made sense; why I hadn’t come to this conclusion before now was beyond me. When you think of the greatest Warrior in the worlds, he’s up there with the best of them. Now I was in his home. The reality of the situation I was in was dawning on me. I was in the Elites headquarters.

      “May I wash your hair, Luna?” Edith asked me.

      “Why?” I asked, lifting a brow and eyeing her suspiciously.

      Edith started to go a shade of pink, “I-er…”

      “It’s what we do. Edith is the best with hair. If she washes it now, it will make it much easier for her to put it up later.” I really wanted to run away screaming Underworld, no! Unfortunately, the sight of Edith nearly having a meltdown was enough to make me give in.

      “If you must,” I grumbled before cursing every man alive for not having to do any of this shit.

      “If you just lay back Your … Luna,” Edit stumbled over her words, and I decided to reign in the bitch face. Deep inside I was plotting dress genocide.

      I lay back against the ledge that I was perched on, which allowed Edith full access to my hair. My fingers stroked the cool metal of my blade that I had instinctively reached for. Its cool bite made my vulnerable position seem a bit more bearable. The familiarity was easing my inner turmoil.

      More delicious smells filled the room as Edith started to work something into my hair. A soft, traitorous sigh escaped my lips as her hands worked their magic on my scalp, and at that moment, all my thoughts evaporated. I decided that I liked baths.

      After she finished washing my hair, Edith began to comb it through with sweet-smelling oils. The heat of the bath and the pressure of Edith’s fingers made me melt into the seat. I don’t think I have ever been so relaxed in my whole life. Maybe getting dressed by the three sisters wouldn’t be too bad after all.
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      I sat at a dressing table in a thin, emerald green dressing gown, which I tied around myself twice. My hands twitched for my blades that I had placed in front of me. May had just finished putting makeup on my face, much to my dismay. We both apparently came to a compromise; that she could line my eyes with glittering coal and stain my lips. The brushes that I felt on my eyelashes and cheeks were not part of that agreement. May was more cunning than I originally thought.

      The face staring back at me was a familiar stranger. My dark lashes brought out the silver in my eyes, more than I would have liked. My eyes had always been an insecurity of mine due to the attention they brought. They just reminded the Koray daily that I was not one of them.

      The flicks of coal around them gave me a feline look. The red that stained my lips made them look even poutier if that was possible. My face glowed in the candlelight. I looked far too pretty to be a soldier, and it pissed me off.

      “I will be doing your hair, Luna. Do you have any style in mind?” Edith began to run her hands through my loose curls.

      “What’s wrong with my hair?” I asked, defensive of my best asset. Well, that and my chest.

      Edith’s eyes began to water, and I caved like a bitch,

      “Just do whatever you want.” I was utterly miserable with how this day was turning out. Edith’s mouth instantly flickered into a smile, and I became extremely suspicious of her frightened servant act. I could practically see the cogs turning in her head. I don’t recall having ever been that frightened in my whole life.

      She began piling my hair on top of my head, letting some loose curls free to frame my face. After about ten minutes of sitting, the tie on the dressing gown began to dig into my ribs. I untied the knot and loosened the belt so that I could breathe again.

      The shoulders of the gown slid down my arms, leaving the top of my back and chest exposed. Edith let out a startled cry, and I turned my head to see what caused it, pulling the gown back up.

      A sharp intake of breath, followed by an exclamation in a language unfamiliar to me left May as she stopped the gown from being pulled up any further. Her fingers lightly brushed the spot in-between my shoulder blades as her eyes began to water. I could see Edith and Lily with matching awe-filled expressions as the three looked at the same spot.

      “Oh, that is just a birthmark.” I awkwardly laughed, pulling my gown back over my shoulders. From the look they gave one another, they thought it was something more. Always the freak.

      The three sisters stood before me, scrutinizing every detail as I fidgeted under their gaze.

      “Can I just see?” I questioned, filling the uncomfortable silence that hung around the room since they saw my birthmark.

      May walked toward me, deeply curtseying. “You look magnificent, Your Grace.”

      And we’re back to the titles. While I was plotting May’s demise, I didn’t realize the other two had uncovered a floor-length brass plate until I was staring back at a beautiful stranger.

      My hair was elegantly styled in intricate twists and braids, the stray curls softening the look. The dress I wore was the same pale silver as my eyes, and the silk clung to my body like a second skin, before fanning out at the bottom. There was a split that reached my left thigh, a fact I was not happy about, but at least I had easy access to my holster.

      The thin material of the dress didn’t allow me to wear a breastplate, which apparently was normal, according to May. What women do if they ever need to fight, I have no idea. Even though most of my body was covered, I had never felt more exposed. At least I won the no heels argument. I stuck out a silver ballet pump, watching as it shined in the light.

      “I look fucking ridiculous,” I grumbled, reaching for my knives so that I could fasten one against my right thigh and the other one on my calf. Edith attempted to protest, whatever she was about to say though soon died on her lips when she took one look at my murderous glare.

      A knock at the door distracted me from my internal debate on whether or not to change back into my own clothes. Obviously, the pro-trousers side of my brain was winning.

      “Prince Vulcan, Your Grace.” Lily bowed deep as Vulcan stepped into the room.

      “Ready?” he stopped dead in his tracks, his voice catching in his throat. Those obsidian eyes sparkled as they ran over my body. I shivered under the heat of their gaze.

      His usual black military armor had been swapped for a black suit fit for the title he was born with. On him, that suit was breathtaking. Black, with gold buttons and embroidery around the cuffs and breast pocket, it took everything in me to drag my eyes away from the snug material.

      His shocked face had now been replaced with amusement. Shit, he caught me checking him out. He held out a hand for me to take.

      “My lady,” his baritone ran over me as he bowed his head.

      “Oh, gods, not you too!” I huffed exasperatedly. What is it with these titles? I am a Warrior, not a lady!

      I walked past his outstretched hand, like the strong independent woman I was. Vulcan chuckled as he followed my sulking ass out of the room.

      I mumbled my reluctant thanks to the three sisters as I passed them. They may have dressed me up like a fairy, but they were only doing their jobs. Walking down the hallway for a few paces, I started to realize I had no idea which direction I needed to go. Slowing my strides casually, I waited until Vulcan walked in front of me with a smirk.

      Smooth, Lu.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Vulcan slowed down his pace so that he was now walking beside me. He was so big that even in these giant hallways, our arms grazed against one another as we walked. Not that I minded much. He radiated so much heat, it only heightened my bodies awareness of his presence.

      The sound of music and people’s voices filtered down the hallway, making me want to bolt like a skittish horse. Why was this not a fight that I was walking to? I could do fights; fighting was simple. Fighting, I was good at. Walking into a ball filled with strangers dressed like a freaking fairy? That frightened me more than anything.

      The sounds of merriment grew louder, and I had to remind myself how to breathe. My eyes were glued to the floor as I concentrated on walking in a straight line; the silk of my dress moved around me like silver water.

      Vulcan ground to a halt, and I turned around to face him.

      “What are you worried about?”

      Great, he reads minds.

      “I’m fine,” I replied. Please don’t be able to read my mind.

      “I can sense your unease, Luna. I’m very good at reading emotions. The air is thick with them, and it’s driving my … it’s driving me crazy.” I breathed out, thank the gods that he can’t read my mind.

      “It’s not me, is it?” I stopped the inspection of an interesting looking floor tile to look into his eyes.

      “You?” I questioned him, unsure as to what he meant. His eyes shifted past me as he rubbed the back of his neck with his hand.

      “Do I scare you?” My brows furrowed.

      “Why would you scare me?” I questioned. Vulcan smirked, the spark in his eyes returning.

      “Most people would be afraid to be alone with me. I did advise that Eros be the one to escort you, but he had … other plans.” I ran my gaze over the giant of a man. Yes, I could see why people would fear Vulcan. He was a mountain of a man, not to mention his energy signal was crushing. He didn’t scare me though. I couldn’t put my finger on what, but something about Vulcan made me feel at ease, safe even.

      “No, I am definitely not afraid of you, Vulcan.” He managed to smile without moving his lips.

      “Then, what?” he asked, taking a step toward me. “I promise you that if you want to leave at any point, you can. You’re not a prisoner here, and your debt has been paid; you are a free woman. I realized I never really asked you if you wanted to join the Elites.”

      I knew that I was being ridiculous, I had dreamt about joining the League, let alone the Elites, my entire life. So, what, I had to wear a stupid dress for a night? I was about to be trained by the greatest Warriors that our worlds have ever known. Suck it up, Luna.

      “I do want to be in Elites, and things have turned out far better than I could have imagined. I’m just, not used to being dressed up like this. I feel …”

      “Beautiful. You look beautiful.”

      Words died in my throat as heat spread along my skin.

      “I just feel more comfortable in my military wear.” I tried to smile, but it felt more like a grimace.

      “I know what you mean,” Vulcan shifted uncomfortably, pulling at the collar of his jacket. I wanted to laugh; how could he know what I meant? That suit was made for him to wear; I had never seen anything quite like Vulcan in a suit. If I had any doubts in my mind that he was royalty before, tonight they were gone.

      The coat, upon closer inspection, was covered in embroidered intricate patterns that ended at the stiff collar at his throat. The gold buttons on either shoulder, along with the ones on his cuffs, were the only splash of color on this otherwise black canvas. The way the material moved with him; it fit him like a glove. He seemed so much bigger if that was even possible, his muscles bulging against the strained fabric. His short, military-cut hair was parted down the side, accentuating his strong square jaw.

      “I hate these formal events, and I hate this suit.”

      “I like it.” Stop talking, Luna. “I mean, I think it looks good on you.” Please stop talking. “I especially like the gold buttons; they make you look super royal.” What the actual fuck? The side of his full lips lifted, revealing a dimple that I wanted to lick. What in the gods names was he doing to me?

      He held out his hand.

      “I have never seen a dress more beautiful. You were born to wear it.” I had turned to liquid before him; one compliment and I had melted into a crazed puddle of hormones. Sort your shit out, woman; he’s just one man.

      One crazy sexy delicious man.

      “Shall we brave this torment together?” He held out his arm for me to hold.

      “What? Oh, the ball...” Flustered, I placed my hand on his arm. Get a grip woman.
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      People in all their finery clustered into groups. Some of them dancing in a slow waltz while a string quartet played a haunting melody. Swords and axes adorned the walls of the great hall along with various dead animal heads. A decoration that I could never quite understand.

      “I would rather be that deer right now.” I nodded toward a particularly miserable looking mounted head. Vulcan coughed over a laugh, and several heads turned our way. Apparently, walking into a ball on the arm of a prince was not the best way to blend in. Who knew?

      I felt the eyes of strangers all over me. Back at The Estate, I never attended their many parties and political balls, opting to work the security detail. So, to say I was out of my comfort zone would be the understatement of the century.

      “Everyone is staring at us,” I muttered under my breath. People parted to let us past, whispering to one another. Six men who stood in the corner were particularly obvious with their glances. They were whispering to a blond man in the middle, whose gaze never left me.

      A rumble sounded in Vulcan’s chest.

      “I think you’ll find they are staring at you.” I glanced sideways to find that his easy-going expression was long gone. We were back to the murderous glare. Not that I was complaining, it meant that everyone was giving us a wide birth.

      We walked toward the side of the room where people were stood chatting in groups.

      “Good evening, your Majesty,” a beautiful woman with long, golden hair and a pale blue ball gown curtseyed before Vulcan.

      “Freya,” Vulcan politely nodded his head and quickly guided us past her.

      “Drink?” he asked stiffly, obviously as uncomfortable as I was with the attention we were getting.

      “Sure,” I replied, a bit too quickly, noting the way that Freya’s eyes followed Vulcan mournfully. Vulcan, completely oblivious, nodded and made his way through the crowd as I tried my best to shrink into the shadows. The people here looked like gods. I mean I couldn’t find a single average looking supe, and it made me extremely uncomfortable.

      “Good evening,” a male voice had me spinning around to find blondie from the group of men, had made his way over. He was tall and svelte, dressed in a black tuxedo with a crisp white shirt. The black contrasted brilliantly, with his white-blond hair and pale skin. His eyes that were currently mentally undressing me, were the iciest blue.

      “Evening,” I replied, doing my best not to growl as he stared for far too long at my chest. I told May that a dress this tight was not made for breasts like mine. Blondie smiled, revealing a set of straight white teeth, but the smile did not reach his eyes.

      “I have not seen you here before,” he stated, “are you a visiting dignitary?” I tried not to laugh, at the thought of me being a dignitary.

      Blondie was a definite heartbreaker with his charmingly beautiful face and dazzling smile. Though I couldn’t help feeling weary, something about him seemed off.

      “The new Princess, perhaps?” He lifted the side of his mouth in what I’m sure he thought was a charming smile. “I am Prince Oberon of the North Star.” He took my hand and bowed, kissing its back. For the love of … another prince? A Fae prince at that.

      I could now see his thin, angled features and pointed ears, typical Fae features. He mistook my silence as a good thing because he winked.

      “Save me a dance this evening, Princess.”

      “I am not a—”

      “Oberon.” Vulcan returned with two glasses of amber liquid, one of which he handed over to me. “Thank you for keeping my date company,” Vulcan’s voice was like ice.

      “Your date, Vulcan?” Either Oberon was a brave man, or incredibly stupid because Vulcan’s Alpha energy was on full. Wait, did he say date?

      “I didn’t realize that the Princess was spoken for.” I groaned internally as the two men puffed out their chests.

      “Well, you do now.” The power that Vulcan was throwing off caused people nearby to turn and stare. Well if ever there was a time to start drinking, I gulped the amber liquid.

      Oh. My. Gods. I’m sure I moaned aloud because when I opened my eyes, the two-testosterone filled supes were looking directly at me. I shifted under their heated gaze.

      “This is amazing,” I said as I lifted the chalice and waved it awkwardly. “What is it?”

      “Whiskey,” both men answered, which caused Vulcan to growl. Well, he sure needed to learn how to play nice.

      Oberon looked completely unfazed by the giant that looked as though he was about to tear his ears off. In fact, the Prince looked thrilled with Vulcan’s display of dominance. He walked toward me and took my hand in a bow, kissing it once more. Geesh, my hands had more attention today than I have had in a lifetime.

      “Remember to save me a dance, Princess,” he said as he gave Vulcan one last cocky smile, his icy eyes glistening before he walked into the crowd. Shit stirrer.

      Vulcan turned from Oberon’s retreating figure to look at me. He took a step toward me, closing the gap.

      “I want you to stay away from Prince Oberon,” he almost growled.

      I took a step back, “Pardon?”

      No, he wasn’t about to try and tell me who I couldn’t talk too. I lifted my chin, daring him to even try.

      Vulcan puffed out a breath; I could have sworn I saw his eyes flicker before he closed them and took in a deep breath. I realized he did this when he needed to get himself under control. When he opened his eyes again, he looked a lot less murdery.

      “Forgive me, this week has been trying. I apologize for my behavior, Princess.” He smirked at that, making me groan.

      “He just kept talking and didn’t allow me to correct him,” I defended.

      Vulcan did one of his panty-melting half smiles again.

      “For now, let’s keep everyone thinking that you’re a princess. That way, people like him will treat you with more respect.” Vulcan stared into the crowd in the direction Oberon left. “I do not wish to control who you speak to, Luna, but promise me you will never let yourself be alone with him.”

      I snorted, “I think I can handle myself with pretty boy.”

      Vulcan’s eyes bored into my own.

      “He’s dangerous, Luna. His father is a high-ranking Council member and ... just promise me?” He looked so concerned that I hesitated to defend my badassness. Yes, that’s a word.

      “Things are happening in our worlds that you don’t yet know, and Oberon is on the wrong side.”

      “What is he doing here, then?” I asked Vulcan, who had gotten dangerously close. He closed the inch that separated us and bent down to my ear,

      “He is an Elite Candidate. His family put him forward, and because they are high-ranking Council members, we had to give him the opportunity.” There was a hint of malice in his energy that made my hair stand on end. “You will find that most Elite Candidates are from high-ranking families. They can afford to give their children the best training. So, when the time comes, they have the skills to pass the final trial. Oberon is a skilled Warrior; I also believe in keeping my enemies close. He will never complete the trials it takes to become a fully-fledged Elite Warrior though, and I bet he won’t even pass initiation week. They never do.”

      “Vulcan!” A man walked toward us cutting me off. He was tall and lithe with glossy, silver hair that reached the bottom of his back. Hair that would make any women green with envy. His moonlight mane was intricately plaited and pulled back from his face, revealing two pointed ears. His features were structured but thin. High cheekbones adorned shockingly green eyes; they reminded me of the color of evergreens. His full lips were currently curled into some sort of snarl. As he drew near, I felt the urge to bolt when confronted with the power his energy signal held.

      “What’s this I have heard about a new Recruit, lizard? And why wasn’t I consulted?” He practically spat at the smirking Vulcan. He wore a deep blue and green tunic that contrasted beautifully against his pale skin. The suit must have been his realm’s formal attire.

      “The circumstances were difficult, Ehre. I have never seen such a worthy Candidate.”

      Ehre looked over to the crowd, completely ignoring my existence.

      “Ah, but you and I hold different standards, brother; where is this man?” For some reason, this guy got under my skin. Maybe it was the way he spoke to Vulcan, not even acknowledging me standing there before him, as plain as day. Or maybe it was the way he just assumed this new Candidate was a man. Yeah, it was probably those things.

      “Hi,” I waved at him while he still looked over my head at Vulcan.

      “Go away, girl. The men are talking.” Ehre didn’t even have the decency to look at me while he spoke.

      “Okay boy. I just thought you should know that the he you are looking for is, in fact, a she. And this she is doing everything in her power not to break all the bones in your snooty nose.” Ehre whipped his head around so that his evergreen eyes looked right through me.

      “Her?” he sputtered. “A female? You have got to be kidding me, Vulcan. She won’t last one day with the Elites!”

      “I would prefer it that you judged me on my skill rather than my sex,” I ground out.  “I have made many a man eat their words, as well as my dust.”

      You could tell by Vulcan’s smirk that he was enjoying every second of this transaction. Ehre actually looked at me this time and hesitated. I felt bare under his scrutiny, but there was no way in the Underworld I would give him the satisfaction of lowering my gaze. His eyes switched over to Vulcan, who nodded then back to me. They held a flicker of surprise or maybe excitement before he regained his haughty mask.

      “We will see, tiny Warrior. Your beauty doesn’t blind me like it has my brothers. I will have the final say if you are worthy of our name.” With one last pointed look at Vulcan, Ehre turned on his heel and melted back into the crowd. I stood there, fuming. It took every ounce of self-control for me not to follow his pointy-eared arse and show him just how ‘worthy’ I was.

      “Well, he seems nice,” I muttered, making Vulcan chuckle. “What the Underworld was his problem?” I grumbled draining the rest of my delicious drink.

      “Elves, Luna, are very proud creatures. Ehre is the greatest weapons master and Elementalist in all of the realms, and I think you have just been challenged.” Vulcan looked entirely too gleeful.

      “Great,” I sighed; Elves did not make good enemies. “I get to die on my first full day.” Vulcan didn’t stop laughing. I really wish I hated the sound.

      “What’s so funny?” Eros joined us at the side of the hall. He wore a suit similar in style to Vulcan’s. Unlike his friend, Eros didn’t seem to be afraid of color. The suit was a midnight blue, each of his buttons was gold and a crimson sash that ran across his chest. His sun-streaked hair was down and pushed back out of his face as if he had been running his hands through it. He looked like one of the princes from the books that Sarah used to read as a child. He was effortlessly perfect, and currently smirking at my slack-jawed expression awaiting my answer.

      “My impending death,” I almost shouted—smooth, Lu.

      “Luna has just met Ehre,” Vulcan said as if it would explain everything.

      “Ah, of course. Well, before you die at the hands of our brother, will you dance with me?” He held out one of his hands for me to take, his eyes twinkling mischievously.

      “I don’t dance.” I took a step back.

      “Everyone dances.” Eros frowned, as he took the hand that I held up defensively.

      “No, seriously! I need to get things straight, because you both may have mistaken me for a dress-wearing, dancing at balls, type of girl. I mean I’m totally grateful for the position here, but I’m more of a beat you up in a ring while wearing armor type of girl.”

      Vulcan chuckled, “Are you sure?”

      Eros’ turquoise eyes glittered with mischief. His lips turned up into a dazzling smile, which seemed to light up the whole room. He was the most beautiful thing that I have ever seen. His golden skin glowed with an energy that I felt myself being pulled toward. He smelled of fresh air and salt, and I wanted to be surrounded by it. I wanted to dance with him. I wanted to be pressed against his strong, solid body. I wanted to feel his lips pressed against—

      “Cut. It. Out!” Vulcan backhanded the top of Eros’ head, making him laugh.

      It was like I had been plunged into a freezing lake. Suddenly I was stocked awake from my heated daydream. I realized that I was practically pressed against Eros, and I pulled myself away completely mortified. Did I all of a sudden come into heat? What in the worlds was that?

      “Spoilsport,” Eros chuckled. “I nearly had her, then.”

      “Luna is not one of your playthings!” Vulcan growled.

      “I never … It was a joke! I was just trying to get her to loosen up!” Eros waved his hands toward me, then smirked at the drink in my hand. “Looks like I’m not the only one, brother.”

      “Did you just use compulsion on me?” The absence of Eros’ magic was so strong; it had to be compulsion. I felt a huge sense of loss like a hole had been punched through my chest.

      “Not compulsion, it’s just glamour. It’s not as invasive as compulsion.” Eros shrugged nonchalantly. “Besides it only works if you find me attractive.” He arched his eyebrow along with a roguish half smile.

      “Oh, so that type of mind control is alright then, is it? Eros, that was the most invasive thing that anyone has ever done to me.” I couldn’t look at him. I needed to get away before I punched him, or worse, cried. I walked away from the pair ignoring their protests.

      I needed to cool down.
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      The frigid air outside whipped against my bare skin, yet another reason I don’t wear dresses. The relief I felt escaping the crowds was instant, and my reaction to Eros’s little stunt seemed a little over the top.

      Eros had glamour, which meant he could be some sort of Demon, an Incubus maybe? I was certain now more than ever that the god-like man was one of Aphrodite’s creations. The goddess of love and beauty could be the only god to have created someone so perfect.

      What was with me today? I have never given a man a second glance, and now I was turning into a one-woman free for all. I was blaming it on Eros’ glamour.

      I walked deeper into the grounds, breathing in the crisp air. The castle was alight with life, though there were plenty of dark corners which couples took advantage of.

      I walked along the side of the castle until I reached another water feature with seating. My body had still not recovered from the trials, so sitting down was a glorious luxury. I took a drink of the delicious whiskey that I snagged on my way out of the castle; why had I never tasted this heavenly drink before today?

      Two raised, male voices moved closer toward the fountain, and I dropped my head.

      “Why now?” One of them shouted. Their footsteps drew closer, and I held my breath.

      “I can smell the goddess on her. She’s in there with them as clear as day!” They were practically on top of me now.

      “She has really gotten under your skin, brother.” The other man chuckled; his deep baritone was like a haunting memory.

      “Do you know what this could mean, brother? If it’s really…She could be the key to this war.” This conversation sounded private, but if I moved, they would assume I was eavesdropping.

      “Does she know?” the deeper of the two voices asked. Why do I recognize that voice?

      “I’m not sure; I didn’t exactly ask her. Brother, this could be it. The prophecy …”

      “Sire,” another voice joined the two. “They are ready for you.”

      “Ach, give me strength,” the silky baritone huffed.

      I laid still until I could no longer hear their retreating footsteps. Breathing out a sigh of relief, I stood and headed back toward the grand hall before I could get into any more trouble. I needed to find the guys. Looking back, I probably shouldn’t have stormed away, especially from a prince. Couldn’t I get beheaded for that?

      Back in the main hall, the party had gotten a lot busier. People were shoulder to shoulder, men in kilts wandered around with silver trays, handing out goblets to each person. The string quartet was now a nine-piece, playing a much more upbeat song. One of the musicians held an instrument I had never seen before. It was a bag that he held under his arm with a mouthpiece and other pipes attached, the sound it made was enchanting.

      Plenty of energy signals in the room indicated that a lot of the guest were Vampires. Most of the Vampire men wore kilts in the same tartan of green, blue, and red. I could see there were Lycans; the energy trials they left were familiar. I could also see several sets of pointy ears, but I was not yet able to tell all species by their energy.

      I stood in the shadows, trying to grasp the different signals in the room. One of the men in kilts offered me a goblet from his silver tray.

      “For the toast,” he said, placing it in my hand before I could refuse, and walked away to the next supe. The liquid was a deep burgundy that left a glistening sheen behind when I swirled it in the goblet. The smell was so delicious, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on what made it so enticing. It reminded me of berries and leather, but then I could also smell a hint of copper and chocolate. I hoped it tasted as incredible as it smelled.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” a man started, stepping onto the raised platform before the musicians. He was dressed in a kilt similar to the servers, but this one looked to have more folds of material. “’Tis my deepest honor to introduce to ye tonight, our Chieftain, his royal highness, King Magnar Dracar.”

      A bolt of recognition shot through my body as the king stepped onto the stage. The whole room plunged into silence as he raised his thick, tattooed arms. At some point, everyone in the room must have bowed before the king but me. I just stood and stared, too shocked to move. Amber eyes flicked over to me and recognition with them—shit.

      The king’s mouth lifted in a smirk at the same time I realized that I was the only one in the room not bowing. I lowered my head into the worlds’ worst curtsey and cursed my heart for beating so loud.

      “My clan. Today marks yet another year of strength!” Yet again, we have produced the finest Warriors that our worlds have ever seen.” The crowd cheered, and I raised my head to find two amber eyes burning into my own.

      “Only the very best Warriors can call themselves the Elites. But remember, with this title comes a duty. Never lose sight of what we are fighting for.” The castle roared a response as he raised his glass everyone followed. “To the glory of an honorable life, and the glory in a Warrior’s death!” His deep baritone echoed through the hall, and the skin on my arms prickled.

      “To glory,” the entire room followed, draining their glasses. I lifted the spicy, red liquid to my lips and took a sip.

      A crescendo of flavors danced across my taste buds. The wine was the most exquisite thing that I had ever tasted. It was as though each one of my senses was dead until that very moment. I drained the goblet greedily, quenching a thirst that has lasted a lifetime. Too soon it was over, and the fire that the drink had momentarily soothed was once again clawing its way up my throat.

      Opening my eyes, it took everything in me not to cry out in agony. It had always been there, but I had never been as painfully aware of it until today.

      I looked over to see the king heading in my direction. I should have been running the other way, but instead, I found myself walking toward him. It was as though my feet had a mind of their own.

      “Little thief.” My stomach flipped at the sound of his voice so close to me. Run, Luna, he is going to kill you. My head warned me, but my feet could not move. In the light, I could see his features more clearly, and they were even more formidable than I remembered.

      Dressed in a kilt that draped over his shoulders, his moonlight skin was made for its colors. His dark hair was pulled behind him in a thick braid, which my hand itched to touch. His face was freshly shaven, and a wicked scar ran through his right brow. Like Vulcan, nothing about this man was pretty.

      “Your majesty,” I dipped my head in a bow. His rough hand gently lifted my chin, and I almost whimpered from the power his energy signal exuded.

      “Do not bow to me, little thief, I am Magnar, just Magnar.” I looked up. “You seem to have my brothers in quite a tizzy.” Magnar’s smile was otherworldly. He removed his hand from my chin. “I can see why. You look breathtaking tonight, Luna.”

      “Sorry about the whole breaking into your room while you were bathing thing.” I winced at my moronic self, but Magnar just laughed. It was a deep rumbling sound that I could feel all over my body.

      “Ah, yes, that was a surprise. Do not even think about it; it was your mission. It serves me right for getting distracted by a beautiful face.” Was the king flirting with me? “Will you dance with me, Luna?” He had a slight accent, no way near as thick as some of the voices I could hear, but it was there.

      “I don’t dance.” Was refusing to dance with the king treason?

      “Walk with me then?” he asked me. I just nodded and fell into step with him.

      “Have you fed?” Have I? I couldn’t remember.

      “Not since this morning, but I’m fine.”

      Magnar arched his brow.

      “I can practically smell your hunger, little thief; I will have the maids send something up to your room.” We stopped at the edge of the dance floor away from the crowds, and I watched as beautiful men and woman spun around carefree. It was such a foreign concept, one which made my heart ache with envy.

      Magnar handed me a goblet filled with a deep burgundy, “I find alcohol curbs the hunger.”

      I smiled, taking a sip of the dark red liquid. The wine was rich and smooth as it rolled over my tongue, but nothing compared to the one I had earlier.

      “Is the vintage not to your taste?” Magnar questioned.

      “No, it’s fantastic. I just thought it would be the same one as before.”

      He smiled, and it was breathtaking. “You liked the taste of that wine, did you, Luna?”

      I nodded. “It was incredible.”

      He took a step toward me, and my breath vacated my lungs. His voice deepened as he leaned in to whisper, “I will make sure you have some more sent to your room, then.” With mischief dancing in the depths of his amber eyes, it was as though he was divulging a secret that only he was privy to.

      “Thanks,” my own voice had become breathy. “Are you using your compulsion on me?” That could be the only reason my head felt so light; I was swooning like a maiden. Magnar furrowed his brows.

      “No,” his lips quirked. “I think it is you who is using your powers on me.” He took my drink and replaced it with his own hand, my skin prickled against it. “Dance with me, Luna?” He pulled me closer, and my traitor body went willingly.

      “I don’t dance.” One last pathetic attempt left my lips.

      “You’re doing a pretty good job of it,” he whispered in my ear as he pulled me closer.

      He led me in a slow dance, my skin feverish under his touch.

      “Tell me about yourself, little thief,” Magnar’s breath tickled my neck and my back arched.

      “There is not much to tell really.” He spun me around, doing nothing to help my dizzy mind.

      “Tell me one thing about yourself, anything,” he coaxed.

      “I’m a fairly good fighter,” I replied, to which he chuckled.

      “The way Vulcan described it; you are better than fair. Apparently, you managed to draw the lizard’s blood. An extremely impressive feat few have managed.”

      I laughed at that.

      “I spent most of the time on my back than actually fighting him.” My skin flushed as I remembered how close I had gotten to Vulcan, and I cleared my throat to cover my embarrassment. “Wait, did you say lizard?”

      “He’s a Dragon, Luna.” I tripped over his foot; I had fought a Dragon? Magnar laughed as my paling face. “Don’t you worry, Vulcan is extremely in control of his beast. You were completely safe.” I thought back to the way Vulcan had sparred, he was the epitome of control.

      “I could tell he held back.” I wasn’t worried really, just shocked. I had never met a Dragon before, let alone one as powerful as Vulcan. No wonder his energy signal was immense.

      Magnar recovered from my stumble like a pro, he spun me out with one arm then wound me back into their confines.

      My back was facing his front, “Vulcan doesn’t hold back, little thief.” My skin puckered against the silk of my dress as his voice grazed my ear. It took everything in me not to rub myself against him like a needy cat. His cool fingers traced lightly against the flushed skin from my shoulder until they reached my hand once more.

      “Once we know what we want, Miss Moon, my brothers and I never hold back.” I almost moaned aloud as he spun me back around and into a dip.

      The next song was slower—a waltz. Each couple on the floor began to move in synchronized choreography. My eyes widened in panic.

      “Just follow my lead, Luna.” The fire in Magnar’s eyes blazed. Easy for him to say, I’m not very good at following anyone’s lead. “Let go, Luna,” Magnar chuckled at my stiff body.

      “How about I lead you?” I asked, causing him to chuckle. “We could just do a couple of side steps. I’m great at leading side steps. In fact, it is safe to say, I am a professional sidestepper.” This made the king laugh loudly, causing a few heads to turn.

      “I’m the King; I’ll do the leading.”

      I tried to ignore the thrill his words caused.

      “Fine, but if I break your toe, you can’t chop my head off. If I hurt the ‘King,’ it’s on you.”

      Magnar laughed, “I will have to check the laws but I think that would count as treason.”

      As I followed him around the floor and soon realized that the waltz was not my forte. Each time I took a wrong step, he would chuckle, and my heart would lift at the sound. After a while, he gave up on trying to teach me the dance; instead, we just moved with the music.

      “Everyone is staring,” I laughed as Magnar spun us in the opposite direction of the crowd nearly running over a nearby couple. “You went the wrong way.” I could feel my cheeks ache from laughing so much, I felt so at ease with him. Like my soul had known his forever.

      My body was unbelievably sensitive, every touch, every graze, sent shockwaves of sensations straight to my very core. I craved his touch; each time I lost contact with his skin, my own would practically ache. What was happening to me? Magnar’s eyes twinkled mischievously.

      “I’m the King; it is everybody else who is going the wrong way.” I was smiling like a damned fool.

      “It seems our Warrior has found her dancing feet,” Eros cut in with his roguish smile. “May I?” he asked. Magnar grunted and looked down at me expectantly. “Share nice, brother,” Eros smirked, and Magnar blew out a breath.

      “Thank you for the dance, little thief,” he bowed and kissed my hand, causing my skin to hum before he melted back into the crowd—kiss number three…Or was it four?

      “Forgive me, Luna?” Eros asked, his turquoise eyes pleading with me. I took his outstretched hand because we were starting to receive some stares. He gave me a dazzling smile complete with two dimples, and my resolve wanted to cave like a bitch. What was it about these men?

      “Glamour is in my nature; I sometimes forget that I am even doing it.” He winked. I wanted to step into his arms embrace, but I refused to give in to the pull. He needed to know now, that he couldn’t mess with me. I was going to have to teach him a lesson.

      “Well, it’s in my nature to kill, so if we’re giving in to our natures …” I pulled my dagger from my right thigh, through the split on my dress. Placing the blade against his groin where the femoral artery would be, I gave him my best don’t fuck with me stare. His turquoise eyes were wide with shock as he visibly swallowed.

      “You won’t ever use your glamour on me again,” I pushed the blade harder to prove a point, his eyebrow lifted.

      “I will never use my glamour on you again.” I relaxed my hand, but he pulled me closer so that the blade dug into his skin deeper. “I will never use glamour on you again until you ask it of me,” his husky voice sent shivers down my spine. “Believe me, Luna, one day, you will.” He dampened his bottom lip with his tongue, the sicko was getting off on this!

      Before I could gut him like a fish, Eros spun me around, taking my blade in the process, ending us in a graceful dip.

      “What are you?” I asked him, trying my best not to sound too breathless with the movement. I didn’t like to be out of control.

      “What do you think?” Eros’ movements were graceful as he led me into a dizzying dance.

      “Some sort of Demon maybe? An Incubus?” I replied, attempting not to sound as breathless as I felt.

      Eros laughed at this.

      “Close. I’m a Siren, Luna.” I literally stopped dead, causing his chest to crash into my face.

      “I thought Siren’s had tails?” I eyed his two legs skeptically.

      His lip quirked. “And what would I do with a tail on land?” True, he pulled me in once more and began to dance to a new, slow song. “So now you know what I am, will you forgive me and not bleed me dry on the dance floor?”

      He was being cute, which kind of pissed me off. When Eros had used his glamour on me, it felt as though I had no control over my body. I needed control, and I was not going to give it up for a pretty face. I stopped dancing with him and turned away. Gods, these men were getting under my skin.

      “Luna, please, I’m sorry!” Eros shouted, causing the entire room to stare. I turned around to give him a death glare and found the powerful Siren down on one knee. Whispers started, as more people turned around to look at the spectacle—kill me now.

      “I Eros, Prince of Atlanta, swear to you, Luna Moon, on my honor as a Warrior, I will never willingly use my glamour on you, so long as you will it to be.” I just stood there with the rest of the hall; mouth hung open. A vow on a Warrior’s honor was unbreakable. His face was solemn with no trace of his usual banter.

      “I accept your Warriors’ oath,” my voice croaked as I bound the magic, that he was now unable to undo. I was completely dumbfounded. An impish smile spread across his face as he took my hand and spun me in a circle, whooping. I was completely pissed at the giggle that escaped my throat.

      Gods, these men will be the death of me.
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      The sounds of merriment grew faint as I walked with Vulcan back to my new living quarters. The candlelight licked at the castle’s stone walls, the echo of our steps almost deafening in the silence.

      Vulcan appeared next to me as soon as I excused myself from dancing as if he had waited in the shadows for the opportunity to walk me back to the room. Apart from offering his escort, the man or Dragon had not uttered another word. The silence should have been awkward, but my senses were thankful for the reprieve.

      Vulcan’s energy signal was extremely potent this evening, his dominance weighted heavily in the air. This could sometimes happen back at The Estate when dominant wolves’ positions within the pack’s hierarchy were challenged. I wonder what crazy bastard even dared to challenge this man. I was surprised to find that some primal part of me enjoyed his display of dominance. I wasn’t afraid; I was enthralled.

      “Here we are.” I was definitely ogling the man as we walked, so when he stopped to gesture to the door, he most definitely noticed. I couldn’t help it. He looked so damn good in that suit.

      “Don’t do that, Luna,” his voice pitched lower, deep and rich like the wine I desperately craved.

      “Do what?” We both stood on either side of the closed door, and he rubbed his hands over his eyes.

      “Let’s just say, I am extremely good at reading emotions.” My heart raced as he took a step toward me. “My Dragon is especially sensitive to them this evening.” He lifted his large fingers to push a stray hair behind my ear. His skin was rough and calloused. My lips parted, and a soft oh sound escaped them. As with the other men, thousands of sparks flitted across the skin that he touched.

      Vulcan’s chest rumbled with a low groan. His breath became ragged, and he closed his eyes like he needed to regain some control. I could have sworn I saw a flash of yellow.

      “I should go,” he opened them once more, allowing me to fall into their dark depths.

      “Why?” The world tumbled out of my mouth.

      He lifted a brow.

      “Would you like me to stay?” His question was loaded; I should have been terrified. I wanted to blame the alcohol for lowering my inhabitations.

      “I …” Vulcan pressed a finger to my lips, the side of his mouth lifted.

      “Don’t. My Dragon’s particularly possessive this evening. If I come in there, I’m never letting you go.” My stomach somersaulted, and before my bravery, or stupidity could test his statement, he turned me around and pushed me through the door. When I looked back, he was gone.

      The three sisters had obviously been in here. The bed had been turned down, and a wash bowl and brush had been placed on the bedside. I stripped out of the silver dress; my flushed skin thankful for the frigid air that circulated the room. After I was clean and my hair released from its bonds, I pulled on a pale nightdress, that was placed on top of the purple covers.

      “What in all the gods?” The opaque material finished at the top of my thighs, leaving nothing to the imagination. “What is it with these people and almost transparent bloody clothing?”

      Lay against the soft feathered pallet, my eyes grew heavy with the weight of the day’s events. Anxious excitement filled my chest as it finally dawned on me that I had escaped The Estate.

      “The Elites,” my voice sounded weak against the roar of the open fire. In my dizziest daydreams, I could never imagine the opportunity that lay before me now. I had three years to prove my worth to them, and in that time, I would be taught by the fiercest Warriors in all the realms. Magnar’s, Vulcan’s, Eros’, and even Ehre the arsehole Elf’s faces filled my mind as I drifted off to sleep with a smile on my face.

      A lifting sensation pulled at me. I looked down on my sleeping form and let out a shocked cry. My raven hair fanned out across the pillow. I looked so still, I looked … dead. My other form’s chest rose and fell in deep, steady breaths, and I could have cried in relief. A breath that I didn’t realize I was holding escaped my chest, and I felt myself lift higher.

      I began to rise at a dizzying pace, the castle and its grounds lay below me like an exquisite tapestry. I flew across the mountain range away from the ocean. I closed my eyes against nausea that attempted to escape my phantom form and came to an abrupt stop. Once I was sure my stomach settled, I opened my eyes and covered my mouth against the scream that never came.

      Below my floating form was an army. No, a legion, of creatures straight out of a child’s darkest nightmare. Decaying skin stretched too thinly over the creature’s skeletal bodies. Their hands and feet had claws; their monstrous mouths filled with razor-sharp fangs which caused them to hang painfully open. I wanted to scream, I wanted to fly away, but I could only hover there watching the nightmare unfold.  

      Two of the nearest creatures turned on one another. The crowd around the fighting pair made a skin-crawling clicking sound, almost as if they were cheering. The larger of the two ripped his opponent’s head clean from its body with its sharp talons. The smell of sulfur and death attacked my nostrils, and I gaged once more. The monstrous victor let out a triumphant roar and began to rip at the body with its fangs.

      He was eating the dead creature! I couldn’t look at the horror anymore. I closed my eyes, willing myself to wake from this nightmare.

      “Remember what you have seen here, daughter, death will soon be at the castle.”
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        * * *

      

      The room I was standing in was somewhere I had never been before. The walls and floor looked as though they had been cut from the same black stone. The thick heat in the air was relentless, and I was terrified.

      “Let me go!” I cried. “Please, I will do anything you want. Just tell me they are safe, that they got away.” I fell onto the floor; the pain was too unbearable. I was no longer in the clearing, but the stench of sulfur and death followed me to this new place. I had no control over my body. It was as if I was a spectator behind my own eyes. I cried out once more; where were they? I looked down at my cuffed wrists and tried again to feel for the bond—nothing. Sobs shook my body.

      I knew it in my heart that they were gone, and I knew that it was my fault.
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        * * *

      

      I bolted upright as the door to my room banged open. A shirtless Magnar ran toward my bed, kneeling before me.

      “Luna, what is wrong?” Magnar’s hand brushed up and down the bottom of my sweat-soaked spine as I heaved into the bowl on my nightstand, throwing up what little food was in my stomach. Vulcan handed me a chalice of water, and I drank the cool liquid deeply. My whole body was shaking, and it was almost impossible to hold my own weight. “Lie back, Luna,” Magnar guided me against the soft cushions he piled up against my head, and I look around the room, across four sets of very concerned eyes. Four?

      Ehre was standing in the corner of the room, leaning against a wall. His silver hair fell around his shoulders in disarray. Like a silken waterfall, it reflected the light. He had obviously just thrown on the nearest pair of trousers. They were brown, made of some sort of animal skin; the leather ties hung open.

      His chiseled chest and abs were covered in small Elvish symbols, the emerald green stark in contrast against his luminous pale skin. The symbols covered his broad chest and narrow waist, lining the vee of his stomach muscles before dipping down into his low-hung trousers. The lines that made up Ehre’s body, like his face, were harsh and strong. I shivered.

      “She’s cold,” Eros’ panicked voice stole my attention, his turquoise eyes ran over me frantically. Vulcan draped a pelt over my shoulders, and I welcomed its security. The bed dipped with someone’s weight, and I flinched.

      “You’re scaring her,” Eros hissed.

      “Please, even Hades himself wouldn’t scare her,” Ehre spat. Hades. His name made me claustrophobic…

      “Luna,” Magnar drew my attention as he sat facing me. “I felt your terror; what happened?”

      I took an uneven breath and repeated it was just a dream in my head until my heart slowed. I shakily reached for the goblet that someone had re-filled, allowing the cool liquid to wash away my fear. Once I felt calmer, I became painfully aware of my compromising position, pulling the pelt closer against my chest. Magnar’s bizarre comment then came back to me.

      “What do you mean you felt my terror?” I asked him.

      “You’re dead, Vampire,” Eros chuckled.

      “That is not important now. Luna, why were you so afraid?”

      I considered his comment, beginning to feel slightly foolish.

      “I’m fine. It was just a dream,” my voice quivered, not convincing anyone. I could still smell the stench of sulphur, even when I was awake. You shouldn’t be able to smell in dreams, should you? A shudder ran through my body when I thought of how very real the dream had felt.

      Each of the men looked at me expectantly, not satisfied without an explanation. I took a deep breath and began a recap on what had happened.

      “I was lifted from my body here in the castle. In my dream, there were monsters, a voice in my head warned me that ‘death would soon be at the castle.’” A hollow, empty laugh rattled my chest.

      None of the men spoke, so I continued.

      “Then I was in a room within a palace. The room was made entirely out of black stone. It was hot and smelled of sulphur.  I was a prisoner. I was afraid for … my life.” I had no idea why I hid the whole truth, but something in my gut told me to, I decided to trust it.

      Eros cursed in Lantish.

      “He knows,” he said to the three stony gazed men. “He knows that she is here, and he will doom us all to get what he wants.”

      “Who knows what?” I asked the group.

      “You need to tell us everything that happened in your vision. Don’t leave anything out.” Ehre’s eyes were alight with urgency, the most brilliant emerald green.

      “It was a dream,” I felt sick again, and my head started to hurt.

      “Humor us,” Eros said. They were entirely serious! I felt too terrible to argue, so I began to tell them my dream in detail.

      The more I told them, the better I felt. The sickness and headache started to lift as if the dream needed to be expelled from my system. I was extremely aware that as I talked, each of the men looked increasingly worried. Magnar’s rough fingers traced nervous circles on the cover over my foot. As soon as he realized what he was doing, he stopped, and my heart panged with his absence.

      “Did you see how far away the army was?”  The king was all business. “Eros is right; he must have found out about her, that she is here. It is the only way to explain her visions,” Magnar said to the three men like I wasn’t even in the room.

      “But how? Nobody but us knows about the prophecy,” Eros said and looked from me to Magnar.

      “That is not exactly true,” Vulcan replied as he pushed himself off the wall.

      “No brother,” Magnar argued as he balled his hands into fists. “He’s dead; we haven’t felt him in years.” He stood and began to pace.

      “Is he? Have we actually seen a body, brother?” Vulcan touched Magnar’s shoulder, grounding him to a halt. “The bond was never complete.” His accented voice rang with wisdom. “Until it is, there are ways to weaken our connection without death.” The men’s grave expressions left a heavy weight in the air.

      “He would never…” Ehre spat out. Something Vulcan had said really touched a nerve.

      “Twenty years is a long time, brother.” Eros placed a hand on the pale Elf’s shoulder. “Anything could have happened in that time; he could have found ways to make him talk.” Ehre shook off Eros’ comforting hand; his wild green eyes found me.

      “We cannot even be sure that she is even the one!” he spat, making it quite clear the she he spoke of, was in fact me.

      “Don’t pretend like you cannot feel it, Ehre; we all can.” Vulcan stepped before me, the warning behind his words was suffocating, and his energy weighted the room considerably.

      Ehre puffed up his chest, turning his piercing eyes to the Dragon Prince. He should have looked ridiculous squaring up to the giant man.

      “It could be a trap; we have to be sure. I don’t believe that he would ever …” Even though his size wasn’t as impressive as Vulcan’s, his energy signal sure was. The two invisible forces crashed against one another as they both battled for dominance.

      “No spell could make us all feel this way, magic couldn’t fool my Dragon!” Vulcan spoke over Ehre, his power rose, making my lungs heavy.

      “No, but those tits and lips would,” Ehre snarled causing each of the men in the room to growl. Two of them battling for dominance was bad enough, once the rest of the guys joined in their energy suffocated me.

      “Ah! Could you guys stop doing that!” I pressed my hands against either side of my splitting skull.

      “Luna, what is wrong?” Eros came over to me, worry marring his features. Some of the pressure subsided.

      “One of you is dominant enough for it to feel like a Giant crushing my skull when you become all Alpha arsehole. Four of you throwing around your energy? My skull was going to explode!” Each of the men stood around the bed, their expressions ranging from shock to smug.

      “You can feel each of our energy signals?” Ehre asked in annoyance.

      “Yours are all so strong, a bloody rock could sense it.” I rubbed at my temple.

      “You still unsure that she is the one?” Vulcan smugly asked.

      “The one what?” I all but shouted at them, frustrated and exhausted.

      “If he knows, whatever he has planned is sure to tip the scales, you heard her second vision … He’s already toying with the balance or she wouldn’t be here.” Magnar commented, obviously talking about me while completely ignoring me.

      “All of the portals here are manned; how the fuck could a giant fucking army slip by unnoticed?” Vulcan began to pace next to the bed. I was getting a little annoyed.

      “Prophecies can change. The goddesses wanted her to see this for a reason; they could be warning us to fortify the boundaries,” Magnar replied, running his hands through his unrestrained hair. Okay, I was getting more than a little annoyed. These men were literally talking over my head.

      “Unbelievable,” Ehre hissed as he faced the king. “Now you believe he is alive?” They all began to whisper-argue between one another; I was over being ignored.

      I stood up on the bed, allowing the covers to fall from me.  The cool air whipped around my exposed skin.

      “Oi!” Four sets of eyes found me. “Now, either one of you is telling me what in the Underworld is going on, or I’m gonna start throwing knives!” I levelled my gaze and lifted my chin. “And, I never miss …” The room became silent, their expressions ranged from shock to amused.

      “Such a lady.” Ehre still managed to look down his nose at me even when I was above him. I gave him my best fuck you, Elfie glare.

      “We believe that your dream was a prophecy from the goddesses,” Magnar responded, like what he said was completely sane. Great, he was mad.

      “You’re joking, right?” I asked, and a serious expression was his only reply. I looked over to the other three—who were either great actors or just as batshit. “I think you’re all crazy.” I crossed my arms.

      “You asked me if I knew what you were before, well I do. You are a unique creation that the goddesses themselves made,” Vulcan replied, entirely serious.

      “I’m not quite sold on the idea. I still believe she may be a witch,” Ehre rolled his eyes and argued.

      “I’m not anything. I mean, I’m not one race, I am a Hybrid, I have no powers,” I laughed, “That is not exactly true, now is it?” Vulcan grunted.

      Magnar walked toward me. “No Hybrid would be able to separately read our energy signals, let alone feel the energy that we released physically. Most supes can only feel energy when they are personally challenged for dominance. They know to stay away from someone more dominant; they fear us, but they cannot read our signals. Only the most powerful supes can do that.”

      “Can you feel emotions too?” Vulcan asked me. Could I?

      “I suppose I am pretty good at reading people, but I can’t read minds or anything.” I could have sworn he said not yet under his breath.

      “You have speed and strength, and I also detected allure.” That I did laugh at, allure was a trait Sirens possessed, along with Incubi and Succubi.

      “She shows traits of each of the goddesses. But there will be one way to tell if she’s the one …” Four sets of eyes looked over to me. All at once, their gazed heated as if they had only just realized how I was dressed.

      The atmosphere in the room weighted significantly. My skin prickled under their scrutiny, each of them shamelessly took their time examining how much skin the nightdress exposed. My lips became dry, so I used my tongue to dampen them. Their gazes homed in on my mouth.

      My breath caught. The chill in the air became painfully apparent, stimulating my highly sensitized  flesh. My nipples pebbled against the soft fabric of my dress, and each of the men noticed. Eros groaned as Vulcan’s chest rumbled with a growl. Their energy signals were heavy, lust-filled clouds.

      “Do you possess a mark, Luna?” Magnar’s voice was strained, his eyes smoldering. I didn’t reply, unsure as to what he meant. The four men looked at one another, locked in a silent argument. Ehre sighed and turned so that his back was facing me. He dragged his loose hair away from his back, and a strangled sound escaped my throat.

      Like his front, the Elvish symbols traced the lines of his back. His corded muscles flexed under my scrutiny. When my eyes found it, words evaded me. It stood there stark against his pearlescent skin, just below his shoulder blades. I stepped down from the bed, and my breath shook along with my hands. I stopped a few feet before the men and turned in a half circle so that my back was facing them.

      I shrugged down the top of my nightdress, freeing my shoulders, pressing the soft material against my breasts with one hand. With the other, I pulled the rest of the back down. My naked flesh came to life, the breeze in the room rose every single hair on my body. I swallowed, the energy that they exuded was thick with desire. A shiver crept down my spine, my horrific dream was now a distant memory. All I could think of; was how close they were.

      Someone cleared their throat; they sounded much closer.

      “Shit.” The pad of Eros’ fingers traced circles between my shoulder blades. Every inch of skin that he graced hummed. I was burning, but somehow my hair rose as it does when I’m cold. “I should be pissed, or at the very least concerned, but I can’t be right now,” he murmured before his fingers disappeared.  

      Before I could move, another pair of hands slowly pulled my dress back over my shoulders, covering my naked flesh. My breath caught; the slow graze of his soft touch made my eyes roll into the back of my head. The move was possessive, protective, and all kinds of sexy.

      “You’re doing it again,” Vulcan’s strained voice feathered onto the back of my neck. I was a mess of nerves and sensations. Every time one of them touched me, my sensitivity increased tenfold. I could smell everything; hear everything. Like with Eros, my skin blazed under Vulcan’s touch. He pulled me around to face him; mere inches separated us, the distance too great. I couldn’t get my hammering heart under control.

      He stepped back, curling his long fingers under the hem of his black tunic and in one smooth motion, pulled it clean from his body. My heart was now in my throat. Magnar and Eros stepped forward, both mirroring Vulcan’s intense gaze. In perfect synchrony, they too removed their tops.

      The four shirtless men that stood before me could not be more different from one another.

      Vulcan was the largest of the group, his broad chest and back four times the size of the average supe. He was obsidian made flesh, and like the precious stone nothing about this man was soft; but my gods, he was stunning. Just by his presence alone, the air was made thicker. The sheer power that this man encompassed could make taking a breath a laborious chore.

      With his hulking muscles, Vulcan looked to be the epitome of strength. Black tattoos covered his arms and chest. They followed the lines of his muscles on either side of his body. I tried to distinguish their shape in the candlelight, but my eyes were playing tricks on me. I could have sworn that I saw them move.

      Magnar was not far behind Vulcan in the height and mass department. Like words that cover the pages of a book, Magnar’s scars told a story. There, against his moonlight skin, alongside his sapphire knotwork tattoos, the story told of a great Warrior who has survived many battles.

      Eros’ beauty was plucked straight out of the heavens. The gods themselves would be envious of the golden skin that covered his vascular body. He was a masterpiece; the chiseled muscles that covered his body would make any sculptor weep at their beauty. He carried a flame within him that lit him up from the inside. The way his skin glowed reminded me of how the gods were depicted in art, always with a halo of light surrounding them. He wasn’t just light; Eros was the sun.

      Ehre was equally as impressive as the three men before me. His still-shirtless chest rose and fell with each steady breath he took. The symbols across his body stood harshly against his pale skin. Everything about Ehre was harsh, from the lines of his face to the cut of his muscles. I believe that when the gods created him, he was so perfect that they became arrogant, and he wore their arrogance in every single feature.

      The weighted seconds that I admired the men felt like an eternity. They each stood there patiently, allowing my hungry eyes to absorb every inch of their hard flesh. Together, as though it were rehearsed, each of the men slowly turned until they revealed their backs. There, side by side, under each of the men’s skin stood a mark. Upon their skin was a crescent moon—the exact same mark as my own.
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      “That’s not possible.” I couldn’t quite decide if I wanted to hyperventilate or run. How did they have the same mark as me?

      “Luna, you are so much more than what you think,” Eros said. He held out his hands like he was soothing a skittish colt.

      “But that’s ... I mean, how?” I started to feel panic rising in my chest; this was not normal. The chances of each of these men having exactly the same birthmark as me … It was impossible.

      “This mark means that you have been touched by the divine. Luna, you are not what you think. You are … so much more.” Eros edged closer; my muscles coiled to pounce.

      Regardless of how hot these guys were, and believe me they were, they were fucking crazy.

      “Luna, please sit. You look like you’re going to bolt.” Magnar took a step toward me, and I flinched. The hurt in his eyes made me instantly sorry.

      “Maybe we do this tomorrow, in different, more respectable circumstances,” Eros’ crooned.

      “She won’t still be here if we leave it until tomorrow.” Ehre was an arsehole, but at least he wasn’t a stupid arsehole. “She needs to hear this now.” He stood before the door, blocking my only exit;  my hackles rose.

      “Guys ... think about it. This is her first night in a strange place. She has just had a bad dream, and we all storm in here like the castle is on fire. She is in this room, alone, with four guys. Four strange guys,” Eros reasoned.

      “But we would never hurt her.” Vulcan sounded offended.

      “She’s in her nightwear for gods’ sake; she couldn’t be more vulnerable right now.” Eros scrubbed his face with his hands, his voice pained. 

      “Get away from the door, Ehre. Luna is no prisoner here,” Magnar ordered. Ehre scowled, his eyes lingered over me briefly, before he shrugged his shoulders and stepped away from the door.

      “Fine.” He walked across the room to the chaise lounge before draping his long body across it. “But if she runs, I’m not chasing after her.” He was such an arrogant arsehole.

      “Luna, we don’t believe what you had was a dream,” Eros stated. Oh, Eros, why are the pretty ones always the craziest?

      “What was it, then?” I edged closer to the door and further away from the crazy.

      “Do you know the story of creation?” Eros asked. I cocked my brow, confused at the change of direction in our conversation.

      “Doesn’t everyone?” I deadpanned.

      “We saw your grades,” Ehre smirked.

      “What the fuck is your problem, pointy ears? Do you seriously love being in pain that much that you feel like baiting me?” He smirked, and like a lady, I refrained from throwing something at his head.

      I could feel a surge of energy in the air that Eros directed toward Ehre in warning. Instead of looking worried like any sane person, he just looked incredibly bored.

      “Don’t mind my brother, Luna. He spends his life in perpetual frustration,” Eros said, which caused Magnar to cover up a laugh with a cough.

      “As Eros was saying,” Vulcan interrupted and shot the three warning glances. “Could you tell us what you know about creation. How our worlds came to be?” I looked around the room, completely confused with the direction of the conversation.

      “Luna, you asked me earlier if I knew what you were … well, I do. But for me to explain, I need for you to answer this.” His eyes pleaded with me.

      I sighed, “before or after the Titans?”

      “After,” he replied, rewarding me with one of his half smiles. I took a deep breath and began to recall everything I remembered.

      “After the twelve Olympians defeated the Titans, they created the heavens and the earths. The gods fought over everything—their thirst for power never quenched. This continued for eons until they finally called a treaty. The treaty called for the world to be split into realms, that each of the gods would be a patron of. They distributed the realms and the powers that came with them equally.”

      “What of Hades and Zeus?” Ehre fired, his tone snarky.

      “Hades became king of the Underworld, and Zeus became king of the heavens,” I replied.

      “How did they decide who had what?” Rather than just allowing me to tell the story, he was trying to trip me up. Arsehole.

      “The gods tricked Hades, trapping him in the Underworld.” Vulcan shared a look with someone behind me. “What—is that not right?”

      “Do you know how the gods created us, Luna?” Eros asked.

      “Sure, I mean, I never really took history, but I can remember what I was taught by the Priestesses when I was younger.” Nobody said anything, which meant they obviously wanted me to tell them what I knew, so I got on with the impromptu history lesson.

      “Each of the gods created Vessels in their own image, with their own powers, hence why there are so many different species.”

      Magnar made a sound that confirmed what I was saying was correct. “Yes, but do you know how we came to be? Our races?” He pointed at each of the guys in the room.

      “I’m not sure what you’re asking me? As I understand it, all the races were made that way.”

      Ehre chuckled like the prick he was. “You are correct when you say that most supernaturals have one creator. Vampires, Wolves, Elves, Dragons, Sirens, and Jinn are different though. Our races were created after the other species and for a very different reason …” I had no idea what reason the Elf was speaking of.

      “I want to tell you a story, little thief, but I think it would be easier for me to tell it if I wasn’t concerned that you were about to run away at any given opportunity.” As Magnar spoke, I realized I was now practically next to the door, my knife’s hilt biting into the palm of my hand. “Have a seat before the fire, Luna. If after this, you would still like to leave, then we won’t stop you. But you still need to know where you fit into all of this. You need to know what you are.”

      I took a deep breath and went to sit before the fire. I would listen to what Magnar had to say. The opportunity to find out what and who I was, too tempting to turn away.

      “So, you know that Poseidon is the most powerful god, next to Zeus and Hades?” I nodded. “He, unlike his brothers, had no desire to rule over the heavens. Which is why they all agreed that he would live in and control the seas,” Magnar explained.

      “Which I always found stupid,” I mumbled.

      “What makes you say that?” Eros asked me.

      “Well if Zeus and Hades wanted the most power, why would they allow Poseidon to take the waters without a fight? The water would be the biggest energy source. It virtually covers each realm, including the heavens.” The four men look at me, with both shocked and impressed looks.

      “Very clever, little thief,” Magnar said as his eyes lit up. “Hades and Zeus were too blind with greed to realize that Poseidon would have the advantage. Their only goal was to control the heavens and in turn, become king of the gods.”

      Ehre rolled his eyes at Magnar and continued, “As you said before, the gods populated the earth with Vessels in their own image. What the gods didn’t foresee was what happened next. Their Vessels began to thrive. They built kingdoms, cities, temples and statues to honor and worship the gods. As they began to pray, energy started to feed into the heavens. That energy was converted into pure power.”

      “The Vessel’s prayers were literally fuel to the gods,” Magnar cut in, causing Ehre to scowl.

      I couldn’t understand why I never heard this story before. Either they were both privy to council secrets, or they were crazier than I had imagined. I looked across the room to see if the other two were just as confused as me. Their expressions were grave. Yup, these guys are definitely one goblet short of a pitcher.

      “There are never more prayers said than in times of war. Hungry for more power and equipped with this knowledge, the gods began to meddle. They whispered greed and envy over the different species, wars over land and titles broke out across the realms,” Magnar continued, his voice like silk. “Many of the Vessels died in battle …” If our history classes back at The Estate ever sounded this good, I probably would have listened. “The Vessels newfound fear of death encouraged more prayers.”

      “Hades and Zeus literally used the Vessels as their own personal power supply,” Ehre’s voice rang true against the beating of my heart. “They never realized the repercussions of their actions.”

      “What repercussions?” I asked causing him to give me a satisfied smile, happy to know something I didn’t. Why did I want to hit him so much?

      He ignored my death glare, completely unfazed, and answered, “Themis scales are the natural order of things, and they must always find a balance. When the Vessels lived, their energy fed into the heavens.”

      “And in their death?” I asked Ehre, battling the sense of dread I felt. Deep down, I think I knew where all that power had to go.

      “When a soul sheds its earthly shell, the amount of energy that is released into the universe is immense. The heavens were becoming too powerful. So, to keep the balance, a new realm was created.”

      “The Underworld,” I whispered.

      Images of a room made from black stone filled my head, my raw, shackled wrists. “He’s gone.” I shivered as the memory of my dream echoed through my mind.

      The dying embers in the fireplace before me breathed to life, lively flames licked the top of the flume. Heat instantly soothed my shaking, and it melted away the stiffness in my spine. I looked around the room in confusion. Vulcan was sat on a padded armchair, his eyes sparkled, and his lips rose in one of his half smiles. I melted a little further.

      “Death was a new concept for the eternal gods. You were right before when you said that Hades was manipulated into harnessing the gift. Zeus tricked him into thinking he wanted the power over death for himself. Hades took the bait, taking the power before his brother could, but soon he realized his mistake.” My skin crawled as Magnar spoke; unbeknownst to my discomfort, the king didn’t stop.

      “Because things must always find a balance, death could not exist in a plane where life was created. Death could only exist in the new realm. Trapped for eternity with the Vessels spirits, Hades had gotten his wish. He had been given a kingdom to preside over, and more power than he could ever fathom. But the new god of death was far from happy.”

      “But what has this got to do with your species, or me even?” I asked the four.

      “Patience, little thief,” Magnar continued. “The six goddesses of Olympia begged for Zeus to put a stop to the fighting. Once Hades was trapped in the Underworld, they saw no more reason for the wars on the earths to continue. They grew fond of their creations and tired of seeing them perish.”

      “Zeus, on the other hand, had grown drunk with power. Now that he was king, the energy was fed directly to him, and he reveled in it. To stop the goddesses plotting to end his power supply, Zeus, with his first decree as king, declared that no god could meddle in the lives of the Vessels.”

      “Together, the goddesses found a way around the law. They each created a new species of Vessel that would be impervious to death and disease. Vessels that would be so powerful, they were able to stop the wars and unite the realms in harmony,” Ehre continued over Magnar.

      “The goddesses seduced and tricked Poseidon, Zeus, and Hades. They each impregnated themselves with the energy of the three most powerful gods. With that energy, Aphrodite created the first Sirens. From Hestia came the Dragon shifters, Demeter created the Elves, Athena the Vampires, and Artemis the Wolves. Lastly, Hera bore the Jinn,” Magnar explained. “We are the ultimate weapons. Unable to die because of Hades’ blood, with dominion over the seas and sky. Nothing is impossible for us.”

      What Magnar said didn’t make sense. I couldn’t quite understand.

      “So why were we never taught this at The Estate? It seems like something the Koray would have bragged about. Wolves aren’t exactly the most modest of creatures.” I couldn’t exactly see Kingsley sitting on this information.

      “Because of what happened next,” Ehre started as he unfurled himself from the chaise. Great, of course, there is a next.

      “The Vessels were physical representations of the gods’ power—the stronger the god, the stronger the creation. The original kings of our kind believed that they were superior to all other species, because of their creators. They were so powerful; no other species could stand in their way. They did not declare peace over the realms like the goddesses had planned. Like their other creators, they became drunk with power. They believed that their birthright allowed them to rule over all supernaturals. They raged wars, wiping out entire species that refused to submit to them. They destroyed Hybrids and made interspecies mating a crime punishable by death.”

      “It was mass genocide, Luna; thousands upon thousands of supernaturals died.” Eros’ grave tone did nothing for the anxiety that raged in my chest. “Death became an epidemic. Fearing the gods had forsaken them; the Vessels stopped praying.”

      “The energy became so imbalanced, that it caused the scales to tip, freeing Hades from his eternal prison.” Shivers crept up my spine as Ehre spoke. “He ruled over the worlds as a tyrannical lord. His power grew so immense, he took whatever and whomever he desired.” He took a deep sip of wine, allowing this information to sink in.

      “As Magnar said, the scales must also find a balance, and the opposite of death is new life. Persephone, the goddess of new life, found that her powers grew along with that of deaths.” I had not yet seen Eros so solemn. “With Persephone’s help, the goddesses hatched another plan. Together they formed one last Vessel.”

      Everyone in the room turned to look at me, and Eros continued, “With only pure intentions, they each poured into the Vessel their own essence—magic. The Vessel took the shape of a female. Sealed with the harvest moon of Persephone, she held within her the power of the six original goddesses. The Vessel was hidden in the heavens, the world’s last resort in case Persephone’s plan would fail.”

      “What plan?” My voice was hoarse. Ehre walked over to me and handed me a goblet filled with water; I cocked a brow. He rolled his eyes and passed it to me.

      “Persephone sacrificed herself by seducing Hades. The solitary god was so completely bewitched by the goddess of fertility’s power and beauty, that he did not realize she had trapped him in the Underworld, until it was too late.” I took a deep drink, allowing Magnar to finish. He waited, seeing the questions that burned in my eyes.

      “So that is where the story that Hades kidnapped and raped Persephone came from?” I asked, and Eros nodded. “So why don’t Wolves seem to know about their creators?” I asked, realizing that they never really answered my original question, unsure as to why it would be a secret.

      “With the help from Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory and Poseidon, Zeus sent the greatest storm the worlds had ever seen. The water he used was taken from the river Lethe. Like the waters in the Underworld, this rain held magic that would wipe the memories of all who drank it,” Magnar replied.  

      “They wiped the memory of Hades’ reign?” I asked Magnar, completely shocked.

      “Not only his reign but for the wars to end, they wiped away our ancestors’ reign from all memory. Our people were given a fresh start, but it came at a price, ” Magnar answered.

      “To stop their species from being wiped out, each of the six royal bloodlines accepted a deal with the goddesses before their memories were wiped. When the fates allied, six princes would be born into each of the royal bloodlines. Those princes would become the goddesses’ Guardians. It is said that the Guardians will unite the realms and sacrifice …”

      “Their freedom, they will sacrifice their freedom to serve the gods,” Magnar interrupted, throwing Ehre a look. “The six princes are the sworn Guardians to the goddesses’ earthly incarnation. When the time comes, their lives are sworn to protect hers. Their souls have been tied to her own. It is only through their magic that her powers will awaken.”

      “But why are you telling me all of this? Wait, I thought that the Jinn were a part of the uprising?” I asked.

      “They are,” Ehre practically ground out.

      “They are the reason why we are telling you this, Luna.” Magnar gave me a tight smile. My palms started to sweat; a sense of dread gnawed away at the pit of my stomach.

      “Just over twenty years ago, the day before the harvest moon celebrations, the Council held their yearly election. Farouk Djinn, the king of the Jinn, called for a vote. Like his forefathers before him, Farouk believed that a monarchy should govern the worlds. That Vessels, who were created by four of the most powerful gods, should not have to compromise with lesser beings. Of course, he knew what the others didn’t.” The lump in my throat became hard to ignore now; it only worsened as Magnar continued,

      “After the Council denied the motion, the Jinn cut all ties with democracy.” It began to dawn on me, but my rational brain refused the information.

      “How did Farouk know about that if it was wiped from history? How do you know this?” I wanted to be in denial for as long as possible.

      Vulcan stepped out of the shadows. “He was there the day we each turned twenty. When the goddesses’ Oracle summoned us to the high temple and told us of the prophecy and forgotten histories, he was there when she sacrificed our earthly bodies, so that our souls could cross over into the heavens to stand before the six goddesses.” I shook my head. “Before them, Farouk spoke the same vows that we did.”

      I wanted to run, to stick my fingers in my ears like a child, but for some morbid reason, I listened.

      “The goddesses took a piece of each of our souls that day. When the time came to wake the Vessel, they would merge our essence along with hers. With a piece of our soul residing in her, the Vessel will always be able to recognize her Guardians. To know in her heart that what we speak of is the truth.” Vulcan’s gaze was ablaze as he stood before the window, the moon haloing his giant figure. He continued to talk and I felt as though my chest was closing.

      “When we woke, more powerful than ever, Farouk knew from that day what he was—what we all were—and that knowledge drove him mad.” I was trapped, stuck to a spot. My body refusing to flee when my mind begged it to.

      “Farouk’s decision to leave the Council aligned the fates twenty years ago. The following morning, we each awoke in agony. When these marks appeared on our skin, we knew that the time had come. Unfortunately, so too, did he.” Eros at least had the decency to look concerned as he delivered the news. I started to shake my head. “We knew that we had to stop Farouk, but it was too late.”

      Each of the men began to stand; Ehre looked strained like the tale was too painful for him to bear.

      “We were able to wipe the memory of the Vessel from his mind, but not without sacrifice.” Ehre nearly choked on his last word. “We began our search for the Vessel; never in our wildest dreams did we imagine that she would come to the earthly realms as a mere babe.”

      I had never clung on to a blade harder. Magnar edged closer, his voice pitched low and soothing. “We are on the verge of a great war, little thief. The Elites are not just the League's most specialized unit. That is our cover. We are an army, an army that we have created for one purpose.”

      They each moved together so that they formed a straight line before me. Like an impenetrable wall, they stood. Their rippling muscles solid, their gazes unwavering.

      “Since the Oracles delivered us the prophecy, we have been building that army. When we awoke from our sleep twenty years ago, screaming in pain, branded with the goddesses’ mark, we knew that the time had come. No species is safe anymore, not until you claim your birthright. The army we built is for you.”

      He took a deep breath, he reminded me of a Warrior, preparing himself for battle.

      “You, Luna, are the world’s last hope. You are the last Vessel.”
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      I ran. I ran, as fast as my legs could carry, giving into my repressed instincts; I didn’t hold back. The world swam by me in a dizzying blur as I tried to get as far away from the castle as possible. The last Vessel? There was no way in the Underworld anything they said was true. I was nothing but a Hybrid Warrior, and I had no power. Let alone a goddess-infused Vessel that was sent to save the world. Crazy-ass Elites.

      The frigid evening air slapped across my face, its chill seeping into my bones. The frost under my bare feet crunched as I darted into the maze, alerting my presence to those nearby. If I didn’t catch frostbite before I make it to the portal, it would be a miracle.  

      I thought back to the room and the four pained shouts that followed me after I made a break for it. Why were none of them following me? I’m sure Vampires are supposed to be fast, let alone Dragons. Maybe my surprise escape shocked them for a few minutes. Seriously though, what did they expect I would do?

      I opened my senses to make sure I was alone.

      “Shit,” I cursed, where the Underworld was I? I slowed my pace, trying to catch my bearings. Where will I go? The Estate was no longer my home, and without a sponsor, there would be no chance I’d ever get into the League.

      “Luna!” I groaned, of course, they were looking for me, and I was at a dead-end! I had somehow ended up against a mountainside.

      “Luna! We just want to talk,” that voice was really close, I was running out of time. A cavern cut out of the side of the mountain seemed to just appear, its entrance impossible to detect until you got close.

      “Please be big enough to hide me,” I asked the stone before I stepped inside its embrace.

      The floor and wall of the cavern had been smoothed over with a limescale whitewash. I crept further into the cave’s shadowy cover, cautious of other people that may be in there. The floor eventually tapered off into worn down steps;  the only sounds were from a nearby water source. I began to descend the stairs; my numb feet stung with each step.

      “Luna!” the voice echoed around the space. I was trapped.

      One of them had obviously followed me here, and the only way I could go now was down. I began to pick up my pace.

      “Please, just let us talk to you.” I twisted my head, sure that I would be able to see whoever it was. Maybe I could take them out? My foot missed its next target, and I slipped. The last thing I could remember was the pain that sliced my temple before darkness stole me.
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      The smell of sage tugged at my consciousness, and for the second time that day, I was lifted from my body. I looked down on my lifeless, far too pale form. Crimson blood pooled around my head, a stark contrast to my white skin. My chest was still, and my limbs disjointed. Without a doubt, I knew that I was dead.

      Music drifted down a misty tunnel; I was drawn to its soulful melody. I spared my body one last glance before I followed the sound. The mist around me sent painful shocks wherever it touched. I tried to turn back, but behind me now, there was only darkness.

      I continued to push forward, my body moving of its own accord. With every step that I took, the mist began to burn, until it felt like the skin was melting from my bones. I wanted to scream, I needed it to stop, but my phantom form kept pushing forward. The pain made light swim across my vision; the light soon became all I could feel until it was gone.

      I found myself standing at the bottom of a marble staircase in a white temple. Energy so potent pressed against me like a weight, forcing me to bow before six stunning, genuine goddesses.

      “You may approach us, Moon child.” A voice, which sounded like thousands of women in chorus filled my mind, and I lifted my eyes to gaze upon Hera, Queen of the Gods.

      She lounged at the very top of the stairs, her image shifting. Like water through an open hand, my mortal brain was unable to grasp it. Material that reminded me of starlight draped across her curvaceous body,

      “Am I dead?” I asked her.

      “Your shell is broken, child, but your essence is here with us.” The voices wrapped around me in a haunting melody.

      “Where is here exactly?” I covered my insolent mouth with a hand. “I’m sorry, Your Greatness.” I bowed once more.

      Musical laughter flitted around me, “You need not filter yourself around us, daughter. We made you what you are.”

      “You are in Olympus, child; like your Guardians before you, we have brought you here to show you the truth.” The goddess who spoke was a step below. Her dress was made of spun sunlight, decorated in golden sheaves. A heart-wrenching expression adorned her face, along with a golden crown.

      “Luna, you will soon be the realm’s last hope. My daughter’s sacrifice,” she choked, “has held the balance for as long as possible, but the scales are tipping once more.” Demeter choked on another sob and was comforted by the strongest woman that I have ever laid my eyes on.

      “Hush now, love,” she whispered to the crying goddess.

      Unlike the others, this goddess looked ready for battle. She wore full armor, her golden breastplate molded to the hard lines of her chest. Her face was partly covered in a helmet, which only added to her foreboding presence. She shifted her statuesque body and placed a hand on the hilt of her sword, as though its touch comforted her. I decided that she was my favorite.

      “You are a formidable force, Luna; we have gifted you with more magic than any Vessel has ever received. You will be the world’s greatest weapon, but you still have a lot to learn before this war can be won.” Athena’s voice, unlike the others, was singular, strong, and unwavering.

      “It’s true?” I shook my head in disbelief. “What they told me, it’s true?” The goddesses waited while I got my breathing under control. “But how do I … I mean where do I …” Great, I was rambling like a crazy person before the gods.

      “Use your Guardians, Luna.” The most divine creature unfurled her body—like a feline would—from the chaise she lay upon. Her movements were purposeful; each step she took was calculated. Aphrodite was seduction personified. “You must bond with your Guardians; right now, your magic is dormant. We made it that way so that you would be safe, undetected until you could grow. Bond with them, Luna, only then will your magic awaken, and your powers freed.”

      Her skin was the color of molten gold. Her long, shapely legs gave way to a soft hourglass figure, her curves never-ending. Never in my life had I found a woman attractive, but right, here right now, my body didn’t care.

      “But what magic?” I all but whimpered.

      “Each one of your Guardians will awaken a channel of each of our powers within you. In turn, your magic will awaken theirs.” Her hair cascaded down her back in golden waves.

      “We made a mistake with our first Vessels,” Athena’s solitary voice continued. “Unlike them, you have known growth. You have learned compassion and friendship. You have lived knowing what it is to be mortal; therefore, you respect life.”

      “We hid you from those who would seek to destroy you, making sure your magic lay dormant until you came of age. It will no longer be contained and must be harnessed before it is too late.” As Hera spoke, something within me stirred.

      “Why now?” I asked. “What is happening to make the scales tip?”

      “You must trust in yourself and your Guardians. The journey that you are on is fated. That you are here now means that your existence has been discovered.”

      “You need not know everything, child, just trust in your journey.” Hera’s voice stopped my tirade of questions before they began. I was about to argue but was cut off.  

      “The future is always changing, and you will not benefit from knowing your many paths. Twenty years ago, a decision was made that led to your awakening. You must now bond with your Guardians and accept your birthright.”

      “But … how do I form the bond?”

      “I made sure your Guardians were delicious morsels for a reason. Do you not feel drawn to them? Do they not make you filled with lust?” Aphrodite winked.

      “You mean, I have to have sex … with them all.” I squeaked.

      “And what would be the problem with that?” She waggled her brows. “Do not tell me that you don’t find them appealing because I am the goddess of lust, and you reek of it around them.”

      “Bonds can be formed without sex, child.” Hestia’s red hair danced around her like live flames. “Your blood will be what ties you to them.”

      “Don’t listen to the perpetual virgin, Luna,” Aphrodite huffed.

      “Virginity is sacred, something to protect,” Artemis scolded. The irony that the goddess of virginity was defending my own was not lost on me.

      “How very dull. I say ravish them, take them all at once. What a delicious way to pop your pomegranate.” Aphrodite flung her head back in laughter, the sound like hundreds of tiny bells twinkling.

      “Wait, where are all of the Guardians? I have only met four; is Farouk still one? The guys mentioned there were six original Vessels?” The goddesses shifted uncomfortably.

      “Balhar is my Vessel.” Artemis spoke for the first time. Her robe was not as opaque as the other goddesses, and she had a hunting bow and arrows across her back.

      “Do you mean Balhar Kory, the Koray’s old Alpha and last of the royal bloodline?” I was shocked to hear the name. Artemis nodded as she tried to get her grief under control.

      Balhar had died just before I was born, and he was the last of the Koray royal line which was why the Kingsleys had taken over.

      A single silver tear rolled down Artemis’ cheek. Once it landed on the marble floor, it quickly transformed into a small pool of water. The goddess waved her hand over the glistening surface, and it began to flicker into an image.

      A bloodied, broken man was suspended from chains in a wide vee. The shackles that burned their way down to his bone must have been made of silver. His arms spread so wide, his shoulders had dislocated and then set again in the wrong place. With his body slumped forward, long, matted hair hid his face.

      The only thing that covered his almost-naked body were wounds, both old and new. Some of them bled freely, the swollen flaps of skin either side refusing to close. Either this was a shifter who had been lashed repeatedly with a silver whip, or he was so malnourished he could no longer heal himself. If I had to guess it would be both.

      “Help him.” I choked on the tears that streamed down my face, my reaction to the stranger shocked me.

      One of my tears rolled off my cheek and into the pool. The man’s head shot up as though he knew I was there. A long, matted beard covered the bottom half of his filthy face, and bruises and cuts laced the visible skin. Blood wept from his dry, cracked lips. They split as he tried to open them.

      “You need to save him!” Something about him pulled at my soul, and I felt his pain right along with him. “Why aren’t you helping him?”

      “The last time the gods intervened, chaos descended on the realms, Luna. We cannot free Balhar and risk releasing Hades once more.” I felt like drawing Athena’s sword and using it on these deities, how could they look at this man suffering and do nothing.

      “Only you can free him, Luna,” Artemis sobbed. “You will not succeed in what is yet to come without him.”

      “But how am I supposed to free him? I have no idea where he is.” I cried.

      “Trust your Guardians, Moon child; you are each soul bound.”

      Hera stood before me and took my head between her palms. Fire consumed my skull, the pressure it brought with it was agony. Her silver eyes gazed into my own as she spoke in my mind,

      “We are always with you, child.”

      The last thought I had, was that each of the goddesses eyes were the same silver as my own, before darkness greeted me like an old friend.
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      Heat. The first sensation that came into my consciousness was heat. The second was pain.

      “It’s not working,” a growl tore from a male voice as I felt myself being lifted.

      Then there was darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Come now, Luna, wake up,” a male voice begged as I felt pressure against my lips.

      One drop of hot liquid trickled into my mouth and my whole being burned with a violent need. I pulled the source against my lips, and like a starved animal, I bit down. The liquid began to flow more freely; with each swallow, my senses came to life.

      “That’s right, Princess, take as much as you want.” The voice sounded relieved.

      In my soul, I knew that this was the only thing keeping me alive. With each mouthful, I could feel my body healing itself. My bones and flesh knitted together at an alarming rate. My heartbeat strengthened as I consumed the liquid magic.

      That is what it felt like; magic. As if I was drinking raw power from its very source. That power traveled around my body, sending shockwaves that awoke every single nerve ending. It didn’t matter that I had just died; in that moment, I had never felt more alive.

      The desperate need to survive began to fade as I felt my body heal. The fog had lifted, I was now able to feel everything; the arms that cradled me gently, the calloused fingertips as they traced lazy circles on my spine. And gods, I began to taste. I could now fully appreciate the flavors that seduced my taste buds.

      I had never seen the ocean, but Sarah had once explained the smell of the sea air. How it was both fresh and salty at the same time. This was what enveloped me now, the smell and taste of a summer’s day by the sea.

      There was also a deeper note, more rounded. Like liquid seduction, it promised pleasure free of inhibitions. It was a lover’s touch, caressing my insides as it made its way down my throat. I never wanted this state of euphoria to end. I delved deeper, submitting to the need that built its way up my spine. Lust surrounded me, as I vibrated with power.

      The hands that once cocooned me fell limply at my sides; my body ached with their loss, I needed to be touched. I flattened myself against the source of my pleasure, wrapping my legs around both sides of its hard surface. Fingers dug deep into my hips, and I rolled them against the solid mass; the friction it caused was maddening.

      I continued to drink as wave after wave of blissful tension built within me. I had never felt so powerful, like I would explode and take the world with me. And gods, was I about to explode.

      “Luna, that’s enough, take mine.” A gruff voice interrupted, and without warning, I was torn away from my bliss.

      A strangled cry ripped from the pit of my soul. The separation was like a deep cavernous hole that had been punched into my heart, and I turned toward the intruder, hissing. Magnar’s amber eyes burned into my own. As if he had submerged me into a pool of ice, the haze had gone, my senses returned. I was now left with the stark realization that I was on top of a man.

      Eros’ face mirrored the burning desire that I felt only moments ago. His eyes were entranced, his need pressed against my own. I pulled back and started to shiver. I looked down, unable to face the disgust that I knew would be in Eros’ eyes once he realized what I had done to him. My nightdress was torn and caked in blood, as was the rest of me.

      “Luna,” Eros’ voice was hoarse, I looked up to see if he was hurt, but the only pain was in his eyes as I cringed away from his outstretched hand.

      “I drank your blood,” I sobbed as I hugged my knees to my chest and willed it all to be a dream.

      “Luna.” My name on Ehre’s lips brought a chill to my spine. No, not him too.

      I looked around the room to find the four men eyeing me carefully. They all just saw what I did. An uncontrollable shaking rattled through my body as flashbacks played over and over in my mind. Balhar broken and battered, the six goddesses as they affirmed everything the men said to be true. I was the last Vessel and they were my Guardians.

      A bubble of laughter slipped out as I thought of six goddesses bestowing their magic upon me to save the realms. I must be going mad; this was the only way that this could be rationalized.

      “Why is she laughing?” one voice asked worriedly.

      “She’s in shock. She nearly died,” another grunted. Yes, definitely mad.

      Big arms surrounded me, lifting me from the bed. My body continued to shake, and I was pulled tighter into their embrace. Something rich and warm, like leather and dark chocolate, filled my senses; the scent was oddly comforting. I buried my head against the crook of his neck as I inhaled him in.

      “Where are you taking her?” one voice demanded.

      “She needs to warm up, she’s shaking. Move!” the voice against me growled.

      Images of the creatures from my nightmare violated my mind, the goddesses’ voices soon followed. “Death will soon be at the castle.”

      “Shit, she’s crying! Magnar do something, or I’m going to burn this fucking castle down,” a deeper voice demanded. The person holding me began to lower my body, and I clung onto him in a panic.

      “Okay, little thief, I’ll come in with you. I won’t let you go.” I buried my head against his neck once more and relaxed as his scent surrounded me; his gentle touch grounded me.

      Still holding onto him for dear life, we were both lowered into the water. The sudden change in temperature stung my back, and I cried out in complaint.

      “Too hot, dickhead,” a voice grunted in response. Water began to swirl around us, stroking against my body but never over my face. Balhar’s broken shell never left my thoughts.

      “Pass me the soap and a pitcher,” the voice under me rumbled. The water rippled as another person drew near. At the sound of the movement, I tried to make myself smaller.

      “Hush, Luna, it is just Eros,” the voice said. Eros, the man I just tried to bleed dry.

      “You’ve scared her now, idiot,” another voice from further away chimed in.

      “Luna, it’s okay, I’m okay. What happened was okay, I needed to heal you.”  

      A growl reverberated around the room,

      “you’re scaring her. Get away!”

      “I am not; she will …”

      “Enough!” the voice beneath me roared, and I cowered into myself.

      “You will all be silent, or you will get out!” Silence met his demand. “Luna, I am going to wash you now.” I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. I was trapped in my own head, assaulted by visions.

      After a few beats, he sighed, “Tell me if you want me to stop, little thief, but we need to get you cleaned up.” He sat back on a ledge and settled me against his chest. His slow, rhythmic heartbeat, along with the warm water, started to melt my stiff limbs. He began to massage a sweet-smelling soap into my skin across my arms and neck.

      The last thing I remember was his strained voice asking for help.
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      “Help,” the greedy king, who was currently caressing Luna’s moon-kissed skin, ordered, and like a lapdog, I obliged. I needed to touch her once more. I have never in my years needed anything more.

      I lifted her hips out of the water so that she was now floating on its surface. Her raven hair fanned around her, moving like a living, pulsing aura. Her skin, paler than usual, was caked in blood, some of which was mine.

      I shivered at the thought of her soft mouth against my skin, how she pressed all those delicious curves against the hard planes of my body, so close like the slightest gap would kill her. The hardness that she created was almost painful, and I throbbed once more in remembrance.

      When a Vampire bites, their emotions leak into their prey. Luna’s essence is made up of each of our species, which begs the question what the fuck was she thinking to cause my body to have such a reaction.

      Magnar pulled her against him so that she sat on his lap with her head back on his chest, his eyes burning into my own. I lifted her leg out of the water and created a wave to wash over her skin.

      As a Siren, the water obeys my command, not unlike one of my creators, Poseidon. Out of all my gifts though, Aphrodite’s were my favorite…

      The blood and dirt swirled around her skin and was carried away with the wave. Magnar begrudgingly handed me the soap, and I smirked as I started to lather up her perfect, long, smooth legs. Once I got to her foot, I took it into my hands and began to knead the sole. The breathy moan that left Luna’s mouth was enough to make me spill my seed there and then.

      Smirking at Magnar’s startled face, I carried on massaging her arches deepening the stroke, secretly trying to coax that noise out of her sensual lips once more. Magnar’s eyes blazed as he sat there stiffly, listening to the sounds of pleasure from the most beautiful creature pressed against him, his big powerful arms held her reverently.

      “Enough,” his voice strained to form the word.

      Knowing a thing or two about women’s pleasure, an evil plot formed in my mind.

      “Fine, I will just wash her hair then.” I moved Luna so that she was now facing the king with her head back in the water, making sure he held her sill. I made the water envelope her once more, dragging the dirt and blood out of her hair.

      Now that she was no longer making noise, my chest ached with worry. She was so still, so pale, so beautiful that she barely looked real.

      I started to wash her long hair, brushing my fingers through its length in an attempt to detangle it. Once I began to apply pressure against her skull, another maddening sound escaped her mouth, and both Magnar and I tensed. Magnar’s hand held onto Luna’s forearms, and he looked down upon her like she was the most precious thing in all the realms.

      I knew the feeling; we have waited so long for her that I was finding it difficult to be unhappy with the reason she was here. I could feel magic that I never knew I had in me dying to be set free by her command.

      Running my hands through her hair once more, I looked down on the woman that was supposed to save us all, and my chest ached at what that could mean.
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        * * *

      

      Once she was clean, Magnar carried Luna back into his room. Greedy fucker.

      The bed had been changed, and a platter of meats, cheeses, and freshly baked bread was on the mahogany table along with a pitcher of wine. I poured four glasses and handed one to each of my brothers, not able to eat a thing.

      “Why isn’t she waking up?” I asked, terrified as Magnar lay her lifeless form in the middle of the giant four-poster bed. She shivered once his body left hers, and Vulcan sparked a fire to life, causing heat to wave over her still form.

      “She lost a lot of blood; although you fed her, she lost way more than you were able to give.” Magnar took a deep gulp of the delicious blood-spiked wine.

      “Then feed her, dammit!” Ehre said through gritted teeth, having not taken his eyes off her from the moment he found her at the bottom of the stairs in the goddesses’ temple. Her head was bleeding freely from a gash above her temple. The wound was still open, but Magnar had managed to stem the bleeding with his blood.

      “That is easier said than done, my friend. She was terrified when she realized that she was drinking from Eros,” Magnar said.

      “You mean she has never fed before?” Ehre hissed, and a feeling of triumph settled in my heart that I would have been her first. Sadness also hit when I realized that she would have gone her whole life without tapping into her magic.  

      How did she have any strength at all?

      “It was hard to tell what she was,” Vulcan began. “I knew she had Wolf in her, but when I felt the heat of the hearth, I could hardly believe my luck. She literally absorbed the heat that I pushed into her. I didn’t burn her at all.”

      I didn’t miss the hope in my brother’s eyes.

      “She was right under their noses for twenty years, and they never even knew it.”  

      “What made you sure she carried Vampire blood?” Magnar pushed the normally silent Dragon.

      “We … I joined her in combat. She was strong at first but no more than any elite Candidate; she changed though. I thought that she had given up. One minute she was down, the next, I felt a wave of power from her energy signal, and she came back with a vengeance.” He smiled at the memory, I couldn’t help being jealous.

      “She hand you your arse, brother?” I baited.

      Vulcan looked down upon her small form.

      “The way she reacted when she smelled my blood in the ring. I knew then that she was not just a Wolf.” I laughed at the thought of Vulcan, the Prince of Ignis, being made to bleed by someone so small.

      “If she had never fed before, I am surprised that she did not try to kill you, or at least feed. After all, it is in her nature,” Magnar whispered.

      “Part of her Nature,” Ehre scowled. “Some of us are not animals and can control ourselves.”

      “Well, because she didn’t try to sink her teeth into me, I did have to test the theory once more. When the Koray held a trial, I cut myself while she was on the stand.”

      Magnar’s eyes flashed over the Dragon.

      “You did what?!” he exclaimed.

      “I had to know. I was about to take responsibility for her. Also, I would have loved to see her take a chunk out of one of those smug bastards,” Vulcan explained.

      Magnar fumed, pacing in circles.

      “You do understand that she could have killed every one of those mangy dogs? Fuck, she has never fed!”

      “Good!” Ehre shot back at Magnar, “I would have loved to see Kingsley bleed.”

      Magnar rubbed his tired eyes with the palm of his hands.

      “How in the Underworld has she been able to stay alive?”

      “Did you all feel her energy signal when she drank from Eros?” Ehre asked. Each of the guys grunted. “Before that moment, I was unable to get a read on it, like something was masking it.”

      “I was too out of it,” I said.

      “Well it was fucking strong,” Magnar scowled.

      “It happened back at The Estate before the ring also. I was flying to clear my head after one of their ridiculous meetings, and I felt waves of energy coming from within the forest. When I flew to its source … it was her,” Vulcan said.

      My stomach dropped. “Her energy was that strong your Dragon felt it?” I asked.

      “Not only did he feel it, but he was also drawn to it,” Vulcan confirmed.

      “Shit,” Magnar swore. “Gods be damned! Why did they allow her to escape our notice for this long?”  

      Ehre, ever the rational, stepped forward and brushed aside a strand of hair that was over Luna’s cheek, in a motion that was extremely out of character.

      “The gods made sure that she could grow old enough to protect herself before the world knew of her existence.” I relaxed a little, that made sense.

      “He must know of her existence,” Magnar’s words were strained; he was afraid for her. “The spell was too strong for him to ever remember on his own, so how is this possible? I hate to think this, because of what it would mean, but Vulcan was right. We have to prepare ourselves for the fact he may still be alive.” The guilt that plagued Magnar was tangible. If he was still alive, I do not think the king would ever forgive himself.

      “I think we have to prepare ourselves for anything,” Vulcan responded. It felt as though a hand was squeezing around my heart, and guilt gnawed at my stomach.

      “She cannot be found,” I insisted, looking down upon her peaceful form.

      “Agreed,” my brothers chimed in.

      “We must test her skills; we know that she has never tapped into her Vampire nature, but what about the others?” Magnar quickly slipped into king mode.

      “She could not have gone her whole life without using her powers, surely that would kill her,” I whispered.

      “Or maybe she doesn’t have power, maybe the goddesses have forsaken us,” silence met Ehre’s ever cheerful remark.

      She was the one, I knew it. My soul recognized her the second I saw her land in this realm. Which meant all her life, Luna had been disconnected from her Ousia. For a supernatural to be without their Ousia was a death sentence.

      Sirens need the water, but our Ouisa is lust. For Vampires, it’s blood. Dragon’s Ouisa is fire, and Elves have an affinity with the earth. For the Wolves, their Ousia is the moon, and their power changes with the Lunar cycle. The Jinn are the only species out of the six whose Ousia doesn’t come from the goddess who created them. For the Jinn, their Ouisa is death.

      When our souls were bound by the goddesses, our powers and Ousias merged. This enabled us to have traits from each of the six species, but we will never really know our true potential until our bonds are completed by Luna. Her Ousia came directly from each goddess; she should need all six to survive.

      “We know at the very least, she has been without one of her Ousias for twenty years—her entire lifespan; she shouldn’t be alive.” I mused aloud.

      “Not even we are strong enough to live twenty years without drinking blood. Maybe she doesn’t have magic,” murmured Ehre.

      I looked up over to Ehre’s disbelieving face and back to Luna. Her lips slightly parted, the color of rose petals, her breathing was deep and even. She was so small and beautiful, a porcelain doll. I paused, just gazing upon her face.

      “Or maybe she is just that powerful,” I whispered.
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      My stiff body and dry throat indicated that I had been asleep for a long time. I squinted my eyes to make out shapes in a vaguely familiar room. I bolted upright instantly, my stomach rolling.

      “Easy there, Luna,” a voice sounded from the shadows. I reached for my weapon under my pillow and realized that I was not in my room. Eros appeared from the shadows.

      “Why am I in Magnar’s chambers?” I asked as he walked toward the bed.

      His hair was wet; beads of water dripped from its ends and followed the hard planes of his abs toward the linen that was wrapped low around his hips.

      “You hit your head and fainted.” Right, Luna, concentrate. “We brought you here so that we could keep an eye on your concussion.” Instinctively, I raised a hand to feel for the cut, but all that greeted me was soft, unmarked skin. Eros gave me a shy smile. “My blood healed you.”

      My skin flushed at the memory, and I was suddenly very aware of what I was, or should I say was not, wearing. As if he could hear my thoughts, Eros’ eyes traveled down my body.

      “Where are my clothes?” I asked, looking down at the tunic that grazed the tops of my thighs. It was white, and someone had rolled the extremely long sleeves up; the laces across my breasts were pulled tight. His eyes shifted to my face.

      “Don’t worry, Luna; your handmaid May was able to dress you. My shirt was the closest thing; I hope you don’t mind …” He ran his hand nervously through his hair, which looked completely strange on the confident Siren. “You were freezing and covered in blood. The nightdress you wore was in tatters. None of us saw anything. We tried to let you bathe alone, but erm … you wanted us to stay.”

      A sad smile was on his face.

      “Things didn’t go exactly how we planned they would yesterday, and I was hoping you would allow us to explain everything?” He asked, obviously nervous I was about to run again. “I’m sure you are hungry. Some of your clothes are here. I will leave so you can change, and one of the guys will come to collect you.” He was nervously babbling; my fear melted away. I was safe here.

      “Thanks.” My voice was hoarse, and my throat burned. I was completely famished, “I’m actually starving.”

      “That’s normal after the amount of blood loss you have experienced.” He paused, looking like he wanted to say more. “I will see you soon, Luna.” He sighed.
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        * * *

      

      I paced the lavish throws in Magnar’s living quarters as I mulled over the past twenty-four hours. Apart from a burning in my throat and hunger pangs, I felt great. It was hard to pinpoint what was different, but something inside of me had settled. I also had so much energy; I itched to train. After a dreamless sleep, I felt a renewed sense of calm.

      Yesterday, I ran because it all seemed like an elaborate plot, most things that seem too good to be true usually are. Running is not in my nature, and I wanted to be a part of the Elites to fight for the good of the realms. This was a little more than I bargained for, but it was time to woman up.

      My skin itched with nervous energy, and I couldn’t remember if Eros had told me to wait here or in my room. I walked toward the door and pulled it open. I was shocked to find Ehre standing there with his arm raised. His emerald eyes widened with surprise and relief maybe? Ehre’s signature arsehole snarl soon replaced it.

      “Last night was proof that you need to learn control. At the moment your defenses are weak, and without tapping into your true potential, you are a mere mortal. He turned on his heel and began to retreat down the hallway. “Your visions were a warning from the goddesses, which you need to heed. Starting now, we will be training you every second of the day. You will need to push yourself because I will push you.”

      He was dressed in soft brown animal skin trousers tucked into leather lace-up boots. His brown tunic had laces either side, and not a hair was out of place in his thick silver braids.

      “The fact that stairs nearly defeated you shows how much you need to learn,” he spat.

      What an arsehole.

      “Good morning, Ehre. Why yes, I am feeling better, thanks for asking. I slipped. In case you didn’t realize, the circumstances weren’t exactly normal. I was in my nightdress, without shoes, and I was running for my life.” He stopped dead in the hallway, and I nearly collided into his back.

      “Do you think your enemies will wait for you to be in full armor before trying to take you? Do you think that your life will never be in jeopardy again or that you will never be in another stressful situation?” He halted, closing his eyes, taking a deep breath before once again adorning his cold indifferent mask and continued. Looks like the Elf does feel.

      “The world nearly lost you before you could even serve your purpose.” Shocked at the intensity that filled the Elf’s normally stoic glare, the witty comment that was my retort died on my lips. After looking over my face with his piercing green eyes, his mouth twitched down. With a puff, he pushed away from the wall and continued to walk satisfied with my silence. For now.
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        * * *

      

      Ehre swore in Elvish as he stepped through the door, something on the other side obviously displeased him. I followed him through and was greeted by the strangest sight. A large table that looked set for a royal banquet stood in a lavish dining room. The stone walls were decorated with the clan’s tartan and gold-framed pictures.

      “How did you sleep, Luna”? Eros asked me as he untucked a plush mahogany and satin chair at the head of the table. I looked across at the three Elites that stood as soon as I entered the room.

      “Ridiculous,” Ehre muttered under his breath before taking a seat and biting into a bread roll. I nervously swallowed and walked around the table, forcing a smile as I sat into the chair. After Eros pushed my chair in, which was kind of awkward because I had to do a weird shuffle, the three men sat down.

      Like it was rehearsed, smartly dressed servers entered the room carrying silver trays laden with freshly-baked bread and pastries. It smelled amazing.

      “Is there any food that you do not eat, little thief?” Magnar gave me a dazzling smile.

      “Oh no … I’ll eat anything,” I replied, and Eros chuckled.

      “Ouch!” Eros pulled out his chair to rub his shin as he glowered at Vulcan.

      “Good,” Magnar said, ignoring Eros.

      “Thank you.” I smiled at a server who had just filled the goblet before me with wine. He had red hair and a crooked smile. His deep green eyes twinkled as he returned my smile.

      “My pleasure, milady.” The sun had kissed his face leaving behind freckles; he was extremely handsome. I realized that he was still standing over me, staring.

      A growl stole my attention away from the server and to the four men around the table. They were each practically vibrating with the dominant energy they were throwing off.

      “You may leave,” Magnar’s voice dripped with warning. The server physically winced at the power that was pressing against him before bowing and leaving.

      “What in the worlds was that about?” I whipped around, completely confused as I watched the four men attempted to get themselves under control. The server didn’t seem like a threat.

      Steam was practically coming from Vulcan’s ears.

      “I told you I could sense emotions. And his were not respectable.” He closed his eyes and deepened his breathing.

      “You did that because he was looking at me?” I asked incredulously. “Let me make this perfectly clear. I am my own woman, and just because we all happen to be magically connected, it does not give you the right to control who can talk to me!”

      “Luna, he was giving off powerful mating signals,” Vulcan argued.

      “He could have gotten on the floor and proposed for us to have a mating ceremony, and it wouldn’t give you the right to frighten him away,” I chastised the glowering giant.

      “We are your Guardians, Luna. Our sole purpose is to keep you safe,” Magnar tried to reason.

      “Did he mean to endanger my life?” I looked across the four morons and found Ehre with his signature smirk. Nobody replied. “I don’t need your help telling men I am not interested in mating with them. I can do that myself.” Something seemed to satisfy the men, and the energy in the room eased considerably.

      “So, you finally believe we are connected, and you are what we said you were?” Magnar’s eyes lit up.

      “It is hard to wrap my head around it all, but yes, I do believe you are telling me the truth.” The king visibly relaxed before he nodded to the remaining servers to leave the room.

      “Did throwing yourself down five flights of stairs finally knock some sense into you?” Ehre lifted a goblet to his lips.

      “I had another … vision.”

      Magnar raised his hand to stop the onslaught questions that were about to follow.

      “Let us eat. Luna needs her strength; we can talk about everything when our bellies are full.”

      I looked over the different foods and lifted a brow.

      “You eat like this every morning?”

      Ehre snorted, “Not in all of the years that I have known these fools.” A thump sounded under the table, and Ehre glowered at Magnar.

      “We thought that you would prefer to eat here; we normally break our fast on the move, but you are our m—erm, guest, and we shall honor you as one.” Magnar smiled, and thousands of butterflies took flight within me.  

      “Why isn’t anybody eating?” I shifted under their gaze.

      Ehre snorted once more before he tore into another piece of bread.

      “They are waiting for you to begin, being a lady, of course.” My hand twitched as I held back the urge to throw a fork at his head.

      Sighing, I picked up a hunk of bread and slathered it in butter. Eyes never left my movements as I popped the fresh bread into my mouth. A tut from Ehre seemed to snap them out of a trance, and they also began eating. I let out a breath that I forgot I was holding. Touchy, stupid alpha males.

      Sitting at the head of the table, I could see each one of the men’s faces, and I lowered my eyes when they caught Vulcan’s unwavering gaze.

      “So, Luna, have you thought of any questions that you would like to ask of us?” Eros thankfully cut the tension. I had a million questions, but now with four sets of eyes on me, I couldn’t think of a single one.

      “Can I have water?” I blurted out, gaining several confused looks.

      “Is the wine not to your taste, Luna?” Eros arched his brow.

      “I don’t normally drink, especially not in the morning. Besides, I’m sure that Magnar spiked my wine with his blood yesterday.” My face flamed as I remembered my body’s reaction to the wine I drank to toast. It was not too dissimilar to the way I reacted when I had drunk from Eros. I realized that it must have been spiked with wine this morning.

      Eros nearly spat out his drink, laughing, “Nothing gets past this one.” I looked over at Magnar, who was currently smirking,

      “Wait, you did?” I squeaked.

      “It was just a matter of security, little thief; I do this with all my new and graduating Recruits.” Magnar took a long slow gulp of his drink that filled a golden goblet. “Once my blood enters another’s body, I can feel their emotions. Happiness, sadness, anger, excitement.” He took another sip. “This means that I can detect where their loyalties lie, and if they are spies for the Rebels.”

      “Wait, so you can feel everything that I am feeling right this second”? I looked across at their faces in panic.

      After a few painstaking seconds, Vulcan’s deep voice filled the air, “Vampire’s blood doesn’t work like that Luna. When the blood is fresh in your system, Magnar can feel your emotions. The effects will wear off after a few hours.”

      “That is how you knew about the dream?” My voice broke at the end of the sentence as a chill crept down my spine.

      “Yes. Please do not think that I was prying into your emotions. They were just so strong; I was out of my door before I realized,” Magnar said.

      Breathing out a shaky breath, I looked over the rest of their faces.

      “But how did you all know? I didn’t drink your blood too, did I? Was it in the mead?” Gods, they all knew what I was thinking when I danced with them!

      Eros laughed, “No, Luna. We all felt Magnar’s concern.” He looked over at the group, and a silent agreement was made. “We are always able to hear and feel one another. We are bonded. We were made a unit, to fight and protect the goddesses’ last Vessel.” Nobody spoke; they were allowing me to absorb the information and ask questions.  

      “When I bond with you all, will you be able to read my mind?” I asked. Everyone stopped eating. I lifted my head to find each one of the men frozen, the intent way they looked at me made my skin prickle.

      “We do not know what will happen when we bond with you exactly. According to the prophecy, once we bond with you, we will be more powerful than ever. We will also awaken your own power,” replied Eros.

      It was so silent. You could hear other signs of life within the castle, birds cheeping on the other side of the frosted glass window. But in here, everyone was holding their breath, waiting for me to run again.

      “That’s what she said. Aphrodite, I mean. She said that each of you would awaken a channel of power within me, but how …what?”

      Each of them looked dumbfounded.

      “Did our girl just say, Aphrodite? As in the goddess Aphrodite?” Everyone looked from Eros back to me.

      “Care to explain?” Ehre deadpanned.

      “When I fell, I died.” They all shouted questions, and I waited for them to halt so that I could continue. I retold the vision; my voice stayed surprisingly strong. The four stony gazes hung on my every word until I had finished.

      “Balhar is alive?” Ehre’s voice cracked with emotion, his expression a dagger to my heart.

      “He was strung up and bloodied, and it looked like they were torturing him but yes...he is alive.” A tear ran down my face as I remembered the scene.

      “Where was he?” Ehre asked, a mad panic filling his eyes.

      “I … I do not know,” I whispered.

      “You mean you didn’t think to ask where he was?” He looked desperate. “Who held him captive then?” I looked down at my full plate. “You don’t know anything?” he asked incredulously. “How are we supposed to rescue him if you tell us nothing?” He was shouting now; his knuckles whitened at his sides.

      Magnar banged his hand down on the table, making everything on it shake. Ehre shut his mouth.

      “Luna,” His voice was calm and strong. He touched the flesh on my wrist with his rough fingers. “What can you remember of where he was held? Was he in a cell?” I sighed, unable to recall any vivid details.

      “A dungeon, maybe?” I said hesitantly.

      Ehre stood knocking his chair forcefully against the wall.

      “There must be more! What are you not telling us? You need to think, dammit!”

      “I told you all I could remember.” I knew I sounded pathetic.

      He began to walk toward me with a crazed look in his eye.

      “You can’t remember?” I stood, my hand on a butter knife. “Our brother is being held prisoner and all you can tell us it may be in a dungeon! You will think before I …” Vulcan’s hand lashed out, stopping Ehre from approaching further.

      “Vulcan,” Ehre hissed as the Dragon’s hand wrapped around his throat. “It is because of her he is in this mess!” Ehre tried to move toward me once more, but Vulcan’s grip tightened.

      “Sit. Down.” Each word that was forced from the Dragon’s lips came out in a ragged command. I could feel his energy signal crash against Ehre like an avenging wave. Ehre whispered something in Elvish, and a green mist surrounded him. The room seemed fit to burst containing the pair’s powers.

      “He will not harm her, Vulcan; will you, Ehre?” Magnar placed his hand on Vulcan’s shoulder and his head twisted around so that I could now see his eyes. I tried to suppress a cry. Where Vulcan’s normally obsidian eyes were, two reptilian slits had replaced them, surrounded by the color of fire.

      The black tattoos on his skin danced, moving up his neck and arms. When I looked closer, I could see they looked like scales—Dragon scales. They moved to cover every inch of his skin but as soon as they covered a surface, they receded.

      Eros stepped in front of me, shielding me with his body. Vulcan’s beast growled, unable to define who in the room was a threat. The scale tattoos reached his jawline.

      “Easy brother, I am just protecting her.” Eros kept his voice pitched low. Vulcan’s eyes glowered, but he made no move forward, and the tattoos receded a little.

      “Let him go, brother,” Magnar’s voice was soft.

      “He will not touch my mate!” Vulcan’s heaving voice sounded nothing like his own.

      “Tell him your fine.” Magnar sounded worried. It was like everything had stopped.

      “Did he just say I was his …”

      “Just do it, Luna, before he kills his brother and regrets it for the rest of his existence.” Magnar was extremely concerned. I looked over to Ehre, who didn’t seem the slightest bit fazed until you reached his eyes.

      “Luna, Ehre will not use his powers against Vulcan, if he does his Dragon will see him as more of a threat. You need to show him that you’re fine!” Eros said.

      I stepped forward, and both heads turned toward me.

      “Vulcan,” my voice croaked weakly. “He won’t harm me, Vulcan. I’m fine, just look.” I opened my arms. He looked back down at Ehre before letting go of his throat. I didn’t move an inch while he walked around the table to stand behind me, my back burned at his nearness. He then bent down so that his chin touched my neck.

      Nobody in the room moved, but I did feel each of their powers awaken. Vulcan pressed his nose against the crook of my neck and inhaled deeply. Several shouts of protests sounded before Magnar raised his hand to stop anyone from moving.

      Vulcan walked around me, as though he was assessing me for wounds. The entire inspection, I could not take my eyes away from the fire in his own. He towered over me, forcing me to strain my neck to keep my eyes on him. He then shocked me by pulling me into his arms and against his chest. My spine stiffened, everyone in the room was on a knife’s edge.

      He smelled of fire and heat, and if I wasn’t busy fearing for my life, I would have reveled at being so close to him.

      “Mine,” he growled as his breath heaved out of him. “Nobody touches her.” My argument came out as a strangled jumble of words; Vulcan used this as an indication my back needed stroking.

      “Brother, you know nobody can promise you that,” Magnar said hesitantly, which didn’t give me much confidence. My chest vibrated as Vulcan’s beast growled once more. “Brother, stop! You know our vows, none of us will hurt Luna.”

      “Mine,” he ground out once more. I had enough.

      I pushed against his chest, when he did not move, I pushed some more.

      “Let me go, you big lizard!” I shouted, and to my surprise, he did. Though he didn’t move too far, he did release me. His eyes flickered. “I am nobody’s.” They turned to fire once more.

      “Mine,” he ground out. His energy wrapped around me like a lover, caressing my very soul. I melted into him—wait. I took a large step back, almost crashing into the table.

      “I am not anyone’s, Vulcan.” He didn’t move.

      “I am also capable of fending arseholes like Ehre off. I’ve been doing it my entire life!” He growled once more. “Stop it!” I shouted. “We have to rescue Balhar, and we will not work out where he is by fighting.”

      “Sure, that’s what’s stopping us,” Ehre muttered under his breath. Naturally, Vulcan growled once more.

      “You’re not fucking helping,” Eros hissed, and I was pulled into Vulcan’s arms once again.

      This sometimes happened with the Wolves back at The Estate, when their animals battled for dominance. It usually happened when they experienced strong emotions, or when themselves or their family were threatened. Their wolves also came out when they claimed their mate. A shifter’s animal is always battling for dominance, and when the shifter is particularly emotional, they usually win. Some shifters have never come back from their animal state.

      My instinct was to fight him, but I knew this wasn’t his fault, so I attempted something I saw mates do back at The Estate. I stepped back,

      “Please let Vulcan come back to me.” I stroked Vulcan’s forearm; his tattoo danced below my hand. Those fiery eyes looked down on me, Vulcan’s breath heaved, indicating he was having trouble taming his Dragon. “Please let Vulcan come back out; I need him.” He closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. I continued to whisper pleas for Vulcan, the man, to be let back out.

      At some point, I had ended up in his arms again. Once he opened his eyes, I could have cried with relief.

      “Luna.” Vulcan looked down on me, his black eyes swimming with pain. “Forgive me.”

      He took a shaky step back and looked over to Ehre, who nodded. His sorrowful gaze then returned to me before he practically bolted from the room.

      The last look that he gave me was one of regret.
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      “How the hell did she do that?” Eros laughed at the closed door. “In all our years, I have never seen anyone tame his Dragon.” They all looked at me incredulously; I placed my hand over my hammering heart.

      Ehre sat back at the table and continued to eat, and offered,

      “It’s obvious what has happened, his beast has already claimed her as his mate. Dragons revere their mates above all other. She tells him she needs Vulcan, he gives her Vulcan; fuck, if she told him she wanted all of our heads on a platter, his beast would do it without a second thought.”

      The room fell silent, and the blood drained from my face.

      “His … but I can’t … I mean, he doesn’t even know me.” I could feel myself going into shock.

      “His beast doesn’t care about such mortal things like getting to know a person’s likes and dislikes. They form bonds with energy, the person’s soul.” What Ehre had said so casually had shaken me to the core. I placed my hand on the back of a chair to stable my legs.

      “Where did he go?” I asked.

      Taking my elbow, Eros led me to sit back down while Magnar explained, “Vulcan is an extremely proud man. His Dragon is one of the most powerful beasts alive. With any other man, his beast would have taken dominance, but Vulcan manages to keep it at bay. The way that he has just acted, would have upset him deeply.” My heart ached for him.

      “But it wasn’t his fault,” I replied to Magnar.

      “Aye, but he is not the type to forgive himself. He will be back, but you must be delicate with him little thief. You denied his mating … his beast won’t be happy,” Magnar almost ended on a whisper.

      “I didn’t …” I protested.

      “You as good as did. When a Dragon mates, it is for life. There will be no other, you refused his beast and now Vulcan the man must battle to keep it under control. His beast will fight for you until his dying breath. It’s safer for all if he remains away until he has managed to do so.”

      I could have been sick.

      “Do not fret, Luna,” Magnar continued. “He will need to lick his wounds, but Vulcan will be back soon.”

      Eros took up the seat next to me.

      “Don’t try to make sense of it all. Instinct and animal desires dictate Vulcan’s Dragon, but the man is extremely honorable. Nobody here will ever make you do something you’re not ready to. We have nothing but time. For now, we need to just concentrate on Balhar and freeing him.”

      I nodded, thankful for the conversations change in direction.

      “What can I do?” I asked, “I’ll try anything.” The rest of the men sat, and the tension in the room lessened considerably. Ehre was still throwing me dirty looks, but nothing was new there.

      “Luna, how many visions have you had?” Magnar got straight to business.

      “Before yesterday? None.” I thought back to when I was younger at The Estate. “Sometimes I could tell when bad things were about to happen to me.”

      “Care to explain?” the arsehole asked.

      “I used to dream of conversations that people would have about me. The Estate wasn’t kind to a mutt who could best most of them in the ring.”

      “You’re not a mutt,” Eros almost growled.

      “It doesn’t matter. I was an outsider and a girl; I was also capable of beating most of their trainers.”

      “Not hard,” Ehre spat. “The pack is only as strong as their Alpha, and Kingsley is a worm.”

      “Agreed. When I was fourteen, I had a dream that his son and some of the other guys from our training were plotting to attack me.” Eros gripped onto the side of the table so hard you could see the white of his knuckles. “Luke, my friend, was there. He defended me, told them all he wouldn’t stand by, and allow me to be attacked. He told them that there was no honor in their plans.”

      “Sounds like a smart man,” Magnar chimed in.

      I nodded and continued,

      “They attacked him and left him to drown in his own blood.” I looked out toward the window, lost in a forgotten memory. “The next day in combat they were all there, including Luke. He was covered in bruises.”

      “Wolves heal quickly, for him to bear bruises the next day he must have been badly injured. What happened then?” Magnar smirked as though he already knew the answer.

      “I took it upon myself to challenge each and every one of them that day. They were all far too wounded to attempt their plot.” I smiled as I recalled the sound of James’ nose crunching under my fist. “Luke never spoke of what happened, and neither did I. I convinced myself that it was all a coincidence.”

      “She needs to be trained by an Oracle. If she can call visions at will, she will be able to find where he is,” Ehre insisted.

      “Once an Oracle comes into contact with a person, they are able to find out all there is to know about them. No, it’s too dangerous.” Magnar replied to Ehre.

      “So, you will be leaving our brother to rot for eternity then Eros?” Ehre snarled.

      A knock sounded at the door, followed by a large man dressed in battle armor.

      “More arrivals, Sire,” the red-haired man with a thick accent bowed toward Magnar.

      “I will be out shortly, Douglas.” Magnar waited until Douglas nodded and exited the room.

      “I need to greet the new Recruits; we have two days until the castle is brimming with them. Tonight, we need to devise a plan. Until then, I will leave you in the hands of my brothers. Eros, see to it she is shown the east wing.” The king gave me one last dazzling smile before turning on his heel and retreating from the room.

      “What is in the east wing?” I asked Eros whose eyes twinkled with mischief.

      “The training grounds; would you care to view them with me?” Eros answered.

      I almost wriggled with pleasure at the thought of blowing off some steam.

      “I would love to.” I stood up straight away, making Eros chuckle at my eagerness.

      “I believe that Miss Moon has already got a date, brother,” Ehre’s smug voice gave me a sense of dread in the pit of my stomach.

      “With whom?” Eros replied; his expression guarded.

      “I will allow you both an hour; then you will meet me at the armory. Miss Moon has a date with pain,” Ehre smirked.

      Shit.
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      At the front of the castle, everything is pruned and perfect. Exactly how you would imagine the home of a great king should look. As we neared the east wing, the immaculate gardens began to taper off, replaced by rugged beauty that the highlands are famed for.

      In the highlands, a permanent cloud of mist hangs in the air, never allowing your clothes to dry. The cold seeps into your bones, forcing you to forget what heat felt like. Everything was green, from the rolling hills to the climbing vines that attempted to choke the ancient stone walls. From this side, the mountain looked as though it were a giant, attempting to swallow the castle whole.

      “How are you feeling after last night, Luna?” This was the first thing Eros had said to me since we had begun our walk. I had often felt his turquoise eyes burning into my side, but I didn’t have the courage to face him. Not after what I did.

      “I am well. Thank you, Eros … for saving me. I’m … sorry about how things turned out.” I dropped my gaze to the grass, beads of dew ran across the toes of my leather boots, making the brown appear almost black. I felt Eros’ hand on my shoulder, forcing us both to ground to a halt. I still couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

      “Luna, please, do not turn your face from me.” Treating me as if I was made of glass, his fingers lightly lifted my chin. “Please,” he begged when my eyes still refused to level with his own. I filled my lungs with the crisp air and leveled my gaze. Two endless pools of turquoise held me captive; they beckoned for me to dive into their bottomless depths.

      “Luna,” he crooned my name as though it were a love song or a devout prayer. “Do not be ashamed.” I had never been more thankful for the cold that stung my cheeks. “Was yesterday your first feeding?” His face softened when I did not reply, his fingers moved from my chin and grazed my cheek before returning to his side. “We thought as much … Yesterday you were clinging to life; feedings are not usually as … intense.” He cleared his throat, and my skin flamed.

      “You must no longer deny your Ouisa, Luna; I cannot imagine how painful it must be.” I held onto my throat. Since I fed on Eros’ blood, it was as like shards of glass had scraped it raw. “Not a supe alive could live as long as you have without theirs. Blood is not my Ouisa as it is Magnar’s, but since we bonded, my brothers and I still need it to survive.”

      “Since yesterday, I feel as though something has awoken within me. I feel as though I am starving,” I whispered, unable to meet his gaze once more.

      Eros took another step toward me. “Luna, the wine was laced with blood at breakfast. We thought that would be the most palatable way to ease you into feeding. We know how difficult this must be for you.” I looked up, shocked.

      “How do you normally drink it?” I asked, almost terrified of the answer.

      “I’m a straight up man myself,” he chuckled. “Don’t look so scared; we have donation schedules here at the castle. Sometimes we drink in a chalice, other times from the source. Sometimes we drink one another’s. The point is, here, it is extremely normal.”

      “It’s just … does it always feel so …”

      “Euphoric?” he asked. I swallowed, nodding. “Not usually, but then I have never fed someone for the first time in twenty years. It will get easier, I promise.” He was so beautiful, even in the dull sunlight, his skin glowed. The drizzle clung to his lashes, making them stick together.

      “Wine,” I said before I would do anything stupid, his eyes moved away from my lips.

      “Pardon?” he laughed,

      “I think I would prefer it in the wine for now before I …” When Eros smiled, it was as though the sun had broken free of the clouds.

      “Wine it is.”  He pointed. “That is where the new Recruits will be living for the next three years.” Thankful for the immediate change in the conversation’s direction, I followed his gaze. Rows of buildings made from the same stone as the castle haloed its original structure. As we walked closer, you were able to see that the buildings formed a square shape with a court at its center.

      Unlike the other courtyard, this was free from roses and water fountains. Instead, fire pits, surrounded by tree trunks for sitting, dotted each corner. In the middle of the square, the earth had been dug out into a ring, the grass in its center covered in sand. I liked this one, much better.

      “Is this where they train?” I asked.

      Eros smiled mischievously. “No, they use this for wagering.”

      I lifted my brow. “So, the supes fight, and the winner gets money?” I asked, excited by the prospect.

      “Not only the winner but anyone who has bet on him … or her. I wouldn’t recommend you get any ideas just yet, Luna. Only powerful supernaturals join the elites. In this ring, they are allowed to shift, cast spells, or use any other magic they may have in their arsenal. It may be best to wait and see what powers awaken in you first.” I bristled, having no doubt that I could probably beat most of them just with my fighting skills alone. He chuckled as if he could read my mind.

      “Will I be moving here?” I asked, bending down to see what looked like a scorched hole in the earth.

      “I highly doubt that; we need to keep you safe, Luna.”

      I swung around to look at the Siren.

      “I am more than capable of protecting myself.”

      “I do not doubt that, but without sounding possessive, we have waited a long time for you to exist. You came to us with no idea of who or what you were, having never tapped into your Ouisa.”

      “I don’t need magic. I lived with wolves and still managed to beat them … even when they shifted.”

      “You misunderstood me, Luna. I am not saying that you’re not powerful. I’m saying that you will eventually be the most powerful being the realms have ever seen. Power like no other will awaken in you, and we have no idea what that will look like. You could be dangerous to the new Recruits; you could give away your existence. Some supernaturals can sense species and energy signals. Supernaturals with mixed ancestry have a less powerful energy signal. You … well, let’s just say others don’t need to be around you for long to feel the power that you hold.”

      “Can’t someone just cloak me?” I asked. “I’m extremely good at keeping myself to myself.”

      “We don’t need for you to be cut off from your powers right now, Luna. The next few days you will be awakening your magic, and your only focus right now should be mastering your new gifts as quickly as possible. You are not here to be a wallflower, don’t forget that you are here for a reason.”

      The weight of that reason bared down on my shoulders.

      “But what will the other Recruits think? I mean I can hardly be expected to be treated as an equal if I am sleeping in the royal wing.”

      Eros smiled.

      “We have devised the story that you are a Princess from a distant realm.”

      “And people bought it?” I asked dumbfounded.

      “Of course. A lot of the Elite Warriors are of royal birth. Their privilege means that they are usually the ones with the best training, allowing them to qualify when the time comes. Nobody will give it much thought; it will also mean the men here will treat you with more respect. We have already started a rumor that your father will not allow you to stay in the barracks.” He pointed to the building around him.

      “We have never had a Princess in the Elites before, so nobody should challenge that. A lot of Princesses are hidden away in their palaces, learning to dance or sew. In some cultures, if a man gazes on an unwed Princess, they have their eyes cut out, so your solitude should not seem too out of the ordinary.”

      “Me, a princess?” I snorted. “Nobody will believe that.”

      “Why not? Besides, people already have. You’re beautiful and intelligent. Not all women are scholars. The Benhga pack are matriarchal and are famed for their prowess on the battlefield. You will just have to remain an enigma, which unfortunately means you cannot get too close to anyone until we figure out who knows what.”

      I sighed, “Nobody is going to believe I am royalty.”

      “Trust us, Luna, each of us is from royal birth lines. We have known our fair share of Princesses.” Why did I not like that statement?

      “Wait, is that why the maids look like they were about to drop down dead when I told them to call me Luna?” His eyes twinkled in response. “They think I’m a Princess?” I suddenly felt very sorry for the three sisters.

      He laughed, “Please don’t kill off the maids, Luna; good maids are hard to find. Besides, it was Ehre’s idea to keep you safe.”

      “I highly doubt he cares that I am safe.”

      Eros scowled, “Luna, Ehre is one of your Guardians. He may be a ...”

      “Arsehole?” I provided.

      “Yes, he may be an arsehole,” he chuckled. “But he will always protect you. We all will.” Eros looked at me with such ferocity that I could no longer argue back.

      “Where did Ehre come from?” I changed the subject.

      Eros sighed,

      “Ehre comes from the original Elvish bloodline, the Eleusian Elementals. He is a prince, rightful heir to the Eleusian throne but his family no longer recognizes his claim.”

      “Why?” I asked, out of all the men, Ehre had the hoity-toity royal thing down pat.

      “It’s not my story to tell, Princess,” Eros’ eyes twinkled mischievously as he swept into a deep bow, causing me to groan.

      We walked through an archway that partitioned two of the buildings.

      “You said before that you need blood to stay alive, but Sirens Ousia is lust, is it not? Do you get that from your other creators?” I couldn’t help the curiosity that burned through me. Out of all the guys, Eros seemed the most open to talking, so I took my chances.

      “Our six species are slightly different because we have four makers. Like with children that are birthed, we carry traits from each of our creators. But like a child that can look more like one of their parents, we too, seem to each have more dominant gifts.”

      As he walked, he constantly moved, touching the stone or kicking up dirt; he reminded me of a carefree child.

      “For example, I am a Siren, a creature of the ocean—Poseidon’s realm. But because Aphrodite is my creator, her Ousia—lust—is also mine.” I nodded, still following. “I also carry Hades’ power over death, which is why I am immortal.”

      “What about your gifts from Zeus?” I asked.

      “I can call on the storm, as can all my brothers. But our gifts and Ousias are different. Like I said, mine is lust after my creator, Aphrodite. Magnar’s—like Athena’s—Ousia is blood, and Ehre’s is earth.”

      “Demeter created the Elves, right?”

      “Right,” Eros smiled.

      “Hestia’s Ousia is fire and so too are the Dragons. As you know Artemis created the Wolves, and their Ousia is the moon.”

      “Which leaves the Jinn,” I said, noticing Eros’ hesitation.

      “Now this is where their species differ to ours. Unlike our five species, the Jinn’s Ousia doesn’t take after the goddess that created them; their Ousia mirrors that of Hades’…”

      “Death,” I finished, pulling my arms across my chest.

      “When the six of us were bound, so too, did our Ousias. Which means we need to tap into each one to be at our full strength. Like food, blood sustains our bodies, but unlike your average vampire, Magnar cannot live on blood alone. He, like all of us, needs lust, earth, fire, the moon, and death magic to survive.”

      “That’s why the Koray never drank blood back at The Estate?”

      “Wolves do not need blood as it is not part of their Ousia. Only the six of us were bound, not our species. When Balhar was the Koray Alpha, the more dominant wolves would receive some benefit from drinking blood, but that was because of Balhar’s ties to Magnar.” I must have looked confused.

      “Lycans will always be just as strong as their Alpha. The Alpha’s powers transfer to their pack through their pack bond; which in this case, included the gifts Balhar received from bonding with us. Kingsley is a product of years of Omega breeding; his gifts are non-existent. He wouldn’t want this knowledge to be public.”

      “So, if Balhar became Alpha once more, the pack would be stronger?”

      “The pack would be stronger, faster, more powerful, and they would live longer. But like with any species, there will always be weaker members. Runts of the litter. The fact that you don’t know this means that Kingsley is keeping his pack in the dark. I have often wondered why nobody has challenged him yet.” He changed the subject.

      “My ties with the water are deeper. Unlike my brothers, I cannot spend long periods of time without returning to it. We each have traits from the three gods, some more potent than others.”

      “What about me?” I asked. “What do you think my Ouisa is?”

      “I believe that we will only find this out when you bond with us.” I could tell that he was trying to sound nonchalant about the matter to make me feel better, but I couldn’t help but hear the way his voice lowered at the thought.

      “Oh, my gods,” I breathed taking in my surroundings.

      “This is the Amphitheater.” Eros sounded extremely proud.

      We came to the biggest arena I have ever seen. The whole thing was a circular shape erected by large stone pillars. The building was hundreds of meters high, and I craned my neck to see the tiers of seating above. The floor was made of sand and dust that moved when I walked.

      “It’s incredible.” I suppressed the desire to spin around with my arms outstretched.

      “It used to be used for entertainment; the gladiators of old would battle here. Now we just use it for training and the trials that take place at the end of the three years.”

      To think of the history that this place held gave me goosebumps. All the greatest Warriors were made here, they bled here, and some may have died here. The realization that I was about to be trained by the Elites came to me, and I could have giggled with excitement. But I didn’t because I’m a badass.

      “You are a strange female Luna,” Eros murmured, leaning against a wall with a bemused expression. I felt my throat thicken with embarrassment. He quickly explained, “You don’t understand; if I took most women to this place, they would call it barbarous or faint at the thought of blood.”

      I snorted at that. “Why? Women see more blood than men,” I retorted.

      Eros laughed. “I never thought of it that way. Regardless, most women normally get excited by balls and dresses.” I tried to interject because there was no way in the Underworld, I was listening to this horse shit, but he stopped me. “I understand not all, but Luna, I know women. I love women, every single thing about them, and over the years, I have known many women.” There was that sick feeling again. “Most women would have no interest in this place and its history. Most women would be mad at me for even bringing them here.”

      My shoulders slumped; he was right. I couldn’t really see Veronica the Vile getting her shoes dirty.

      “Maybe I am broken,” I tried and failed to laugh.

      Eros walked toward me with purpose.

      “You are incredible.” I had to crane my neck to look up at his face; the muted sun haloed him perfectly. “I love women, yes, but for only one night. Their company was my sustenance, and I relished it. But never in my life has a woman fascinated me so. You are wonderfully different, Luna, refreshingly so. I didn't mean to offend when I called you strange. I didn’t picture you this way, but I am extremely delighted that you are.” Gods, he was beautiful.

      We continued to walk around the side of the fighting pit.

      “I will not be able to stay. Unfortunately, I have work that needs to be done.” We walked through a tunnel that led under the seating until we looked as though we could have been in the castle’s hallways. Unlike those though, the walls here were stark but no less clean.

      “I don’t know why, but I imagined there to be dungeons to be down here,” I commented.

      Eros laughed once more, the sound echoed all around.

      “Wrong level. If you follow this network, it actually leads to the castle.” I continued to follow the tunnel, surprised that I couldn’t smell damp. We once again fell into a comfortable silence. I still had questions, but I felt that Eros had answered the burning ones.

      As promised, we soon were in the castle, and I could hear the signs of life all around.

      “Above us are the training fields where you will be spending most of your time.” Several doors lined the hallway, and we stopped at the last one. “This is where I leave you. Through that door, you will find your instructor for the day.”

      He suppressed a laugh at my groan, “I am going to die; he hates me.”

      Eros sobered up slightly.

      “No, Luna, he doesn’t. Ehre has been through many things in his life to make him so …”

      “Much of an arsehole?” I provided again.

      Eros’ lip quivered.

      “Point is, he’s a good man. I trust him with my life, and one day you will too. For now, do not let his … quirks get to you. He is just … different.” I did laugh at that. He lay his hand on the door. “Promise me something, Luna?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “Promise me that you will come to me if you are ever struggling. I promise that you will receive no judgment here.” He didn’t say it, but he meant if I needed to feed, so I nodded. “Besides, I know what to do to make us even. So that you do not feel as strange around me.”

      I smiled, and the anxiety in my chest from the conversation lightened considerably.

      “Oh, and what is that then?”

      He walked me into the room and turned to face me, not a drop of jest left in his eyes.

      “Why Princess, allow me to drink from you.”

      With that, he was gone.
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      I rained fire down on the fuckers. My anger swelled inside of me, and I let it pour down on the Rebels below. What the fuck was my Dragon thinking? Mate! The beast’s thoughts invaded my own, making it almost impossible to think of anything but the way Luna felt in my arms, the way she smelled … My Dragon roared with the frustration we both felt as we dodged another attack from a flight goblin.

      He was getting sloppy, sending such weak supes to attack the Council’s border. Many bodies of the minor Fae species lay below me, the smell of their flesh as it melted off their bones was intoxicating. The blinding rage that had filled us both before had cleared a little.

      My beast had always fought for dominance, but my own dominance meant that we have never truly been at war with one another. The fact that I didn’t claim Luna there and then on the fucking dining room table, meant that I now had the fight of my lifetime.  

      Mate! Every time I thought of those silver eyes and blush pink lips, it took every ounce of strength within me to battle against my beast’s desires. I will not scare her away. I will do my job and protect her; she would never accept someone like me as her mate. The fire flowed freely now out of my mouth, and I let it, allowing my beast free reign. We flew higher, above the clouds and I no longer controlled our actions.

      That was the problem with having such a powerful creature inside of me. The energy it takes to control a Dragon is colossal, not to mention the will it takes to stay in control. Both of us are Alphas in a constant battle for dominance. Sometimes when my emotions run high, I am unable to cage my beast. Times like now, when nobody I care for can be hurt, I let him free. When this happens, gods help any unlucky fuck that gets in our way. He will now only allow me to shift back when he has worked through whatever is bothering him.

      Hestia save me, I’m fucked. How in the Underworld am I supposed to wait until he has worked through this? Will he ever accept me denying his mate? MATE! My hackles rose, at the thought of denying the mate bond. My Dragon was pissed. He began to plunge down toward the fighting below; he wanted to bring death. He needed to kill something, and I was letting him.

      No, I could not mate with her. How could Luna ever learn to like, let alone love a thing that craved death? Hades’ influence ran deep within our race. I sometimes envied my brothers for their gifts from the gods. Only Magnar and Farouk could really understand what death did for my beast. Before Luna, it was all he craved, and now? Mate!

      She did reek of pheromones yesterday evening and this morning at breakfast. At the very least, she found me pleasing to the eye. My beast purred at the memory, the scent of her lust as it hung in the air. I could see her as clear as day in my mind, the silver dress clinging to her curves like a second skin. The way her breasts heaved against the material as her breath quickened.

      That night I could not take my eyes from her. I envied the way my brothers could touch her so easily, the effortless way they made her smile. Her laugh … by the gods, I had never heard anything more perfect than Luna’s laughter. The second Eros stopped dancing with her, I swooped in, unable to be away from her any longer. I would have asked her to dance if it wasn’t for the crowd and the smell of her exhaustion. I also knew that my beast would have claimed her the second I held her, and if he did, people would start asking questions about the new princess.

      Princess, I didn’t know what the fuck Ehre and my brothers were thinking. I knew for a fact that when some of the new Recruits get wind of the beautiful new princess, they would be around her like flies to shit. Not all the Elites’ new Recruits had the best intentions; some of them were fuckers—especially the Fae prince, elitist bastard. Oberon had already spotted her. I needed to keep her as far away from him as possible. I hope Magnar finds an excuse to kick him out soon because I was not looking forward to training the little shit.

      Fire, smoke, and ash. That was all I could see; my beast had taken over each of my senses, and I allowed him. Luna was no princess anyway; she was a fucking goddess. Nobody could know what she really was, not yet. Arrows and spears ricocheted off my back as the goblins tried to take down the monster that threatened to turn them into nothing. I doubled back to make sure that was the case.

      The only good thing about everyone thinking Luna was a princess was that she could stay in the royal wing with my brothers and me. Last night was a fucking shit show. Seeing her lifeless tore a hole in my heart, and I knew then that she meant more to us than just someone we need to protect. My beast stayed on the surface all night, refusing to leave her. When she began to drink from Eros, and her heart started to beat once more, I could have cried with relief.

      My Dragon, however, wanted to kill my brother for touching his mate. Every swallow was like a dagger to our heart; all I wanted to do was to fly away with her and protect her from the world. That is why I could never have Luna; Alpha Dragons do not share. Unlike most supernaturals who have multiple mates, we have one. That is why our race was nearing extinction. Our Dragons instantly know when we have found our true mate.

      Mate!

      I have never heard of a Dragon bonding with anything outside of its species. Many go their whole lives without mating because we have so few females. Some take partners from different species, but their beasts never truly accept their mate. For my Dragon to accept Luna, it meant that she must be extremely powerful. I have never heard of anyone denying the bond before, but I do know of a few who have lost control because they refused their beast’s desires. I must; I know my brothers like Luna. I can see it in their eyes, and I can smell it in the air.

      Eros will charm her with ease. I envy the way he can flirt with her. I cannot let my Dragon get to close; I need to keep my distance. I could never risk hurting Luna. My Dragon let out a low grumble at my audacity. He would never hurt her; Dragons revere their mates above all others. He would watch the world burn to save his mate; shit, he’d light the fucker up himself.

      One of the little fuckers landed on my tail, the putrid smell that they secrete when attacked made my stomach roll. With one powerful beat of my wings, my Dragon pulled us through the cloud bank, the goblins clung on to our powerful muscle, struggling to grip onto our smooth scales. I had pissed my beast off, and now this creature would bear the brunt of his fury. In one swift movement, he pulled the leather-skinned Fae from the spike at the tip of our tail and into our giant jaws, I tried not to heave as his vile blood invaded my senses.

      Luna’s blood was quite possibly the most exquisite thing I had ever smelled, nothing like this putrid ooze. My Dragon purred in agreement. If it wasn’t for the terror I felt when I could no longer hear her heart beating; I would have struggled to restrain myself. How Magnar coped, I would never know.

      I couldn’t taste her. When a Dragon exchanges blood with their fated mate, they begin the mating ceremony. I could never exchange blood with her without tying my soul to her own. If I did it even to awake her magic, my Dragon would never submit to me again. I couldn’t allow myself to lose control around her. I needed to make sure she bonded with my brothers, and I would somehow work out how to awaken her magic that didn’t involve tying her soul to my own for all of eternity.

      We continued the ascent into the air, my beast slowly closed our jaw, showering the battle below us with the goblin’s lifeblood. The battle was pretty much over, and my Dragon was dragging it out, his lust for death unquenched. This had been the shortest one in my existence. I had no idea why the Council sent for my team. Even the newest League Recruits would have managed to destroy the goblin ambush. Why were they even here? It wasn’t like Farouk to authorize an outright attack on the Council. He was smart; he had to have an ulterior motive.

      The goblins weren’t known for their prowess on the battlefield. If he wanted to cause a dent on the capital borders, he would have used the Nightdruids that were now at his disposal. This could be a diversion, and it was more like the Jinn king to use minor species as Dragon fodder for the greater good. I could never understand why Ehre used to follow that fanatic.

      I wished that my brother was with me now. There was no one more capable of looking into Farouk’s twisted mind than Ehre. It was fucking terrifying. He also had an unparalleled knowledge when it came to different species. I was more of a burn now, ask questions later guy. I searched for the green thread within me that connected me to the Elf’s soul. Maybe he could give more of an insight into why Farouk would choose to now send some of his troops to the capital. Especially flight goblins. At the very least I could spy on how Luna was getting on, the thought of her handing the Elf his arse made me chuckle. Gods, I was pathetic.

      I concentrated on the bond within me, and I found … nothing. I tried again. Never before had this happened. I usually could pull my brother’s essence, like I could pull breath to my lungs … Nothing.

      Something’s wrong. I could always feel my brothers, even when they were sleeping. Come to think of it now, I could feel Eros and Magnar, and they were terrified. Fucking moron! I was so absorbed with my own shit, that I didn’t realize something had happened. Something bad.

      Without giving the capital a second glance, I changed direction. All I needed to do was to get there. I needed to assess what has happened before I freak out. Everything will be okay. It has to be.

      As I neared the portal, Eros’ panicked voice filled my mind.

      Vulcan, mate, get back quick, it’s Luna … Ehre, he’s in serious trouble.
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      Standing in an armory that was bigger than The Estate’s great hall, it took all my willpower not to touch everything. Rows of swords, lances, knives, axes, and other weapons that I had yet to distinguish lay before me as far as the eyes could see. Ehre’s green eyes pierced into my skin. Even when looking at me, he was so intense.

      I conveniently made myself busy examining the nearby arrowheads, pretending not to feel him gazing into my very soul.

      “You’re late,” he said after a few beats.

      I sighed, “Do you ever take that stick from your arse?” I turned on my heel to see his bemused expression. As soon as it flickered into existence, his cool indifference chased it away.

      “Pick one,” he narrowed his eyes at me before turning and exiting through the door.

      “Arsehole.” I mentally shook myself, too excited to be pissed off for long.

      Suppressing a girlish squeal, I began to take in the gravity of this room. The stories that the metal would tell if it could speak. I walked toward the shorter blades, my usual weapon of choice. Because of my size and stature, long swords were more difficult to control. My hands brushed against the intricate hilts of a pair of throwing knives as I marveled at the craftsmanship.

      I walked further into the room, letting the metallic and leather smell soothe my shot nerves. This is where I was comfortable, not as an all-powerful, dress-wearing, ball-attending Vessel, but here, in an armory. A short sword caught my eye, a larger weapon than my normal choice, but something about it pulled at my soul.

      The scabbard was dark wood, letters or runes, whatever it was I didn’t understand, were etched into its surface. Silver adorned its locket and chaps in an intricate pattern. The hilt of the sword was wickedly beautiful, and there was a large milky stone in the pommel that pointed into the shape of a crescent moon—the same symbol that rested between my shoulder blades.

      As I moved, the stone changed color in the light, reveling pinks and blues within its milky depths. I ran my fingers over the weapon, and I swear it heated in greeting. The rain-guard and cross guard pointed into beautiful leaf shapes. I clasped the grip, smiling at how perfectly she fit into my hand, before pulling the blade from its hibernation. She sang to me in a greeting.

      The blade was ridged, the same symbols adorned its surface. I released a breath and began to test our compatibility in a series of fluid motions. After several moments, it felt as though the blade was no longer a separate entity but an extension of my own body. Like she had been mine forever, and we had somehow been reunited. Crazy, I know.   

      I stopped to marvel at her beauty, completely overwhelmed with the way a blade made me feel. I pressed my palm against the edge, testing how sharp it was. The instant I applied the slightest pressure, my blood rose to her polished surface in a greeting. I was unable to tear my gaze away from the blade decorated in my blood. The crimson liquid entranced me as it rolled down its edges. I was frozen; the only sound I could hear was my rapid heartbeat in my ears.

      I had no idea that I wasn’t alone until Magnar’s shadow towered over me. I looked up to see his amber eyes blazing as he took my wounded hand. My skin heated as he stroked the back of my hand with his thumb, his eyes never leaving the ruby beads as they rolled down the inside of my arm.

      “Interesting weapon you chose there, little thief,” he whispered as another drop fell from my elbow to the floor.

      “I …” my voice failed me. Magnar’s eyes finally lifted to my own, and I nearly choked from the hunger with their depths. My heartbeat quickened but not from fear, like any sane person would feel. I could feel another cool drop roll down my arm. Magnar closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Once he opened them again, the blaze within them had dimmed only slightly. I couldn’t help leaning into his scent, leather and deep chocolate enveloped me. Small shivers ran across my skin as Magnar gripped the wrist under my injured palm. The movement made the cut sting, and it took everything in me not to moan.

      “You have no idea what you are doing to me, do you?” he whispered, barely audible.

      “What?” I was feeling a little bold, noticing the way his pupils dilated as he watched my lifeblood spill. The blood that now covered his fingers.

      “Your blood is more powerful than any Siren’s call. You need to be careful when spilling it.”

      “I was just testing if the blade needed sharpening.”

      Magnar chuckled, “this blade is made of Moonash. The only thing in the worlds stronger than Dragons’ teeth.” He dragged his gaze from my palm, sparing the blade once last glance before he looked into my eyes. “This particular blade was a gift from Athena. We brought it back from Mount Olympus ourselves. In all the realms, there is nothing sharper than that blade.”

      “I didn’t realize. I will put it back.” Before I could return the sword, Magnar clasped my other wrist so that he now held each of my arms in his steel grip.

      “The blade is filled with the goddesses’ magic. She was created for you, Luna; we only kept her safe. No other could pull the blade from its sheath. By sacrificing your blood to her, you have bonded the blade to you. I don’t think you would be able to leave it behind if you tried.”

      The Moonash glinted in the light.

      “Can you feel the magic within her, within you?” I nodded; an invisible thread had wrapped around us both. “She is now an extension of your own body, use her wisely. Your intentions can sometimes be more dangerous than the weapon you weave.”

      I looked into Magnar’s face; stray hairs had dropped from his braid, tickling the tops of his cheekbones. His heated gaze made my brain stop working. Everything about King Magnar Dracar demanded attention.

      “If you had any doubts that you were the last Vessel, this should have chased them away.” His scent dominated all my senses, alluring;  I wanted to wrap it around me like a blanket. I was completely losing it.

      “I don’t know what I am doing,” the confession left me in a whisper.

      “None of us do, trust in your instincts, Luna. Once we are bonded, your magic will awaken, but your instincts already know what you are. They always have.” Magnar took a step closer; the gap that remained between us felt like an eternity. I needed more … I needed …

      “You have not fed today, little thief,” I could feel his voice all over my body, I was consumed by him. “The way you are reacting to my scent shows that you thirst for my blood.” My stomach clenched, and my legs threatened to give way, the hunger in the pit of my stomach stirred ferociously. “Yes, your eyes are giving away your hunger. Why do you deny your instincts? Was it not the most exquisite thing that you have ever tasted?” his eyes dropped to my lips, which opened of their own accord.

      “You cannot deny that you loved the taste of my blood in the wine,” he bent his head down so that his breath fanned my ear. “I saw the way your eyes dilated when you swallowed it. I smelled your need for more.” He closed the gap between us, the cool bite of the axe against my back tormented my sensitive flesh.

      “You only tried a taste of me, Luna, and that was tainted with the wine. Would you like to try more?” my knees gave way, his grasp on my wrists the only thing that kept me standing. “Would you like for me to open my vain for you, right here?” I thought my heart would beat from my chest. “Would you like to wrap those beautiful lips around the opening and pull my essence within you?” I couldn’t simulate a sentence; all I could do was feel his skin against my own, smell the deep waves of lust that radiated from us both.

      “It is time that you gave into your destiny, little thief, drinking blood is in our nature.”

      Then to prove his point, Magnar flattened his tongue against the inside of my elbow. With torturous precision, he followed the scarlet line inside of my arm. Over the hammering pulse in my wrist, his tongue continued, until it ended on the wound at the center of my palm.

      My eyes were closed, and my breath caught as I melted into the sensations his tongue created. He licked the open wound like a cat would cream.

      “I will give you all you desire and more Luna, all you need do is ask.” He planted a chaste kiss on my palm, and when I opened my eyes, he was gone.
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      “Shit,” I grunted, tucking my rock-hard cock up against my waistband. “That woman will be the death of me.” The second I thought about Luna, those silver eyes flashed into my mind. The way that they rolled back as I tasted her sweetness was bloody maddening. Her blood. Shit, in all my lifetime, I have never tasted anything as intoxicating. It had taken every ounce of control that I possessed not to sink my fangs into that pale, flawless throat.

      “Thinking about our little Vessel, hey, brother?” Eros quipped, his smug, lazy smile making me want to punch it from his face. The Siren was leaning against the wall as he took a deep sniff and smiled wickedly.

      “You reek of lust and what’s this …” he walked closer, circling me like a Wolf, sniffing the air once more. “Her blood?” His eyes were a mixture of bemusement and jealousy, an emotion that I was yet to see from the Siren.

      Over the years, Eros had many sexual partners, men and women both.  Lust for him was like blood for me, and where there is lust, sex will soon follow.

      “It’s not what you think, Eros, don’t get your tail in a knot.” I turned around from his questioning gaze and made my way to one of the fields that we used for target practice. I had intended to do more strategizing for the impending battle, but fuck me, I needed a release for this pent-up frustration. I also had to wait until my scouts returned.

      “She’s still finding this hard to believe you know” Eros sighed, falling into line. “She believes this is all a bad dream that she will awake from.”

      “I’m finding it hard to believe myself. It was lifetimes ago that she was promised to us.” Voicing my concern and hearing my brother hum in agreement lifted some of the pressure in my chest.

      “It’s difficult not to take her. After waiting all these years, I have to keep reminding myself that she has only known of us for two days. She has no idea that she’s ours.” I could agree with Eros, waiting so long for someone that was promised by the Oracle, to be the other half to your whole, was the cruelest form of punishment. Knowing that with her coming, also meant that the world was in danger, made the fact that I was happy all kinds of fucked.

      When I saw her that day in my bathing room, my whole world came into focus. The violent way my body demanded that I had to take her, like I would air in my lungs, frightened me.

      “We cannot push this brother; we only get one chance.”

      “I agree, Eros, but I also fear that bonding with her before she gets to know us could be dangerous. What if she rejects the men that we are?” I had shed so much blood in my lifetime, and Luna was so young, I feared that she would never comprehend my past, let alone understand the things I have done. “I am not the man I once was when the Oracles told us of the prophecy.”

      “Do you not want that?” I couldn’t quite work out if Eros was sad or happy about the idea of me not wanting Luna.

      “No, I want all of it. I have dreamed of nothing but this. But I have done things, we have done things that …” I sighed, unable to finish my sentence.

      “I think you will find that our girl is a lot more understanding than you fear, brother.” Eros smiled a secret smile. I felt a pang of jealousy,

      “I feel jealous when I think of you and her together,” I admitted, surprised at my own revelation.

      We had shared lovers over the years, most of us have. My brothers were part of my very being, but I was not accustomed to this feeling.

      “I can remedy that brother.” Eros’ eyes twinkled with mischief. I looked over to him; his skin was glowing, which meant he had recently fed.

      “Yes?”

      He leaned in as if he was about to spill a dark secret.

      “We will have to make sure that we practice sharing her … time then, brother.” Eros winked at me before lengthening his stride, and I groaned as my cock throbbed once more.

      “Sire, the scouts are back!” Lochlan, one of my guards, galloped toward me, waving his hands like a madman. Eros and I ran to him as he dismounted from his horse.

      “Lochlan, you are bleeding; where are you hurt?” I asked, concerned for my old friend.

      “It is not my blood, Sire; Jabare is back from the east with reports of a Demon army. You both must hurry, there isn’t much time.” Sharing a look of concern, we both ran beside the horse. I was impatient, having to slow my pace on several occasions so that I did not outrun the beast. We reached the watchtower, several of my men were stationed outside, each bowed at our presence.  

      “Jabare?” I asked.

      “In here, Sire. We sent for the healers, but we fear that we are too late.”

      I followed the men inside the entrance, several of my guards surrounded a table.

      “Hold him down,” one of them asked.

      “Your Majesty,” one of the men said when he saw me and bowed, parting the way to a bloodied, broken man.

      Jabare had been a member of the elites for over one hundred years. He was a Griffin shifter and one of my best men.

      “Jabare, my old friend, it is Magnar, can you hear me?”

      “Let me take a look,” Eros said as he pulled back the shirt that revealed five ugly gouges in his abdomen. Blood gushed freely, but a wound like that should have healed itself. He wasn’t healing.

      “Why isn’t he healing?” I asked.

      “Can you not smell it?” Eros said under his breath. I opened my senses to the foul odor that polluted his blood.

      “S … Sire” Jabare’s eyes flitted open as he tried to lift his head.

      “Hush old friend,” I grabbed hold of his shoulders, lifting him against me.

      “They are coming … the army.” His face, usually a rich dark color was grey and sickly. Blood trickled from his mouth as he tried to talk. “I tried—” His words ended on a wince as Eros tested the rough flesh around his wound.

      “Is there anything that you can do, brother?” I asked Eros, desperately.

      “I could try to pull the poison out but … I need water.”

      “You heard the man!” I bellowed, terrified that I would lose my friend. My men moved instantly.

      “Keep him talking Magnar. I need you to remove your shirt and press down here. Keep the pressure on it.”

      “How far away is the army Jabare?” I asked, shaking him slightly to stop his eyes from fluttering closed.

      “A fortnight’s ride from here,” he whispered. Shit, that was no way near enough time.

      “Here, Sire.” John, another guard, passed a barrel of water to Eros who lifted the seal and closed his eyes.

      After taking two cleansing breaths, the Siren’s magic pulled the water out from the barrel. Like a giant dewdrop, the water bubble floated in the air until it reached Jabare’s motionless body. Once the water touched his skin, it began to move along his side until it covered the wound. His blood began to mix with the water, changing the color from clear, to pink, to black.

      “Magnar, your blood.” Without a second thought, I extended my fangs and bit into my wrist, making sure the wound was too big to close instantly.

      “Drink deep, my friend.” There was only a beat before I felt his lips quiver under my wrist as he began to drink. After a moment, the putrid smell began to ease as though the Siren’s water magic was pulling the disease from the shifter’s body.

      “Is it working?” I asked Eros, unable to see what was happening under the water. Fuck I hate being out of control. He didn’t reply, with his brows furrowed then his head down; Eros looked as though he was in deep prayer.

      Minutes passed with Eros in a trance which I didn’t disturb. Jabare stopped drinking, and his head lolled to the side.

      “Jabare! Eros, what the fuck is happening?” Eros opened his eyes as he pulled the water back toward him and into the barrel. The water was now an inky black color. Jabare’s labored breathing echoed around the deathly silent room. I moved my gaze over his face then down to his torso. The gash had gone. There was no sign that he had been injured.

      What in all the gods? I looked over to Eros. His expression echoed my confusion.

      “The healers are here, Sire,” someone called. We all parted ways to allow them through.

      “His heart is strong, a bit pale but no sign of sickness; where are this man’s wounds?” I heard them say, unable to speak; I just continued to stare at the torso that was ripped and open only moments ago.

      “They are gone,” someone whispered. It felt as though everyone in the room was shooting us nervous glances.  

      “I believe that Jabare here will be fine,” Gimsly, the old healer, said slapping Eros on the back. A few seconds of silence followed before each man in the room cheered. Nobody dared ask the questions that plagued them.

      How the fuck did we do that? Eros’ thoughts filled my own.
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      After I changed into clothes that were no longer covered in blood, I called for a clan heads meeting. Eros knocked at my door before entering my room. He, too, wore fresh clothing, all signs of what we did gone.

      “Do you think we should talk about what the fuck happened?” Eros said, sitting on my bed.

      “It’s her.” I had been thinking of nothing else, and that was the only conclusion that made sense. “Just being near her is making us stronger.”

      Eros eyes widened.

      “I could feel the disease within Jabre’s blood; I was able to flush it out from him literally.”

      “My blood, like all Vampires, has always had healing properties, but never before have I been able to heal someone instantly.” We both stared at one another, as the situation weighted down on us.

      “How much more would we be able to do when we have bonded? The army won’t stand a chance.” Eros smiled, crossing his arms behind his head like he was certain that the victory was already ours.

      “We must speak with Luna first. It has to be her choice to bond with us. I don’t want her to feel forced into it.”

      “Agreed,” Eros nodded, jumping up and slapping me on the back.

      “Let’s go find our girl before the clan meeting. We need to know what powers we will have in our arsenal before the army reaches us.”
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      The castle passed by me in a blur, my mind consumed with what was to come. I felt cheated that our relationship with Luna was not able to grow organically. I had imagined our bonding ceremony since hearing the prophecy, which was more years than I’d care to remember. I also imagined wooing her, learning all there was to know about her before I tied myself to her mind, body, and soul.

      Never in any of those daydreams did I imagine that we would have to rush into a mere blood bond, and I felt cheated. If Luna knew what the Oracles had promised, would she change her mind? Would she want what we wanted? Or would she run? From my experience with her, I would bet on the latter. She didn’t strike me as a woman who dreamed of romance. No, she was so much more than that.

      “We also need to talk about Balhar,” Eros’ voice cracked, and my chest tightened. The guilt that plagued me daily since our brother’s disappearance increased tenfold when Luna revealed that he still lived. I stopped walking, taking a moment to ground myself. A hand rested on my shoulder. “It will be okay, brother; we will find him.”

      “But will he forgive me?”

      Eros didn’t answer straight away, thinking about his answer, rather than giving me some bullshit nicety.

      “We will find out. I have every spy, witch, and seer at our disposal searching for him. We will find him, Magnar, and when we do, well, no matter what, we will always have your back.” I nodded; I suppose that was more than I deserved.

      The training grounds came into view; the sounds of swords clashing rang in the distance.

      “Do you think Vulcan will be back in time for the meeting?” I could have kissed him for changing the subject.

      “We will wait for his return. I have no idea why the Council specifically requested his unit. Asking the world’s most powerful creatures to fight against flight goblins is a little degrading. If his beast wasn’t so wound up, it would have lit up the entire Council for their audacity.” I chuckled at the thought of those pompous fools set ablaze. They probably did it for some sick power trip.

      “His Dragon chose her as a mate.” I had to strain to hear Eros’ voice.

      “I am not entirely surprised. The Oracle did say that she would be ours; it only makes sense that includes his Dragon.”

      “But Dragons don’t share mates … What will happen when …”

      “We must trust in our brother … and his beast. Vulcan would never hurt us; his beast choosing her means that she is protected. Nothing can come between a Dragon and his mate; she will be untouchable. It’s a good thing …”

      At least that is what I was telling myself.

      “There they are.”

      We reached the training field and stopped abruptly.

      “Oh. My. Gods.”
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      “Again!” The obnoxious Elf declared, his disapproving face pissing me off. Grumbling, I stood rubbing my sore arse. “You wouldn’t be spending this much time on the floor if you were at your full potential.” Driving the point home, the Elf kicked my legs from under me, making me fall flat on my back, and pointed his sword directly into my throat.

      “Oh, and what potential is that?” I fumed. “Are you going to move your sword, pointy ears, or stick me with it?” The man in question held his sword against my throat for a lot longer than necessary, making me question his sanity.

      “Your form is sloppy, your movements predictable, and you do not have a single magical edge.” I stood once more and again was put directly on my arse.

      “Tell me again what makes you think that you’re a worthy candidate for the Elites?” Arsehole.

      “I was the best fighter back at The Estate.”

      Ehre laughed, “You mean those mangy mutts?” I stood once more. “Those animals are only as strong as their Alpha. Considering the pathetic excuse, they have at the moment … an Elven child would destroy them.” With his left hand he punched me in my solar plexus and kicked my legs from under me, causing me to fall face first on the ground. Gods, I hated him.

      “They are some of the best fighters I know.” Puffing out my chest, I stood once more, defensive of the place I was raised.

      “Oh, and how many other species have you fought, Miss Moon?” Ehre smirked, reveling in my misery. I crouched, readying myself for another attack. “Please, the Koray fell apart the second …” his breath shook. “The Koray stopped being the strongest pack when he left.”

      I leaped up, aiming to land a blow on his side facing me. In one seamless movement, he expertly dodged it and tripped me up, landing another blow against my spine.

      “Ahh,” I rolled onto my back, closing my eyes to stop the world from spinning. “You mean Balhar?” I asked, fighting against a wave of nausea. Silence followed; I opened my eyes. Ehre’s far-off stare and defeated stance made me almost feel sorry for him … almost. He soon realized his vulnerability, and his signature sneer was back.

      “What happened to him? You all thought he was dead. Why?” I asked.

      “He was one of the most honorable men I knew … That honor got him k—trapped.” I stood slowly, even my skin ached.

      “How?” I wanted to know more about the man I saw in the water, something inside needed to know what had happened. Ehre walked toward me, and when he wasn’t glowering the full force of his beauty was breathtaking. Just before I thought he was about to have an actual conversation with me, like a sane Elf, he threw two throwing knives directly at my head. If it wasn’t for my fast reflexes, I would have died.

      “What. The. Fuck. Is. Your. Problem?!” I tried to land a hit, but it just ended with me back on the ground.

      “Your enemies will come in all forms. Do not get distracted, especially by sob stories.” I stood, anger prickled up my spine, and before I could think about moving, he was on me once again. “I knew that you were not a worthy Warrior. My brothers may have been won over by your pretty face, Luna, but I haven’t.”

      I was getting pissed at losing to such a chauvinist, nothing I was doing was proving him wrong. He was winning, and it pissed me off.

      I moved my blade, loosening my tight muscles. He circled me like a lion does its prey. He wore a smug, self-assured smile; I had to wipe it from his face. Heat prickled up my sword hand, as though my blade agreed that Ehre needed to be taught a lesson. He was waiting for me to make the first move, cocky that he would win.

      Anger, like no other, burned through me. I needed to win. I needed to make him bleed. My vision narrowed, and every single detail around me came into focus. Sound became so clear I could hear both of our heartbeats, steady and strong. Each feature of Ehre’s face was sharp, the silver flecks in his emerald eyes visible from six feet away. My body felt stronger; my resolve harder. The Elf was going down.

      Ehre flung himself feet first toward my chest. Time slowed; I was able to clearly think of my next maneuver as his feet edged closer. I caught them mid-air, and with all of my might and pent up frustration, I pushed. Ehre flew at least ten feet backward, landing on his back. His startled cry stoked the embers within me, and I began to burn. He unfurled his limbs to stand, the metal in his hand glinting in the sunlight. I was able to see each and every detail carved into his blade. The look of sheer determination in his face said that he was done playing, and something within me roared at the challenge.

      Shifting my grip on the hilt of my new blade, I closed the distance with only one thought in my mind: I must draw his blood. Our swords kissed just inches before my face, the weight in which he had struck shook my bones. He wasn’t playing. The blow could have easily taken my head clean from my shoulders. I dodged another attack spinning so that I now had the upper hand, landing blow after blow. Each advance I made, Ehre matched me, in a dance as fluid as water. The blades, along with our cries, orchestrated a haunting melody that Warriors have been conducting since the beginning of time.

      Each blow that Ehre skillfully blocked stoked the rage that swelled within me. He continued to taunt me with his smirk, tutting when I mis stepped and was nearly stabbed in the heart. My thoughts darkened, and my blade’s handle heated in my palm. You will be sorry, Elf.

      With no effort at all, I managed to catch Ehre’s cheek. A ribbon of blood formed; the smell almost broke my resolve. The shock in his eyes enraged me further, and I pushed to do more damage to the bastard who just tried to kill me.

      I swung again and again. With each failed attempt, it became apparent that he was not really attacking, just defending my blows and taunting me when he was bored. The arrogant arsehole thought that he was better than me, and I wanted to kill him for it. The next advance came so close to Ehre’s neck, he grunted with surprise. That’s right, arsehole, take me seriously.

      Blow after blow; our lethal dance continued, the need to kill Ehre building with every swing of my sword.  With all my might, I met his sword, in a blow that could crack teeth. We were stuck, our blades locked against one another. I could see that my strength surprised him; that I had the ability to match his own. It surprised me too.

      We were both unable to pull away, confined to a battle of wills. I looked into his cold gaze, and he honest to gods winked!

      Unable to retain the rage that now swelled within me, I sought for my dagger with my left hand. And I was not alone with the idea. In perfect synchrony we each pressed the new blades to each other’s throats.

      “I believe we are at an impasse, tiny Warrior,” Ehre smirked, lowering his weapon. That gods be damned smirk!

      The blade in my right hand burned so hot that all I could think of was the Elf’s impending death, and before I gave it a second thought, I swung the sword up and plunged it into his neck.
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      “Stop her!” I bellowed. The shock of Luna stabbing one of my oldest friends in the throat wore off the second I saw her swing the goddesses’ blade again in an attempt to slice his head clean off. This was no spar. Luna meant to kill Ehre.

      Magnar was there in a heartbeat, his speed enabling him to stop her just inches before the blade touched his skin. I ran like my life depended on it; Luna’s eyes glowed with so much power her gaze was almost too bright to look into.

      Magnar unsheathed his sword in a blink of an eye meeting Luna’s with such force; I was surprised both blades stayed intact. He lifted his other arm, holding on to Luna’s wrist, I could see that he was using all his strength; which shouldn’t have been needed for a Vampire as strong as Magnar.

      “Little thief, let go of the sword; you’re safe.” Luna made a hissing sound that made the hair on my arms stand up, everything about her energy signal screamed predator.

      Pressing my hand against Ehre’s throat, I was relieved beyond measure to see that he was still breathing. His lifeblood spilled freely, out of the wound in his neck.

      “Why aren’t you healing?” I swore as I checked my friend’s vitals. In my peripheral, I was aware of the lethal waltz that was happening behind me. Using my knife to nick my wrist, I dripped the steady flow of my blood over his open lips. “Why aren’t you healing?” I cried.

      “Magnar, a little help here?”

      “A little busy,” my friend grunted, the clang of swords punctuated his words.

      “Shit, shit, shit! Stay with me, Ehre!” Pulling my top off, I pressed it against the gash that refused to heal. “It must be the blade, the goddesses’ magic is stopping him from healing himself,” my voice shook as I watched my friend pale before my very eyes.

      We five had a remarkable healing ability that surpassed the norm for our practically immortal species. Blood allowed my brothers and me to speed up the process when badly hurt, unlike with Jabare, I could smell no poison. This had to be the goddesses magic.

      “Luna, stop! It’s me; it’s Magnar. You’re safe; I’m not trying to hurt you.” Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Luna attacking Magnar with the ferocity of a wild animal that had been backed into a corner. A halo of silver light surrounded her. Her eyes and the sword glowed with the power of the goddesses. The more I watched, the more apparent it became that Luna was not in control of her movements. The sword would move, and she would follow.

      “Magnar, mate, it’s definitely the sword. It’s controlling her; you need to take it from her.”

      “Easier said than done captain obvious. She’s fucking strong. Call for Vulcan!”

      Focusing on our mental bond, I pulled the Dragon’s essence toward me.

      “Come on mate …” Hot rage like I’ve never felt greeted me. That must have been his Dragon. I tried to push past that, to send him thoughts of Ehre. Ehre chose this exact moment to gurgle on his blood, a terrible sign that I was losing him.

      “I refuse to let your stubborn fucking arse leave these realms before we find Balhar. You better keep fucking fighting, Elf. I have some serious plans for the six of us.” Ehre’s eyes fluttered, if there was any time for his stubbornness to be a blessing, now was it.

      I pulled Vulcan’s essence toward me once more, and this time, I was able to reach the man.

      Vulcan mate, get back quick; it’s Luna … Ehre, he’s in serious trouble.

      

      
        
        Luna

      

      

      

      Death.

      Nothing around me but inescapable death.

      “Luna, stop. It’s me; it’s Magnar. You’re safe; I’m not trying to hurt you.” Words, nothing but words, it will be hard for him to make words when he is a dead man. Death was the only thing I wanted now, death for all who stood in my way.

      My body blazed alight; my vision as clear as the one in my mind.

      “Magnar, mate, it’s definitely the sword,” another voice chimed in. “It’s controlling her; you need to take it from her.” I would deal with the other person next; I will kill all who stand in my way.

      My arm shook with the vibrations each time our swords connected. This wasn’t good enough; I need blood! With that thought, my throat burned like I had swallowed a hot poker. The most delicious smell managed to catch me off guard, allowing my opponent to land a hit on my arm.

      “Shit, you cut her, you fucking idiot!” a voice shouted.

      “I didn’t mean to; something distracted her … I think it’s Ehre’s blood.” Yes, blood, I needed blood. A growl that came from the deepest corners of my soul reverberated in my chest.

      I needed to feed, to bring death and destruction to all who …

      Fire, literal fire enveloped me into a circle. Everywhere I looked, a burning wall of flames stood inches from me, hot enough to melt the skin from my bones.

      “Luna, you need to drop the sword.” a different voice boomed. Blood and death are the only things I need right now.

      “She won’t listen to reason but maybe … Vulcan let me in there.”

      “It’s too dangerous; a second later she would have killed you, Magnar.”

      “Magnar, Ehre needs your blood now!” Yes, blood, I needed blood.

      “She’s hungry; she needs to feed!” a torn voice cried.

      “I’ll do it Magnar; you need to trust me with this … Go help our brother.” A few beats passed, and I heard movement. Another scent invaded my senses, a smell so maddening it made me hiss.

      The fire before me parted revealing glorious, topless, ax-wielding Vulcan. His bare, tattooed chest moved with slow, patient breaths. Scars covered his arms and stomach, the foreboding feeling of danger prickled up my spine.

      “Luna, you need to listen to me.” He started to circle me, and I mirrored his movements, never taking my eye off the threat. “You need to feed, and I will help you, Luna, but you have to put the sword down.” I could not trust a single word he said. I clenched the sword tighter in an act of Rebellion, one which he saw.

      Vulcan’s Dragon’s eyes flickered as he inched forward. In one quick moment, he moved his axe up toward his chest, and another smell stole the air from my lungs. Crimson blood pooled above his pectoral. The speed in which it dripped down his chest and abdomen was excruciating.

      Instinctively, I took a step toward it, and he matched me, closing the distance. I held my sword defensively in my hand, but the desire to taste the blood was overpowering.

      Vulcan’s large palm flattened against the vee that pointed down into his trousers. Dragging his hand upward, he smeared his blood all over his chest. My eyes watched hungrily. I could have screamed in frustration as I watched Vulcan slice his healed cut once more. The ribbon of blood made my jaw ache.

      His fingers pushed against the wound, making torturous circles of red, and my mouth watered. With caution, Vulcan lifted his fingers toward my mouth. My hand twitched against the hilt of my blade, but I could not move further, entranced. We both took a step toward each other.

      Vulcan’s rough fingers pressed against my lips, hot and slick with his blood. I opened my mouth, allowing the tip of his rough index finger to touch the tip of my tongue, and I groaned with pleasure as my taste buds exploded. I bit hard into Vulcan’s finger. He grunted and with such force pulled me tight against his chest. My head was the exact height of his already healed cut, and my frustration quickly turned into anger, an anger which I could physically feel.

      I tensed against Vulcan’s embrace, aware of how close his heart was and how simple it would be to plunge my sword into it. Destruction consumed me once more, and my world narrowed into a clear vision. Kill anyone in my way.

      I lifted my sword and was stopped mid-swing, Vulcan’s embrace suffocating as his hand gripped my wrist so tight, it would leave an imprint. Spinning me around so that my back was pressed against his front, I struggled in an attempt to be free.

      The sword prickled against my skin, and a new wave of power swept over me. Pulling one of Vulcan’s bulging arms toward my mouth, I bit down to free myself. As I bit into his skin, a little of his blood greeted my taste buds, and I lost all intent. I pulled Vulcan’s forearm tighter against my lips and tried to drink like a starved animal.

      Vulcan tore the sword from my grasp. The second it left my grip, the turmoil within me was lifted, and I pulled away from his arm to take a shocked deep breath. It was like being pulled out of a nightmare, the haze lifted away from my eyes, and I spun around now, staring into two dark, anxious ones.

      “I … I,” I choked out, horrified. I stepped out of Vulcan’s embrace, my hand holding back a sob.

      “Luna.” The pity in Vulcan’s voice made looking up from the grass impossible. “Luna, look at me.” His abrasive fingers clutched my chin and lifted it, so my eyes met his own. They were as dark as the night sky.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, swallowing against my burning throat.

      Vulcan ran his thumb down my bottom lip, his gaze entranced with the path it took, before forcing himself to pull away.

      “Luna, the blade was forged by the Moonash in Athena’s sword. Hephaestus himself forged it. Even for the goddess, the willpower it takes to control a blade like that would be immense. We should have warned you that the blade’s only desire is to keep you safe, by any means possible. It has the power to clear your mind and focus your thoughts. If Ehre made you feel threatened enough, the blade would have taken over.”

      All the memories rushed back to me.

      “Ehre!” I gasped, looking around the ring of fire for the Elf. Vulcan sighed, and the flames extinguished with his breath.

      Magnar’s giant form was crouched over the Elf’s. As I crept toward them, I became too aware of his still form. Blood, so much blood surrounded Ehre. It was impossible that he would have survived this much blood loss.

      “He is not waking,” he croaked. “My blood is not helping him heal himself.” Magnar’s arms were laced with gouges where his fangs tore at his porcelain skin. Blood cascaded down his arm like miniature ruby waterfalls, and the smell stoked the flames of my hunger.

      “The gods designed the blade, brother. She meant to kill him; she willed it so.” Eros, who I only just noticed, was leaning back against a tree with his face in his hands. Vulcan’s hand settled against my back,

      “Blood,” Vulcan’s eyes lit up as he bent down to look directly in my own. “Luna, you need to save him,” his voice was steady, it held no sign of defeat.

      “What do I need to do?” From behind me, Vulcan took my wrist in his hand and led me to kneel next to Ehre. With impossible speed, he cut the inside of my forearm and my blood ribboned down toward my elbow.

      “We were made by the goddesses to be indestructible; we cannot die by a mortal’s hand. Only the gods themselves can destroy us. Luna, you are made up of the goddesses’ essence. This blade is a goddess’ weapon; therefore, when wielded by the right hand, it can kill even us.”

      I felt sick.

      “I believe that your blood, blood that contains the goddesses’ magic can save him.” Magnar pulled my wrist so that it was inches away from Ehre’s lips. I did all but breathe, trying to listen for the shallow breaths that indicated I had not killed him yet.

      “Please let this work,” I prayed to the goddesses as I allowed Magnar to bring it over Ehre’s greying lips.
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      We all waited with bated breaths as my blood dripped slowly into Ehre’s parted lips. Each second that passed by felt like an eternity; I had never pleaded with the gods more in my life. When Ehre groaned, it was quite possibly the most amazing sound that my ears had ever encountered. Collectively, we allowed ourselves to take a breath, but we were not yet out of the woods.

      Magnar’s grip tightened around my wrist, allowing more blood to drip into his mouth. He whimpered, and my heart broke into a thousand pieces. I had done this, and I needed to fix it. Placing myself closer to Ehre, I made a deep cut into my neck with my knife. Before the men’s protests began, I draped my body over his chest, sacrificing myself.

      He latched onto my neck, sighing when he was able to pull more into his mouth. As he fed, desperation consumed me, and the emotion invaded my conciseness. I tried to ground my thoughts, willing every drop of blood that touched Ehre’s lips to be filled with life and healing energy. The clamp around my heart loosened slightly—but I clung onto life, I fought as I had done from the day I was born.

      These thoughts and emotions were not my own. Ehre must have been sharing them with me as he drank my blood. I tested the theory as I projected my own. I pictured pouring my sorrow into him. I wanted him to know that I never meant to hurt him this bad. I begged for the forgiveness that I didn’t deserve. I was scared, and I was terrified of what I was becoming. I was tired of being alone, and I didn’t want to be sent away from them.

      Ehre growled below me, as his arms tightened around my waist. He flipped me onto my back, shielding me from the world.

      I tried not to cry out as I realized that he was okay, and another emotion filled me, one that was definitely not mine—a protective possessiveness. It chased away my fears and was angry that I doubted myself. He was angry that I doubted them.

      Ehre drank from me greedily, with a feverish ferocity until it was impossible to distinguish where my thoughts ended and his began. A tangible energy wrapped around us both, and I could feel his heartbeat under the hand on his chest. It strengthened with every passing second. I could feel it beat in time with mine, calling to my own.

      My mouth watered involuntary, as his pulse thrummed below me. I clutched at Ehre’s shirt in frustration, unable to do anything more. His frustration mirrored my own. He was frustrated with my stubbornness; he was frustrated with the way I made him feel. He burned with desire, desire for me. He was also angry. Angry at himself for being the way he was, angry at me for not knowing what I was, for running from them when I found out.

      My heart ached as I felt people leave me. One by one, everyone I loved either died or turned their back on me. I was so frightened that she would leave too, I never dared to hope otherwise. I was still waiting for my brothers to turn me away, to see me for the pretender I am. I cannot hope to love again; I cannot let myself break into a million tiny pieces. Fractured and splintered, pieces of my soul scattered on the floor for all to see. My heart will never be broken again. How can it? When it is already shattered.  

      I wanted to cry as so much of his pain surrounded me. He was trapped, caged in his mind. He had built walls so high around him; he would never escape. But the memories still came to haunt him, no matter how strong the walls.

      They would come and whisper things in the night: I am alone, I will never bond with her, I am broken and unworthy.

      I had only known this man for a couple of days, but I felt my soul promising not to leave him. I wanted to bond with him, to fix all that was broken inside of him, because I felt that he was made for me. I pushed my intentions, and he held onto them like a raft. He is drowning in his despair. I could help him save himself, but first, I had to bond with him. I want to bond with him. A soul-consuming need built within me, and I needed to feel him, to show him how I felt.

      Ehre pulled back from my neck to look into my eyes; his were so hauntingly beautiful that they hurt my chest. The look on his face as his eyes drank in my image filled me with heat. He lowered his mouth to mine in the most chaste kiss. It was as light as a feather, and I felt that I would die from the need that coursed through me.

      Too soon, he broke contact, and when he did, I swear a piece of me left with him. I almost growled as I pulled him toward me. I could not let that be all. He needed to feel what I felt. With my hands digging into his back, I pulled him down, taking what was mine. I drank all of him in, his taste, his smell. The pressure of his bruising lips, as they pushed me passed oblivion. I pushed every emotion, every worry and doubt into that kiss, and he returned it tenfold.

      I need to feel him; I need to bond with him.

      Before I could protest, his lips pulled away, and a wrist covered my mouth. I stopped my whimpering as my taste buds exploded. I could faintly hear shouts and protests before Ehre was back at my neck, taking what was rightfully his. His blood further intensified the emotions between us—the joy and ecstasy—and I could no longer distinguish who the emotions belonged to.

      A musical female sigh filled our bond, as heat consumed every inch of me. Pressure built its way up my spine as wave after wave of emotions and sensations crashed into me.

      I could not get enough, and I needed to be closer to Ehre. I opened my legs, and he settled against me; every inch of my body begged to be touched by his. Ehre hissed against my neck with the intensity of this need. I needed to trust him with my mind, body, and soul. I needed to give him everything; everything I have is his and I needed to show it.

      Everything I have is hers. His voice filtered into my mind.

      Frustrated with the cloth that separated my body from his, I pulled at my shirt. The material was slick with blood, and I could not remove it without taking my mouth away from Ehre’s wrist. Not something I intended to do. Feeling my need, Ehre pulled at my top, tearing it open so that I could press my chest against his. Sparks zapped against my skin in thousands of places where our bare skin touched.

      I still needed to be closer to him. I pulled him up so that he was once again facing me. The look in his eyes, so beautiful, so tormented. They could have been a muse to the gods themselves.

      Without a second thought, I pulled him down so that my lips crashed against his own. The kiss was like oxygen to my starved lungs. Pressure began to build within me, causing my legs to tighten around his back, pulling him closer. His need pressed against my own, the hardness stimulating a mess of sensations.

      That is all I was, nerves and sensations. I needed Ehre like my lungs needed oxygen.

      My frustration came out in breathy moans against his lips. I pulled at his trousers and was helped when two rougher, hotter hands reached for his belt. I could feel the cool metal of Ehre’s open belt pressed against the inside of my thigh. His hands roamed up and down my body, and the sensations I felt were sure to drive me crazy. I could feel that he liked the taste of my blood on his tongue, and I groaned when he thought of what else he would like to taste.

      I parted my lips further, allowing Ehre’s tongue explore my mouth. I could feel my pulse in my ears and all over my body. I could feel Ehre’s emotions; I could feel so much I thought that I would shatter into a thousand pieces and be carried away by the wind. He pulled back and ran his eyes over my face, committing every inch of me to memory.

      Are you ready to accept this man as your Guardian, daughter? Ehre tensed, meaning he too had just heard the goddesses’ voice. He didn’t breathe as he gazed into my soul. His fair brow twitched as he waited with bated breath for me to answer.

      If I said yes, he would never be alone. I would never be alone. I took him into my mouth once more. He smelled like a spring morning and clean linen, and I couldn’t get enough.

      Musical laughter filled my mind, and the detached voices spoke once again.

      Ehre, son of Hera, your time has come to fulfill your fated purpose. Do you accept the bond that will tie you to Luna, the goddesses’ last Vessel and the Realm’s last hope?

      Ehre’s decision was instant. He bit into my bicep, the nearest available skin, and a wave of power forced into me.

      Finally! I give myself over freely, Ehre’s steadfast voice sounded in my mind. I thought I would die from the ecstasy of being filled by Ehre’s energy.

      Daughter, decide now. Your mate has given over to you his life force. If you chose not to grant the bond, he would cease to exist. The rational side of my brain was startled by this revelation, but the magic was more powerful. The second I decided to bond with the Elf, a bright blinding light consumed my vision.  

      My back arched as Ehre pressed closer against me, our hearts beating simultaneously as one. Energy coursed through us, transferring from one another. The pressure rose every hair on my body to the point of agony, and the air around us crackled with the magic we held. Suddenly the built-up tension within me released, taking away my reason, my inhibitions, and my anxiety. At that moment, I saw stars, and I saw the six goddesses laughing before peaceful oblivion.
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      We both technically knew that Luna had to give her blood to our brother so he may live. My Dragon had retreated far enough for me to be able to shift back and reason with her. When she took my blood within her mouth, moaning like it was the greatest thing she had ever tasted, he had almost forgiven me.

      Her eyes ablaze with the goddesses’ magic, her hair unrestrained by the bond that once held it. She had never been more beautiful before that moment, wild, thirsting for blood—my blood. Her desire for death called to my beast, and he reveled in the violence that she craved.

      In those few moments, surrounded by the fires of the Underworld, she was mine. When I looked through my Dragon’s eyes into her energy signal, I saw my mate, my true partner. Magic crackled around her; her hisses my Siren’s call. Even my hair rose to worship her. She followed my blood with her eyes like it was the only thing that mattered to her.

      My dick was as hard as my Dragon’s teeth, and I was aroused by the danger her nearness brought. I knew right then that Luna was my perfect match, not the delicate flower I originally thought her to be. She was dangerous; her inner beast craving the power that ending a life held. She was a fucking goddess.

      As she straddled Ehre now, every inch of her exquisite body pressed against his, I could no longer reason with my beast. He was touching what was mine, and he would die for this.

      “Brother, you need to reason with him. She is saving Ehre’s life; he nearly died,” Magnar pleaded as he edged closer to my giant form. The world was clearer through my Dragon’s eyes. I could see every single detail.

      I could see the bead of sweat that rolled down Eros’ forehead, the veins that pulsed under Magnar’s skin. They were worried. They had every fucking reason to be.

      I roared as Ehre pulled himself on top of her, growling his possession. I wanted to kill him, to burn him alive and bask in his torched cries. With every drink of her essence, he was claiming my mate. He pressed his lips against her own, stealing her breath, before yeilding his blood to her.

      He was bonding himself to her! My roar was joined by the cries of the others. Luna took his blood within her; every drink was like a lance to my heart. Fire spilled out of my mouth, destroying everything in my path. As their bond grew, my heart broke. My Dragon plunged into a fit of maddening rage.

      Their lips crashed against one another; my world burned. Their energy joined in the air, weaving between one another like a taunting tapestry; my anger scorched hotter than the torturing flames of Tartarus.

      I was losing my grasp on the worlds. My beast took control over every fiber of my being. I retreated further into my mind, unable to pluck up the will to fight. I was losing her. I could feel her giving herself over; mind, body, and soul.

      “Vulcan! Don’t let him win. Remember the prophecy, have faith in us.” They were just words, like the ones the Oracles spoke many moons ago. Luna had denied our mating; she was our only hope … and she refused us.

      Suddenly, everything had changed. Time ceased to exist. When Ehre’s energy left this plane of existence, so too did a piece of my soul. Something had happened in the last few seconds, but one thing was for sure; Ehre was no longer alive.

      Pain sliced through my heart, the air I breathed felt like ice, puncturing my lungs. Ehre was gone, and without him, I would never be whole again. My control slipped, my desire to fight gone, gone like Ehre.

      “Luna, no!” It took me a few moments to hear what was happening around me. My brothers cry allowed me to gain some control over my conciseness. A giant energy field surrounded Luna and Ehre, barricading them from Magnar’s and Eros’ attempts to intervene.

      “She’s gone!” Magnar cried the most haunting sound. He was right; I could no longer feel Luna’s energy either. Both of their spirits were no longer part of this realm. Luna was gone.

      I threw everything that I had at that energy shield. Letting loose all my pent-up frustration. My beast took control, and I allowed it.

      She can’t leave me. I refused to allow it; I will journey to the Underworld and fight Hades himself for her. A life for a life and I will give mine freely. I will kill anyone to have her back with me even the god of fucking death.

      “Vulcan!”

      There was no point to anything anymore. Why did I even bother to think that things could have changed, that I could have been happy? My mother would be ecstatic, her chosen son returning to his rightful place. I may as well go back to Ignis and accept the betrothal, a wife my Dragon will surely reject. It no longer mattered, nothing did … we failed. I failed my mate.

      For a Dragon male, there was no greater honor than to find their true mate. To spend the rest of their existence in service to her, loving her, and above all; keeping her safe. My sole purpose in this life was to protect Luna, and I had failed before I had even gotten a chance to tie her soul to mine. Without that bond, I could never follow her into the Underworld.

      Now, a piece of me will forever be missing, torn from my very makeup. My beast did not care that I had only known her for the briefest time. In that time, Luna had managed to penetrate soul, etching her name on my heart for all eternity. How could I go on without her? Nothing mattered. I did not need to help make the worlds a better place anymore. What was the point, if she wouldn’t be in it?

      She was dead.

      My whole world was fire and death. I could no longer hear the cries around me. All I could do was focus on taking Luna’s body away from this place.

      “We’ve got you.” At some point, I had ended on the floor, crouched down in my human form supported by Magnar and Eros. The blackened ground haloed a perfect green circle that held both Luna and Ehre’s immobile bodies.

      “She’s gone,” my cracked voice indicated that this wasn’t the first time I had spoken these words.

      “It makes no sense,” Eros whispered, his arm wrapped around my shoulder.

      “Why would the goddesses kill them? Think about it; something else is at play here,” Magnar hissed. I realized he had completely vamped out. If I wasn’t so distraught, I would have made a joke about his lack of control. Magnar didn’t like to be out of control.

      Without warning, a flicker of energy appeared within the circle. I was on my feet before I knew it, and so were my brothers.

      Please, gods, let it be…

      My Dragon came to the surface, sensing his mate’s energy. Luna! But something had changed.

      Unlike last time, we were able to break through the energy shield. As I entered its border, practically at a run, my ears popped with the pressure. Ehre lay over Luna; his face pressed into her neck. Luna lay still, completely serene; the phrase otherworldly beauty had never been more applicable. I thought my heart would combust.

      Through my Dragon’s senses, I was able to hear two heartbeats; they were slow and weak, but definitely there.

      She was alive!

      Unlike before, I could no longer pinpoint their separate energy signals. It was as though they had joined as one. For some strange reason, my beast was no longer jealous that Ehre was touching his mate. He actually felt extremely protective of the pair, which was proven when Magnar took a step toward them.

      “Mine,” my beast hissed.

      “Don’t worry mate, we won’t touch her; we just need to get Ehre …”

      “Mine!” I pulled them both into my arms, hissing at Magnar and Eros.

      “Well, I’ll be—”

      “Vulcan,” Magnar spoke over Eros. “We need to take them inside; Ehre’s wounds need to be checked over, and Luna will need to rest. You can hold her; we won’t take her away from you.” He inched closer slowly; my eyes narrowed, assessing the threat.

      Now more than ever, I needed to protect what’s mine.

      “We won’t take her; you can carry her. Luna just needs to rest.” Slowly Magnar came behind me to take Ehre.

      “Mine!” I hissed. Nobody will take what's mine away from me again!

      
        
        Magnar

      

      

      “Mine!” Vulcan’s beast hissed.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding, right?” Eros was looking through his Siren’s eyes at our friend who had wrapped himself around both Luna and Ehre. His Dragon had risen to the surface again, along with his crushing energy. Inside of me, my own caged beast roared, demanding to be let out. As usual, I reinforced the barricade that held him restrained, taking control of the situation.

      “He’s fucking bonded with him. Mister ‘I’m straight as a line, so stop asking me for an orgy’ is pawing over Ehre like a gods be damned puppy.” Eros was right, Vulcan was currently checking the pair for wounds. He nose was in the crook of Ehre’s neck, inhaling deeply, checking for any illness. At least, that’s what I thought he was doing.

      Once the beast that had currently hijacked our brother’s body was satisfied with their health, he rose with them both in his arms.

      “Ehre will be so pissed,” Eros whispered, trying and failing to contain his amusement.

      “Ressst,” Vulcan’s beast hissed as he possessively held Luna and Ehre. My beast rose again, hissing himself, furious that I was allowing this act of possession to go on. I nodded curtly, unable to formulate any sentences right now before turning on my heel and heading toward the royal wing.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck is he doing?” Eros was enjoying this too much. Vulcan was using a damp rag to wipe the crusted blood away from the pair, fussing over them like a damned mother hen.

      “Ressst.” I was getting slightly pissed. Taking several giant strides, I reached the side of the bed where the fussing Dragon wasn’t. “Mine,” he hissed, at my side in a second. I saw red.

      Pushing his hulking shoulders, I managed to put enough force into it, so that Vulcan crashed into one of his bookshelves. He growled, and in an instant, he was beside me once again before bringing his fist down on my face.

      Excitement filled me; my Vampire craved danger and violence. And nothing says danger more than a damned Dragon. I lashed out, unable to contain my rage any longer.

      I was faintly aware of Eros shouting for us both to stop as I grappled with Vulcan. I tightened my hold around his neck; he elbowed me in the stomach, followed by several blows to my head. I no longer gave a fuck; I want to end him … We both froze mid-attack as a haunting melody surrounded us.

      The Siren’s call brought us both to our knees. Eros’ energy wrapped around us, controlling each of our limbs until I was flat on the floor with Vulcan at my side.

      “Stop!” I begged, unable to breathe without Eros’ permission. The song continued to rain over us until the fight drained from us both.

      Several moments of silence went by until I was able to gain control over my limbs. I sat up slowly. Eros was standing at the end of the bed, his face impassive.

      “Shit, brother, I’m sorry,” Vulcan was back. He stood and stretched his hand out for me to take. Several beats passed until I finally took it, and the relief that crossed Vulcan’s features made my anger disappear.

      “You both need to get your shit together!” I could probably count on my fingers the number of times I had seen Eros angry. This was one of those times. “Look, I get your both harboring big, bad, scary monsters in your soul, and sometimes they can get the better of you, but now is not the time for pissing contests.”

      Ehre stirred, so did Luna. They seemed to be reaching out for one another in their sleep. Ehre pulled Luna into him, and she went freely, laying across his chest. Once they both touched, they let out a relieved sigh.

      Eros and I eyed Vulcan, waiting for him to explode.

      “It doesn’t bother me,” he croaked.

      “How?” Eros asked. “The way your Dragon was acting, it was as though …”

      “He mated with him also,” Vulcan supplied.

      “But how? I mean is that even possible?” Eros asked.

      “You see Ehre as your mate?” I asked incredulously, not sure how I felt about this information.

      “It’s not like that. I don’t suddenly want to fuck him; it’s just …”

      “Their energy signal, it’s as though they have combined.” Eros’ eyes began to glow with the power of his Siren.

      I looked through my own beast’s eyes and was surprised to see that Eros was correct. It was impossible to determine where one ended, and the other began.

      “It’s no longer upsetting your beast because he is a part of her now.”

      “It happened when they bonded,” Vulcan’s voice was awash with emotions. “My Dragon had accepted him because he is a part of her. Maybe the prophecy is true, maybe …”

      “We just need to bond with her before you do,” Eros sounded relieved.

      “I won’t have to leave if my Dragon mate—bonds with you all; you will all be protected.”

      Fucking Underworld.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven
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      When I was younger, I used to dream of a woman singing to me while she brushed my hair. I could feel her long brush strokes and smell her perfume; she always smelled of milk and honey. I used to imagine that she was my mother; everything about her seemed so real. But no matter how hard I tried; I could never see the woman’s face.

      As I grew older, I became less content with allowing her just to brush my hair, and I would try to sneak a glance. I tried many times, but the second I turned my head, I would wake up.

      The dream became less frequent the older I got, and now it was a distant memory. I think I started to become more rational or skeptical of the probability of my dead mother's ghost visiting me in my dreams to brush my hair. The more I doubted the dream, the less I would feel her presence until there was no dream at all.

      For the first time in over eleven years, I could feel the strokes of the brush in my hair and hear the haunting melody that she hummed.

      “Momma?” I asked, hopeful that she would answer me this time.

      “Hush now, child,” her voice filled my mind.

      “Where am I?” I asked, noting the marble pillars before us.

      “You are safe and loved, child. Now let me have this moment just once more until you must wake. Then everything will change.” I sighed, content to let my hair be brushed. She continued her lullaby, and I felt my soul lift with each lyric until the world around me blurred.

      “You are never alone, child, trust in yourself and your Guardians, and we will guide you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, and my eyelids felt gritty. It took several attempts for me to open them, and when I did, my surroundings were unfamiliar. The sleeping quarters that I was in were different from my own. The walls were black marble, so polished that your reflection could be seen. Gold accents were dotted around the room, and I lay in a large bed draped in furs.

      I wriggled, trying to free myself of the heavy material and was pulled further into the bed against a warm body. The body in question let out a sigh, and the arm tightened its grip. The smell of a spring breeze and clean linen filled my nose, and my breath left my body.

      Ehre’s muscled body was pressed against me. His wide chest rose and fell with each deep, steady breath he took. His breath teased my neck, and my heart hammered at our nearness. He pulled my hips in closer, and I could feel every inch of his hard body pressed against me. I mean every inch.

      I automatically shifted against him, and I felt his fingers dig into my side. His breath caught, and I knew that he was awake. I became acutely aware of our compromising position, and neither of us stirred. I remained still, starting at the same spot on the wall, terrified of what would happen if I moved.

      I remembered the day before, an image of Ehre lay on the floor wounded flashed in my mind, and I spun around quickly, looking into two shocked emerald eyes. We both lay there with my hand against his chest, staring at one another. I searched his face to see if he was okay.

      Please, gods, be okay.

      “I’m okay, Luna,” he replied, his voice gruff with disuse.

      I sat up quickly, instantly regretting it as my vision swam, but I wasn’t important right now. Hovering over the stunned Elf, I moved his chin so that I could see the wound I had inflicted on him with the cursed blade, but there was none. Instead of the ugly gash, a silver symbol kissed just above his collarbone, and I could not help but run a finger over it. Ehre’s breath hitched, and I looked over toward his brilliant green eyes to see if I had caused him pain, but something else was in them.

      “I …” I tested my voice, which came out in a squeak and coughed to clear my throat. “I killed you,” I whispered, my eyes stinging with unshed tears.

      Gods, don’t look at me like that, Ehre’s voice shook, but his lips didn’t move.

      Did I just read his mind? My shock screamed around my head. Ehre winced, his eyes looking from my lips to my face as he realized the same thing.

      You can hear my thoughts? Ehre’s silky voice was most certainly what I could hear in my head.

      “Shit,” I whispered.

      “Shit, indeed,” Ehre smirked.

      A knock at the door startled us both, and I pushed away, pulling the thick furs up over my body, which I now noticed was only covered in a man’s tunic.

      This was becoming a bit of the habit. I like the new addition though. I thought as I glanced at the man I was in bed with. Ehre’s brows rose; he hesitantly leaned toward me. The knock sounded again.

      Shit, shit, fuck! Shit, Ehre projected his thoughts as he jumped to his feet, looking around the room. The large wooden door creaked open and in walked the other three men.

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here, brother? Having fun without me?” Eros looked over to us both with the biggest shit-eating grin.

      Vulcan hit the Siren over the head and walked toward the bed. His imposing stature demanded my full attention. His dark eyes swept over me.

      “How do you feel?” he asked with his silky baritone.

      “Me? I’m not the one that died!” I cried.

      Pants! Ehre sounded relieved to find the garment through our bond. I watched him as he pulled his trousers from a pile of clothes on the top of a table. As though he could feel me gawking, his intense eyes found my own. He gave me a roguish smile before he bent over and pulled on a pair of soft animal skin trousers. I couldn’t take my eyes away; his strong arms flexed as he pulled the laces tight.

      The same strong arms that just held me against his body. He shot around to look at me, his expression unreadable. I realized he could probably hear my appreciation.

      Note to self: stop looking at his sexy body. Ehre coughed, and his lips twitched; I buried my head in the covers.

      During this exchange, the room had become very quiet, and the men looked from Ehre to me and back to Ehre again. My stomach let out a loud grumble, and the tension cut instantly.

      “She needs food!” Vulcan declared whirling around, heading to the door.

      “She needs blood,” Magnar grunted still staring at me. I swallowed saliva at the thought of blood, and Ehre was next to me instantly.

      “Out!” he demanded. “She needs to feed.”

      Vulcan growled low in his chest.

      “We are also her Guardians.” He sounded pissed. I could feel the testosterone in the air.

      “Exactly, then you will want what is best for Luna. She is new to all this, and the last thing we need is your ego setting us back ten paces, now leave.”

      If she rejects me because of this, I will kill you lizard, Ehre’s anger echoed through our new bond. I wanted to protest, to let them know it was okay, but I just couldn’t. For the first time in my life, I let someone else deal with a problem, and I just sat there as Ehre lead three, very unhappy men out of the room.

      Ehre turned to look at me, the bond radiating his emotions. He was so self-conscious and terrified of rejection, something that you would never have guessed looking at him. Clearing his throat, he walked toward the bed slowly, giving me a chance to deny his offer. I couldn’t make my mouth form the words.

      “I’m going to cut my wrist, Luna,” I looked up at his calm façade, my own breaking with each step he took toward me. With the speed of light, he moved, opening his wrist and the smell of a spring morning surrounded me. I hesitated; each time this had happened, it became something … so much more.

      I can’t hurt you again, I said in my head, but my mouth just said, “I’m fine.”

      Ehre’s lip quivered. “You know I always wondered what went on in a woman’s head when she said that she was fine.” I looked into my lap, completely mortified that he was hearing what I was thinking. Please do not reject me, Luna …not now.

      “Every time I drink b …” Unable to finish the sentence, I imagined the feeling it gave me. How each time I wanted it to be more. Ehre’s breath caught in his throat as I bombarded him with the feeling.

      She thinks it’s sexual. Oh, fuck, what do I say? He ran his hand through his hair, which did nothing to deter my thoughts.

      “When we feed, our emotions leek into our prey, which enables us to make the experience pleasurable. Vampires are a little different, and they can also feel their prey’s emotions. Sometimes when emotions are erm …heightened, they can be magnified tenfold through both connections. You are part Athena … part Vampire …”

      So basically, it’s my fault every time I eat that I nearly end up losing my virginity. Oh, gods, the goddesses were right! I’m like a horny teenager around these hot men.

      Ehre tried and failed to hold his smile in, and I wanted the world to swallow me now. I scowled at him.

      Even though his smile did all kinds of things to my insides… fuck, I did it again.

      He held his hands in the air sobering instantly.

      “I’m sorry, just concentrate on feeding part. Nothing more than feeding, and I will do my best to keep my mind clear.” Even though you dressed in my tunic is enough to make me blow my load. We both looked at one another shocked, then busted out laughing.

      “Ok, let’s just give it a try. I promise your virtue is safe. If you want, I can get one of the guys in here.”

      Vulcan probably, the rest will just try to join in. I looked at him, shocked, but then I started to think of the possibilities.

      Ehre coughed, “you can do this, Luna. Do you trust me?” Although he didn’t say it, he was filled with anxiety.

      I trust you, I said in my mind and the relief that he felt made me want to cry. He sat next to me in the bed and settled against the pillows. Opening up his arms to me, I moved closer, unsure as to when I became so shy.

      There is nothing to be shy about; this way will be easier than my wrist … but if it’s too intimate? I moved under his arm before he finished the sentence; the uncertainty in his thoughts made me less self-conscious. Ehre made a slice in his neck, just above his new mark, my mouth watered, and my jaw ached.

      The smell was so intoxicating; I moved closer without even thinking. Unsure of how I should sit, I sat back against the pillows. I moved my head toward the cut while keeping a safe distance; the position was extremely awkward. Ehre laughed and pulled me against him so that my body was half on top of his. I tensed for a quarter of a second.

      Gods, that laugh is the most beautiful sound, I thought before I tasted his blood.

      His blood was everything I remembered and more. It filled my body with a million lightning bolts, the sensation so wonderful I moaned in appreciation.

      Ehre stiffened beneath me.

      Fuck! I’m trying to keep control here, don’t make noises like that or I will… the image of me pressed against Ehre, naked and sweaty, filled my head, and the blood rushed to my core. Shit, I’m sorry, Luna! Breathe, it’s just food; you are just eating. My grip on Ehre’s shoulder loosened slightly, and I tried to focus on his calming mantra.

      He filled his mind with images of a meadow. The moon painted the night-blooming blossom with an ethereal glow. I could even smell the perfume of the flowers as I lay against the soft grass.

      Is this your home? I asked him, completely overwhelmed by its beauty. All he felt was sadness, but he never pulled the memory away, allowing me to see a part of his past that brought him peace.

      Because of Ehre, for the first time, I was able to drink without any embarrassing moments. After some time, I pulled away, content in my fill.

      Lay a moment… Please.

      Ehre pulled me back down so that my head lay on his chest. His fingers chased lazy circles on the base of my spine. I sighed, completely content.
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        * * *

      

      A knocking sound dragged me from a deep sleep, where I dreamt that I was flying.

      “What?” Ehre shouted as pissed off as I was.

      “All of the Recruits have arrived; you both have slept through the day. You need to get ready for the welcoming.” We both sat up instantly.

      “Have the scouts returned?” Ehre asked Vulcan, who was entering the room.

      “Yes, Magnar wants us to all speak before the ball to welcome our new Recruits.”

      Ehre stood up, nodding.

      “I will get changed in my room.” He grabbed several garments then turned around to look back at me. “Will you be okay?” he asked me.

      Smiling, I stood.

      “I’m perfectly capable of dressing myself.” Laughing, Ehre left the room, leaving a stunned Vulcan.

      “It has been a long time since I have seen my brother smile … let alone laugh.” He wore a distant gaze, staring at the closed door.

      “Maybe nearly dying can do that to an Elf,’ I grimaced at the memory.

      “I’m glad to see you with some color in your cheeks,” he said as he walked toward me.

      “How far away is the army?” I avoided looking into Vulcan’s dark eyes, scared of what I may see there.

      “We will discuss this at the meeting, Luna. Here,” he dropped a robe and some clean linen on the bed. “The bathing room is through there.”

      “Will I have time?” I asked. He took a giant step toward me, closing the distance. Bending down, he took a deep breath, smelling my neck.

      Shocked, I just stood there, unsure if I should be stepping away like an independent woman. Or leaning into him like my hussy heart desired.  He straightened out; his eyes flickered into reptilian slits.

      “Your eyes …” I whispered, completely shocked, and entranced at the same time.

      “My Dragon doesn’t like the smell of the Elf all over you. He isn’t trying to tear the castle down, but he is still extremely jealous to have missed the opportunity to be close to you.” My skin heated as he took another whiff of my skin.

      “Maybe next time you need to feed, you will allow me the pleasure. It’s better if my brothers don’t end up roasted before you complete your bonds.” He stood up straight and turned me around, and my heart fluttered with the movement.

      “Bathing area is through there. Your maids are already waiting.” He walked out of the room.
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      The four men walked into my bedchamber. I was staring at the stranger in my reflection. Magnar came behind me.

      “What is that?” he said, pointing to the back of my neck.

      “What?” I asked.

      “May I?” he asked. I nodded as he pulled the back of my dress down slightly.

      “It looks Elven,” Vulcan joined Magnar behind me. I could see their mirrored looks of wonderment.

      “What is it?” Eros asked as he and Ehre joined the others.

      “Do you know what it says?” Magnar asked the Elf.

      “Erm, I’m really over feeling like I have no idea what is going on. So, can someone fill me in, please?” I asked.

      “You have symbols down your neck, Luna; they look Elvish.”

      “I have what now?” I asked, turning around. I pulled my neckline down my shoulders.

      “Holy … is that a tattoo?” I asked. “Did the bond mark me?” I could only see the top of a symbol “Someone help me with these gods be damned laces.” Each of the men moved, but Eros was the closest. His fingers made easy work of the laces, so I was able to free the top part of my dress. The breath that filled my starved lungs was a welcome reprieve from its corseted restraint.

      I removed my arms and shoulders from my dress and slip, to get a better view. They were right; I was marked. There, attached to my crescent moon birthmark, was an emerald green tattoo. The small symbols, Elvish apparently, were connected in a beautiful pattern. It stretched from the tip of the moon, up my spine, to the top of my neck. I looked up at four intense gazes. Gulping, each one of them instinctively took a step closer, I was surrounded.

      My initial instinct was to hide, but their gazes ignited something within me. I could feel the heat from their bodies; I could hear their heartbeats. I swallowed as I dragged my gaze across each of the four men. Each one of them looked ready to pounce if I only said the word.

      Why didn’t I? What would it be like to have four sets of hands grazing my highly sensitive flesh? For them to take …

      Collectively, they let out a low rumble in their chests, and I took half a step backward confused. In the mirror, I could see Vulcan’s reptilian eyes flicker along with the tattoos on his skin.

      “Luna, please stop projecting those thoughts,” he groaned.

      “You can hear my thoughts?” I shot my eyes along to Ehre.

      “I thought my brothers would like to hear them.” Ehre’s wicked smile was sinfully sexy.

      How is that possible? I asked, testing the connection.

      “We told you we could feel one another, but it goes deeper than that. We are actually able to send direct thoughts to one another; it’s a perk of the bond.” Magnar’s eyes smoldered. “And it looks like the bond between you and Ehre has allowed you to have the same gifts.”

      “Well, I personally think it’s great; I’ve always prided myself on knowing what a woman truly desires. Now I can actually hear it. Brothers, it seems our girl is a very greedy Vessel,” Eros almost purred. I tried not to notice my stomach’s happy summersault when he said our girl.  

      Gods, take me now.

      “Let’s get down to business; we have only ten minutes until the clan ball begins.” Ehre, obviously aware of my discomfort, changed the conversation’s direction. I pulled my sleeves back up.

      “Right … erm yes. The army is a fortnight’s ride to the east.” Magnar switched back to business as I tried but failed to pull at the gaping laces.

      “Allow me, Princess,” Eros was still behind me. I nodded, rolling my eyes at his new nickname for me, and he began to pull at the laces. This time when I gasped for air, it was for an entirely different reason. Each time his fingers touched my skin, little sparks erupted. I couldn’t remember this being nearly as erotic when May was doing it.

      It was all over too quickly. He tied the laces at the bottom and tucked them into the skirt, giving me a smug grin in the mirror when he came dangerously close to my arse. When he was done, he just stood there for a few beats behind me, his eyes unwavering.

      Magnar cleared his throat and broke the tension.

      “I sent eight of my Griffin scouts, only one so far has returned, and he was badly injured,” he said as I found a seat, shaking the cloud of lust that seemed to follow me around these days.

      “Who was hurt?” Ehre asked, his eyes guarded as they looked from Eros to me.

      “Jabare,” Eros supplied, I was none the wiser.

      Griffin shifters were notoriously fast flyers; they could cover hundreds of miles in minutes, which naturally made them the best scouts. This Jabare seemed to be a friend of the four if their grave expressions told me anything.

      “We need to assume that Farouk knows about Luna,” Vulcan said, standing up.

      “The Koray are also a worry.” Magnar rubbed his tired eyes. “They kept her alive for a reason. They wanted her to stay at The Estate.” Come to think of it, none of them seemed to have slept, and Vulcan’s expression was darker than usual.

      “Luna, did Kingsley ever see your mark?” Eros asked.

      “I’m not sure. I lived at The Estate since I was a child.”

      “So, we have to assume that they know more than they are letting on. Kingsley’s loyalties have always been to himself, Farouk could easily bribe him,” Eros reasoned.

      I wasn’t sure Eros was correct. If the way the Kingsleys treated me was any indication, they never believed that I would turn out to be an all-powerful Vessel.

      “We have always expected Kingsley to be one of the Rebellions pawns. How else would he manage to hold Alpha over the pack? Gods, the sooner we get Balhar back, the better.” Ehre seemed to be the closest to the legendary Alpha. Every time he spoke of him, pain marred his beautiful face.

      He saved my life … on many occasions. I could barely breathe through the hurt he was now projecting.

      There was something more to their story, I just knew it, but now wasn’t the time to ask him.  

      “So, it seems that when Luna has bonded herself to Ehre, some of his gifts were transferred. Has any other of Ehre’s gifts manifested?” Magnar asked as he stood to pour himself a drink. The distinct smell of blood filled my nose.

      I will never get used to the craving.

      “Most of the Elven gifts come from years of spending time with the earth. Our powers gradually develop through hard work and dedication. It’s a good job she bonded with me first actually.” Magnar handed me a chalice without a word.

      Like drinking blood was completely normal.

      “How’s that?” Vulcan asked Ehre.

      It is your normal, Luna. Ehre commented on my internal babble, which made me realize, I really needed to learn how to block him out.

      “Most of us grow into our gifts. Luna, however, is an adult. A fully-grown adult who bonds with creatures such as yours could be dangerous. Elves are masters of control.” The three other men bristled. “All I’m saying is if she turned into a bloodthirsty Dragon who leaked glamour … it could be problematic.”

      “I’m gonna be a freaking Dragon?” This new information I was totally okay with.

      “Doubtful, we are always aware of our Dragons, even in human form. They are a separate entity to ourselves; it is not a gift like being a flame weaver.” To Demonstrate Vulcan created a ball of blue flames in his hand and ran it between each of his fingers. Gods, please let me get that totally awesome power.

      I took a sip of the blood-spiked wine, and nearly retched as the sour taste filled my mouth.

      “Blah, what in the Underworld is in that?” The contents of my stomach threatened to come back up.

      “It’s donor blood,” Magnar wrinkled his brows. “Not to your taste?”

      “It’s vile!” I rinsed my mouth out with a goblet of water, but I was still able to taste the foul liquid.  

      He looked at the chalice and sniffed its contents.

      “Smells okay to me.” He took a sip and shrugged. Everyone eyed me.

      Could I be any more of a freak?

      “Luna will need to master control before we add another to her bond,” Ehre shifted the conversation back to the matter at hand. He was trying to be logical, but what he said didn’t feel right. Though it could have something to do with my stomach rolling after the blood-spiked wine.

      I will feed you again later, if you wish? Ehre spoke in my mind. I smiled at him; my face warm.

      “We do not have the time. We cannot leave Balhar any longer. The goddesses said that Luna has to complete her bonds with us all before we look for him. I made the clan heads aware that he was still alive at last night’s meeting. They are working on a plan that will allow us time to retrieve him, while not drawing too much attention to our absence. Balhar is our main focus. He is one of her Guardians, and she will never be at full strength without him,” Magnar said.

      “I agree with Magnar.” I looked over to Vulcan, whose whole demeanor screamed control. His beast nowhere to be seen. Ehre breathed out and rubbed his face in a frustrated movement.

      “Fine, but we can’t all just bond with her at once. What’s the plan?” Everyone looked from Magnar to me.

      “Vulcan, do you believe that bonding with Luna now will stop your Dragon …”

      “Going bat-shit crazy?” Eros provided innocently.

      Vulcan looked at me with pain-filled eyes.

      “One of you should do it.” He gave a pointed look to Magnar, who just sighed and nodded. Shock filled the bond. Ehre couldn’t believe that Vulcan stepped down so easily.  

      “We will decide after the ball,” groaning, Magnar stood up. “I hate this shit.”

      “It will be over soon. Give them an epic speech about maiming and killing, dance, and drink a little, so you don’t draw attention to the fact we are up to something. We still have spies in our nest. Then as soon as we are able, we will escape and meet back in Luna’s chambers to discuss it.” Eros lay his hand on Magnar’s tense shoulder.

      “Not Luna’s, people talk. The castle is much fuller now than it was two days ago. We will meet in Magnar’s chambers,” Vulcan controlled demeanor slipped.

      “Let’s get this over with.” Magnar puffed out, before heading toward the door. I took in a deep breath; my eyes found the mirror.

      The black dress was a stark contrast to my pale skin. May forced me to wear a gown. She was more aggressive than I initially gave her credit for. It felt too much, I looked … I looked like royalty. I sighed. I suppose that is the look I’m going for. The nervous behavior of the maids now made more sense.

      The dress was plain. I refused to sparkle. The arms were long, adorned with two satin buttons. Unfortunately, the neckline was not as modest. The corset I was wearing was hitched so tight that my breasts could act as a chin rest. Compared to the full skirt, my waist looked tiny. I looked… well nothing like myself.

      My hair fell in loose curls at the side. I pulled out a pin that Edith had placed and ran my fingers through the tendrils so that my hair would now cover my new mark. I looked up to see Vulcan’s dark gaze filled with hunger.

      “Coming Luna?” He asked, leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed. His large frame was covered in black military wear. I felt a pang of regret with the way things went at breakfast yesterday. “Everything okay?” Vulcan walked toward me.

      “Yeah, sorry, I’m coming.” We met in the middle of the room; his dark eyes were framed with a scowl. “Ready?” I asked, heading toward the door.

      He caught my hand.

      “Wait.” My breath hitched. I could not talk about the mate thing yet. It was too much, too soon. Instead of saying anything, he pulled my wrist to his nose and took in a deep sniff of the skin there, causing a thousand nerve endings to awaken.

      “Much better.”
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      The great hall was filled with so many different supernaturals. I was able to detect familiar species with their energy signals and some with their defining features. Most were hard to distinguish.

      “Three years. That’s how long it will take for you to become an Elite Warrior … or die trying.” Magnar stood on a raised platform addressing the Elites’ new Recruits. His long black hair was tied behind him in intricate braids making me wonder who did them for him?

      Probably fire hair... Why did that thought piss me off?

      “Each of you has come from entirely different backgrounds. With us here tonight we have Princes and Princesses.” His eyes shifted to me; a mischievous glint swam in their depths. “We have children of slaves and bastards of criminals, not one of you is the same. I want you to think about who you are; I want you to imagine your desires, the reason you wanted to join the Elites. Now I want you to forget it all.” Mummers ran across the crowd.

      “Here, every one of you is the same. Everyone is equal. From this day, you are Elite candidates. Your personal desires for glory or self-gratification are dead. You will train like it is the only thing keeping your heart beating. You will work with one another, no matter your status, no matter your birthright. In the Elites, everyone is equal.”

      Not a single sound could be heard. Everyone in the room was focused on the king. His words were full of command; his energy signal demanded obedience. Nobody dared to make a sound. I looked around the room, a mixture of hope and disgust filled the faces in the crowd. Obviously, some of the highborn candidates were not impressed with the, “everyone is equal” speech.

      “We do not accept failure. While you are here, you will work with the finest weapons masters and instructors in all of the realms. Your job is to take full advantage and insubordination will not be tolerated. You are not children; you will be working alongside the opposite sex. Sexual harassment of any kind will be rewarded with the sharp end of a blade. No means no.” This particular command was punctuated with a large surge of energy. I could hear several people nearby wince.

      “Starting tomorrow, you will be training. By now, your unit has been assigned. By the end of this week, your role in the Elites will be determined. You have until then to back out.” I could feel unease hum around the room. “In two weeks, most of you will be at the front line against the Rebel army. Once you earn the right to call yourselves an Elite, the only way out is death—your death. This unit is not for the faint-hearted. You are in it for life.”

      As Magnar spoke of the events to come, I looked across the sea of faces. Not one looked as though they would abandon the cause. I felt waves of unease and trepidation from the energy in the room, but mostly I felt determination.

      This group of candidates was the best of the best. I spotted a few females across the group, but it was mostly males, all dressed in their races formal attire. I noticed a few Wolf shifters, but it was hard to detect what packs they were from.

      “To the glory of an honest life and the glory in a Warrior’s death!” The room roared in response to the clan's motto as we toasted with the blood-spiked wine. This time I was more prepared to taste Magnar’s blood, but I still managed to groan as the delicious liquid zapped my taste buds.

      After I downed the content, I looked up to find two amber eyes blazing.

      “You look beautiful this evening, Luna.” My stomach clenched as Vulcan stepped into view, Magnar had melted into the crowd. I stared at him like a damn fool for several agonizing seconds.

      “I err … thank you, so do you.” Great response. I held back the urge to hit myself on the head. Vulcan flashed his half smile that showcased a dimple. Oh dimples, how I love thee.

      “I have something for you.” Vulcan started to walk, and I followed mentally chastising myself for acting like a damned fool. “I acted like an idiot yesterday morning.” Here it was, the conversation I had dreaded.

      “Vulcan its fin—” he held up his hand to cut me off.

      “It’s not fine, so please don’t say that it is. My Dragon and I have had serious words, and I cannot promise it will not happen again, but I’m working on it.” His voice was pitched low so that I had to strain to hear it.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, unsure of what else to say. We stopped before a pack of Wolf shifters. I could tell they were Wolves the second I saw them.

      “Think of this as a sort of apology,” he whispered in my ear before shouting, “Myers. Koray, up and center!”

      My heart did a little flutter as the crowd parted to reveal the most amazing sight. Standing with his knuckles against his head in a shifter salute was …

      “Luke!” I threw my arms around my friend’s neck, and the group around us shifted uncomfortably at the informality.

      “At ease soldiers,” Vulcan commanded with a slight growl before turning on his heal. Once Vulcan had walked away, Luke relaxed and returned my hug. I realized it was a first for us both.

      “Hey, Lu,” his laugh wrapped around me like a familiar embrace. I held onto him as the smells of earth enveloped me.

      “Gonna introduce us to the girl, Myers?” one of the group’s members asked. I pulled away, and Luke pulled me closer, letting his arm drape over my neck.

      “Guys, this is my L ... Princess Luna. Princess, this group of misfits are the resident Arcadians.” Luke’s smile was relaxed and open, but the message was clear: I was off-limits. I also wondered, who told him about the princess farce?

      “Arcadians, hey? So, you’re in groups of species?” I asked Luke.

      The tall shifter who previously spoke replied,

      “Sections are made up of similar strengths. That way, when we are sent on a mission, we can work to them. Lycans are stronger in packs, and when we are together there are no shifters alive that can keep up.” He winked at me and I felt Luke’s arm tighten. Typical Wolf arrogance.

      “I’m Brad.” Brad was at least six feet tall, his skin the usual golden brown that was akin to being outside every day. His eyes were blue, nowhere near as beautiful as Luke’s but all in all he was a good-looking Wolf.

      “Luna,” I replied, shaking his hand. Holding my hand longer than comfortably possible, Brad placed a kiss on its back, and his long hair fell around him as he bowed. Luke’s arm, which was now closing in on my neck, pulled me flush against his body.

      “Mine,” he growled in a show of dominance normally reserved for mates. Brad took a step toward Luke, and they both growled under their breath. They were each attempting to make the other submit.

      “I wish they would just fight already and get it over with.” A girl, the same height as me with dark skin and long dark curly hair did a small wave.

      “Bella.” Bella’s arms were covered in silver marks indicating she was from the Benhga pack.

      “Luna,” I matched her awkward wave.

      “How long have they been like this?” I asked as she rolled her dark brown eyes at the serious chest beating going on.

      “Brad’s been acting up since Luke arrived this morning. He is trying to assert his dominance as Alpha, but your boy is having none of it.” I looked toward the two men. Brad’s sandy blond hair was brushed within an inch of its life; how he got it to shine like that, I will never know. He looked more Fae than Wolf. He reminded me a lot of James.

      “Brad is a Nightshade; his dad is Alpha,” Bella whispered. Nightshades were the Underworld of the Woodlands, renowned for their dodgy dealings. “Guy’s a dick,” she murmured under her breath. I tried to cover up a laugh, but Brad lowered his eyes to me.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” The Wolves around me shifted uneasily. They all sensed his icy energy before they saw him. “Princess, you left before we could dance the other night. Anyone would think you were avoiding me.” A small prickle of unease ran down my spine, and Luke and Brad stiffened as Prince Oberon of the North Star joined us.

      “Prince Oberon,” I nodded, unsure of the princess protocol when meeting a prince. His icy gaze swept over me, spending more time than necessary on my chest.

      “Ah, so you do remember me, Princess. May I say you look completely breathtaking this evening.” He held out his hand for me to place my own in. Reluctantly I did, not wanting to attract attention to the ruse. I made sure to put my hand lightly in his. Unlike when the guys touched me, his touch made my skin crawl.

      Luke somehow appeared next to me. Prince Oberon bowed low, brushing his lips on the back of my knuckles. His breath was as cold as ice.

      “So tell me, Princess. Where is your Dragon? Doesn’t he know that a tasty morsel such as yourself shouldn’t be left alone.” He looked around him for the first time, taking note of the other people.

      “Are these mutts bothering you, Princess?” Collectively, the Wolves began to growl, Luke’s energy wrapped around me. “Oh, how charming, you have yourself an admirer.” The prince’s smile was all teeth, never reaching his frosty gaze.

      “Luke is my friend, Prince Oberon. We were just catching up. And Vulcan is not my Dragon. He is his own person, as am I.”

      “Wolves and Dragons, unlikely companions for a … Forgive me, I seemed to have forgotten, where did you say you were from again?”

      “I didn’t.” Something about Oberon made my blood run cold; it had nothing to do with his affinity for ice.

      He smiled, though it never reached his eyes. He then noticed Bella.

      “Bella of the Benhga pack, how long has it been?” he asked, his icy eyes lit up. Bella looked stiff, her beautiful dark skin had paled, and her mouth was set in a tight line. “I had no idea that your mother had sent you here.” The way he looked over her made me feel sick.

      “Prince Oberon,” Bella nodded, the words were forced out of her mouth. She looked like she was ready to bolt. Worried, I changed the direction of the conversation back to me.

      “I am sorry that we didn’t get to dance, Prince Oberon; the past few days have been tiring, to say the least.”

      The prince turned his glacial gaze away from Bella.

      “Do not think on it, Princess. I am a very patient man when I know what I want; isn’t that right, Bella?” Bella physically balked; Luke growled once more. “You seem to have these shifters all riled up, though I can see why.” Again, his eyes lingered over my chest. “… such a trophy. If you are still searching for a possible suitor, then I would like to throw my name in the hat,” the prince chuckled humorlessly.

      Luke tensed; his Wolf growled deep in his chest. I could feel the familiar energy signal of his beast as it rose to the surface.

      “Mine,” he growled.

      Prince Oberon looked delighted.

      “Ha! It seems that this common mutt desires to claim the princess. How sweet.” Luke’s chest continued to rumble, and I thought he would shift and tear the smug Fae’s head off.

      “What about you, Wolf?” Oberon turned to Benhga Wolf Brad. “Do you wish to claim the princess too?” Brad’s eyes narrowed. “Oh my! You do make an impression on the opposite sex. A Siren maybe? Yes, I definitely detect allure.”

      Could princesses hit princes?

      “Ah Luna, there you are.” Eros joined the ever-growing crowd around our group, and I couldn’t have been more thankful.

      Though I would love nothing more than for you to kill that little shit, I believe we should avoid going to war with another race. I grimaced at Ehre’s voice in my mind, sending my thanks.

      Where is he? It was strange hearing him in my mind but not being able to see him.

      I’m with Vulcan. We are working on Balhar’s location. Do you need me?

      Since I bonded with Ehre, he hadn’t been his usual arsehole self, and I didn’t know how to deal with it. But I sure as Underworld wasn’t complaining.

      No, I’m fine … thank you. A warm brush ticked my mind before Ehre left, and I tried not to look as embarrassed as I felt.

      “Prince Eros,” Oberon nodded toward the Siren.

      Oberon,” Eros’ normally cheerful disposition was replaced by an indifferent, powerful Warrior. “Excuse me, but I need to speak with the Princess.”

      Oberon arched a brow. “Of course, of course. The Princess in high demand this evening.” He took my hand one more, kissing its back. “We will speak again later, Luna,” I tried to smile, keeping my teeth bared until Oberon and his cronies melted into the crowd.

      “What a dick,” Luke whispered, causing Eros to laugh out loud.

      “I see you have settled in with a pack, Myers.” He nodded toward the rest of the Wolves who still haven’t moved.  

      “He’s not a part of the pack yet,” Brad snarled, which made Luke growl again.

      “Oh, I do love an Alpha challenge,” Eros, ever the troublemaker clapped his hands. The two guys in question were face-to-face as their energies crashed into each other. “Maybe not here though, eh?” The amount of energy Eros released was crushing. He smiled, but his power made the growling Wolves wince. Brad stepped back first, eyeing Eros worriedly.

      “We will settle this later, Myers. Let’s get back to the dorm guys.” Yes, he was completely terrified of the smiling Siren. “Nice to meet you, Luna.” The way Slimy McSlimy, which was henceforth Brad’s name, said my name made me feel physically sick, Luke just stood looking down on the dick, growling.

      I couldn’t tear my gaze away from Bella; it was like she has seen a ghost. I pulled on her elbow as she turned to follow her new pack.

      “Is everything okay?” I kept my voice low. Her eyes were glistening with unshed tears as she opened her mouth to say something. She looked over my shoulder and saw something that made her pale again. I tried to follow her line of sight, but she gripped my arm into a traditional shifter handshake, not allowing me to turn. With a smile plastered on her face, she looked me dead in the eye.

      “Stay away from Oberon,” she ground out through her teeth before she turned and left.

      “Everything okay?” Luke asked me as his eyes followed Bella’s retreating figure.

      “Yeah,” I shook off the feeling of dread and decided to speak with Bella another time. I looked up at my friend and smiled, “Hey, Alpha.” I hit him on the side of his head, and he laughed. “How are you even here?”

      “You’re not the only badass fighter in the Koray, Lu.” Luke waggled his brows. “Besides, I don’t really know. I was about to leave for the League when Prince Ignis showed up and told me there was a place for me in the Elites Recruits if I wanted it.” He was all dimples and sparkly eyes as he told the story. “I demanded to know where he had taken you, even offered to kick his ass.”

      “No, you did not,” I laughed, which made his grin wider.

      “Well, not in those exact words, but it was implied.” He chuckled. “Didn’t have to anyway, he told me that you were here and that was all the convincing I needed.” He sobered a little. “We were so worried about you, Lu.” He pushed a piece of hair behind my ear, his fingers a soft caress.

      “How is she?” I asked, remembering the look on Sarah’s face as I fled The Estate. Luke shook his shoulders, his eyes looked tired, and his smile was tight.

      “She was still at The Estate when I left. They are probably heading for the Council soon.” I smiled at this.

      “So, she passed then?” I asked, which caused Luke to snort.

      “As if you have to ask.” Thinking of Sarah made my heart heavy.

      “What’s happened, Lu? Are you okay?” Luke’s normally jovial demeanor was unusually serious.

      “Yeah just … it’s a long story and not one for other ears.” Luke held my hand, which tingled in response, and he began to lead me out of the hall; then, I remembered Eros.

      Eros stood still, his eyes on mine and Luke’s joined hands. His smile was tight, the twinkle that usually glittered in his eyes, dull.

      “Oh sorry,” Luke let go of my hand. “Your Majesty, I had forgotten you wished to speak with Luna.” Luke bowed, and Eros glanced at me then back to him.

      “It’s fine,” he said. “I understand you are both eager to catch up with each other. I only came over to get Oberon out of your hair. I will see you soon, Luna.” He looked a little upset. I tried to say something, but he had disappeared before I had the chance.

      Luke laced his fingers around my own once more before giving my hand a tug.

      “You okay?” A sweet smile lifted his lips.

      “Yeah, sorry. I just never thought I’d get to see you again.”

      “Let’s get out of here.” I followed as he led me toward the door that led to the courtyard. I couldn’t help feeling like I left a piece of me in the ballroom. Luke’s large hand dwarfed my own. Come to think about it, Luke was really tall. Not Vulcan or Magnar tall but close. When did Luke grow up? “Speak,” Luke’s thumb stroked mine in figure eight patterns.

      Here comes the crazy.

      “Okay, so you know we never knew what species I was?” Luke sat down on a grassy patch and placed his jacket down beside him before patting it for me to sit. I sat down, hugging my legs close to my body. I wondered if I should entrust the truth to my friend. As I pondered on it, Luke sat in silence, waiting for me to start. I decided to trust my gut instinct and tell him.

      “Well, turns out I’m a sacred Vessel that the gods made to vanquish Hades, and not only am I part Wolf, but I’m also a Vampire, Elven, Siren, and Dragon Hybrid that has five bonded Guardians. No biggie.” I took a deep breath.

      To Luke’s credit, he didn’t immediately crack up laughing or call for someone to put me in an asylum.

      “Explain, Lu” he whispered in a tight voice, face void of emotion. I took a deep breath and plunged into an explanation of the previous day’s events.

      Retelling the tale was strangely cathartic, it allowed me to somehow come to terms with what had happened. Telling this to someone that I have known most of my life made it seem less like a crazy nightmare. It felt right, like he should be let in on this huge secret. Somehow during the retelling of my tale, Luke had positioned me between his legs with my head against his chest. He ran his hands up and down my arm, and …

      I was surrounded by home.

      “No wonder you always beat my ass in the ring; you’re basically a god,” he laughed as I hushed him.

      “After telling you this whole bag of crazy, your only comment is how your ego now is a little less bruised?” I whisper shouted, concerned for his mental wellbeing. Luke started laughing.

      “You’ve always been crazy; this just explains it." I turned my head around and punched him on his arm

      “I’m not crazy.” Luke’s laugh sobered a little,

      “You are crazy. Crazy strong, crazy quick, crazy smart, and crazy beautiful.” My breath caught in my throat, and my retort died on my lips. “You have always been special, Lu. I knew it from the day you kicked my arse in that race when we were just pups for saying that boys were faster than girls.” I laughed at that; my throat thickened with emotion. “You walked right up to me at the end of that race with your wild eyes and your messy wavy hair and made me apologize in front of the whole class.” He stroked a piece away from my eyes. “Those silver eyes have haunted my dreams ever since.”

      I couldn’t speak; my eyes stung with unshed tears. Luke ran the back of his hand down the side of my face, his thumb grazing my bottom lip.

      “I thought I lost you forever …” his voice shook as he leaned in, his breath tickled my skin. “I thought I had all the time in the world, that we would go to the League academy together.” I leaned into his touch. His words, along with his featherlight strokes, soothed my raw soul, and I melted. He realized what I had done, and his lips rose into one of his breathtaking smiles.

      The smile that all of the Koray girls spoke about but Luke never used that smile on them, not in all the years I knew him. This smile was reserved for one person only, and until now, I never realized that.

      “I thought I’d have time,” he leaned in closer, his breath fanned my face. “Time to tell you …”

      Death! Burning anger filled the bond.

      “Myers!” A shout filled with malice and pain sounded, causing us to jump apart like naughty children. I looked up to see Luke already standing to attention in front of Ehre. “Did we bring you here so that you could make kissy eyes at the Princess?” My face flamed with embarrassment.

      “No, sir,” Luke replied, standing to attention.

      “You’re on clean-up duty this week, Myers,” Ehre spat.

      “Yes, sir!” Luke replied, still standing like a good little soldier.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I shouted toward the infuriating Elf.

      “Luna, back down,” Luke whispered.

      “Yes, Luna back down or it will be clean-up for a month,” Ehre sneered.

      She is mine. Ehre’s thoughts were as clear as day in my mind.

      “Let’s get one thing straight, buddy.” I walked up to him and poked his corded bicep. I am nobody’s! Just because I have to bond with you, it does not mean you have an input on what I do and who I speak to in my life! In retrospect, I probably looked like a crazy woman, standing there, staring at him while shouting in my mind.

      Ehre looked livid.

      “Myers here is an Elite Recruit. I am his commander. If I tell him he has cleaning duty for the rest of his fucking life, it will be so. Do I make myself clear?” he growled.

      “Lu, it’s okay,” Luke’s pained voice pleaded with me.

      “No, Luke, it’s not.” You are punishing him for your own jealousy! And gods, he was jealous. If murder were a look, that would be how to describe the expression on Ehre’s face as he looked at Luke’s hand pulling me back.

      “One month’s clean up, Myers, and the longer you stay here, the larger this number will get!” I looked behind me to Luke’s torn face. Luke was a soldier and obeying a superior’s command was mandatory.

      The fact that he didn’t scamper there and then showed that he cared. Ehre was far from impressed, jealousy so strong raged through our bond.

      “Just go, Luke. I’ll come to see you tomorrow,” I promised, causing Ehre to swear in Elvish through the bond.

      I patted Luke’s shoulder, trying to convey I was fine.

      Mine! Ehre hissed in the bond.

      “It’s fine, just go. I’m glad that you are here, Luke.” His pained expression made my chest ache as I turned away. I stomped passed Ehre who stood in my path, his eyes alight with anger.

      Mine! I was getting really fucking tired.

      I. AM. NO ONES! I shouted in my head as I barged passed him with all my might—fucking arsehole.
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      Laying on the bed in the chamber that had been assigned to me, I concentrated on evening out my breathing.

      How dare he! Fuming, I replayed the moment before Ehre had interrupted.

      “I think he was about to kiss me,” I whispered to myself, touching my bottom lip where Luke’s thumb had grazed only moments ago. Did I want that? “I kissed Ehre,” my voice shook. Gods, what have I become?

      Twenty years of no male attention whatsoever, then all of a sudden, five men, no gods, come along. I sat up. Five men! I couldn’t deny it. I had feelings for all of them. I wanted to blame the others on the fact that they were my bound Guardians, but it went deeper than that, I knew it did. And what about Luke? Where did he fit in this?

      A knock on my door dragged me away from my lamenting, and I maturely buried my head under the linens.

      “Luna,” Vulcan’s unmistakable voice caused shivers to run down my spine as he cracked the door open. “I can see you, you know, in that dress you’re a bit difficult to hide.” I pulled the pillow off my head, cursing May for the hundredth time today, and sat up to find him smirking.

      “I had hoped you would have longer with your friend. Ehre is …”

      “An arsehole?” I supplied with my usual description of Prince Arsehole of Arsehole Land, himself. Vulcan laughed. His laugh was a wonderfully full sound that made my insides warm and fuzzy.

      “Yes, my brother is not much of a people person.”

      “Understatement of the century,” I growled, earning myself another one of his toe-curling laughs.

      “He is not all bad,” he crossed the room to sit on a chair that was pushed against a table laden with food. Pouring himself a goblet of wine, I watched as the light caught his tattooed arms.

      “So people keep saying,” I muttered.

      “I noticed that the blood before was not agreeable to you?” My stomach rolled in remembrance of its sour taste. “Magnar says that the older stuff is less palatable, it is not as apparent to me because it’s not my only sustenance.”

      “Why does he drink it then?” I had wondered this before. I wasn’t being dramatic; the blood had tasted off. It would have been physically impossible for me to drink it without throwing my guts up.

      “We do have several willing … donors here in the castle,” Vulcan cleared his throat. “But bloodletting is an extremely private ritual.” I shifted uncomfortably as I remembered just how private it actually was.

      “Donated blood allows Vampires to be sustained, but it has more benefits when fresh. Because of the side effects of drinking a powerful Vampire’s blood, most vamps drink the blood of different species. Nobody wants to know that their thoughts are being read.”

      “You mean like Magnar’s personal harem?” I tried and probably failed to sound nonchalant.

      Vulcan laughed again.

      “Ah, I’d forgotten that you had a run-in with Gretta.” Fire hair’s name was Gretta… I prefer fire hair.

      “Erm, how is she doing?” I almost wanted to feel guilty about knocking her out … almost.

      “She was a little worse for wear, but she will survive. I was surprised that you didn’t just kill her. Most would, in the same position.” I thought about it.

      “I don’t see the need in taking a life when there is another option. I don’t take murder lightly.”

      “An honorable trait.” The smile never reached Vulcan’s eyes.

      “I suppose you want to erm … bond,” I said, walking toward the table. Vulcan’s eyes flickered, his Dragon pushing to the surface. I held my breath, anxiety clawing its way up my stomach.

      Vulcan frowned.

      “No, not tonight. It is probably not the best idea for me to bond with you … until my brothers do.” He stood, unfurling his tall frame which dwarfed my own. “What I wanted was to show you something.”

      “Are we going back down to the ball?” I tried not to sound as miserable as I felt about the prospect.

      “Gods, no,” he laughed. “I would rather battle Hades himself than spend another second there.”

      Each time the god of death’s name was mentioned, a foreboding feeling crept up my spine.

      “For someone who hates parties, you sure seem to attend a lot of them,” I remarked.

      “It’s the time of year; this is nothing compared to Ignis. My mother throws a ball nearly every night.” As he spoke of his birth home, his features darkened.

      “What did you want to show me then?” I asked, craving his rarer lighter side to reappear.

      The side of his mouth lifted, his eyes sparkling.

      “Follow me.”

      I walked beside Vulcan as he led us to the opposite side of the hallway. Only two doors were visible; one was the doorway to Magnar’s chambers and the other, his. My heart hammered in my chest. It seemed as though we were heading to a dead-end, and I was painfully aware that I was alone with this man. Why does that though both excite and terrify me?

      Vulcan breathed out and stopped dead in front of me.

      “You are killing me, Luna,” he groaned before bending the knee. “Luna Moon, I swear to the gods and on my honor as your Guardian and a Warrior that I will never see danger befall you. You will never suffer at my hand, and I will only ever touch you when you ask it of me.” Still kneeling, he leveled his eyes with my own. I was completely lost for words.

      “As I told you before, my Dragon is extremely aware of your emotions; I can sense your fear. That you are nervous because I am alone with you.” His Dragon’s eyes flickered. “Know that you are mine to protect. I will never hurt you, Luna.” His voice was just above a whisper his brows furrowed; he had read my emotions all wrong.

      “I accept your Warrior’s oath, Vulcan Ignis, but I am not afraid of you. You … being alone with you makes me nervous.” My heart hammered in my chest as I watched him try to riddle it out. He was still on his knees, when I moved toward him. His face now was level with my own. “Vulcan, I don’t know what to say. You make me … I just don’t want you to think I’m afraid of you. I’m more afraid of my body’s reaction to you.”

      His eyes heated, nostrils flared as though he was smelling the air around me. Then it finally dawned on him what I was saying. I was rewarded with a smile; it took everything in me not to kiss those upturned lips. Wow, where did that come from? I moved my eyes away from his mouth and back to his eyes. His Dragon’s eyes.

      “You do not fear me?” He sounded terrified of my answer.

      I sighed,

      “Vulcan, you came to me at a time when I needed you the most. You found me and brought me here … into the Elites. You took on my debt with the Koray. You stopped me from killing Ehre, putting yourself into harm’s way. You brought my friend here, and now you just swore a Warrior’s oath so that I felt safe walking down a hallway with you …What in the worlds do I have to be afraid of?”

      “You make me sound like one of the good guys,” he sounded astonished.

      I just shook my head.

      “Vulcan, you are one of the good guys.”

      His eyes glistened; his Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. He nodded like he didn’t trust his voice just yet. When he stood, the air in the hallway shifted with him—bringing with it the smell of fire and leather—all man. I couldn’t help the thrill that his words caused. I will only touch you when you ask—such a precise way to say it.

      As we reached the end of the corridor, Vulcan pushed against a stone wall; I was beginning to fear for his sanity until the stone clicked and moved inwards.

      “A secret passage?” my eyes ogled. “Would have been nice to know about that on trial day, before I plunged to my death,” I grumbled.

      “I didn’t want to give you the advantage of actually beating my record.” Vulcan laughed.

      “And yet, I did.” I winked, completely smug that I made him laugh once more.

      I followed his giant, crouched frame down the never-ending staircase until eventually, we reached the bottom. He opened a small wooden door which led to a wooded area, and I welcomed the smell of the forest as it surrounded me.

      “I thought we could go for a run?” Vulcan’s voice was rough; his eyes glistened in the moonlight.

      I looked down at my dress and pulled the skirts so that they tucked into my waistband.

      “Loosen me up, will you?” I faced my back toward him and took a deep breath. Vulcan took a step toward me; his internal furnace made my body painfully aware of his nearness.

      He cleared his throat, “I’m afraid that I am not as learned in the art of corseting as my brother Luna.”

      I chuckled, “Yes, he was impressively quick; I wonder how many corsets you would have to take off to become that much of an expert?” My sentence ended with me sounding a little more jealous than I would have liked.

      “How in all the gods? Where do these things even begin?” Vulcan was running his hands over the laces and even through the dress’ bones, I was painfully aware of his fingers against my back. Gods, I needed this run. “Is there a magical pocket in this infernal thing?” he grunted.

      Oh shit … My face heated as I reached around my lower back to feel for the gap in the skirts. I could hear him swallow. Several moments past, neither one of us spoke.

      “How attached are you to this dress, Luna?” His fingers bit into my sides, and I thought that I would combust at their touch.

      “Not very … why?”

      As soon as the answer left my lips, in one clean movement, Vulcan tore the back of my corset. The sound reverberated against the still night; my heart hammered within my heaving chest.

      His hands fell away, and I dared to reach around my back, to inspect the damage that he had wrought. Somehow, Vulcan had managed to tear the corset but keep the fabric of the dress still intact. Thank the gods. Air flooded my lungs, and I swore to never take breathing for granted again.

      “Better?” Vulcan had stepped closer, his breath tickling my right ear. My stomach flipped, and my thighs clenched, I faced him.

      “Much,” my traitor voice sounded breathy and dazed.

      I could no longer stare into his heated gaze, for fear I would submit to him, and allow him to consume my soul. Needing something, anything else to do, I twisted my torso and rolled my shoulders, testing the dresses durability before shrugging. This was as good as it was ever going to get in this tent. Vulcan chuckled before he followed me in a slow jog.

      As we moved, he did not try to make conversation; he just allowed me to set the pace and ran with me in complete silence. Running for me was therapy for my soul and for some reason, Vulcan knew that I needed this.

      When I was younger, running allowed me to compartmentalize my emotions and just forget for a while. Only when I ran was I able to escape being the outsider. Alone in my own world, it was just me and nature.

      I noticed Vulcan start to slightly picked up the pace, and I pushed further until I was just ahead of him. He ran a little faster until he was a few feet in front of me, and my competitive side rose its head.

      It’s on Dragon, I thought as I raced past him.

      It was mere seconds before he was next to me again, a satisfied grin on his face. I allowed my focus to become singular as I worked toward the speed I only reserved for when I was alone. I heard Vulcan chuckle behind me as I pushed myself faster and faster, determined to win this race.

      Vulcan, it seemed, was just as competitive as me. No matter how fast I pushed myself, he matched the pace easily. A clearing was coming up ahead, the tree line in the distance thinning.

      “Last one to the opening has to give the other a foot rub!” Vulcan shouted and then broke out into the fastest sprint I have ever seen.

      I hesitated slightly, before I allowed my body to give in to my instincts, catching up to a laughing Vulcan, I sped past him.

      “Eat my dust!” I screamed like a madwoman giddy off the endorphin high I was getting. As I reached the opening, I stopped and cheered, before being followed closely by Vulcan.

      “And the winner is LUNNNAAA MOOONN!” I cupped my mouth and shouted. Vulcan fell on his back, panting and laughing.

      “So how about that foot rub?” I asked. Sitting before him, I held my foot outstretched, laughing. Never in a million years did I expect him to sober, sit up, and untie my boot. My laugh died on my lips as his big hands pulled my foot toward him. He began to knead my sole; I couldn’t repress the moan if I tried.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I breathed, while my head screamed if you stop I will cut you!

      “Fair’s fair, Luna,” he smiled, and I sat back on my hands.

      “I would have made you rub mine.” He grinned, and I couldn’t help but smile as I watched him work at my aching feet.

      “That feels so good,” I whispered. “My feet have been through so much torment this month; I didn’t realize how much they actually ached.” I was talking because I was nervous, but Vulcan just smiled. He was quiet and concentrated, and after a while, I just melted into his touch.

      He untied my second boot and started to work on my right foot.

      “Did the Wolves ever see you run that fast?” he asked.

      “Just Sarah, and just once, I didn’t need any more of a reason for them to think I was a freak; so I ran alone mostly.” His knuckles circled my arch, and I bit back another moan.

      “What about Luke?”

      “What about him?” I asked.

      “Did Luke run with you?” His voice seemed to lower an octave.

      “Luke and I were sparring partners. I normally run alone.” This seemed to satisfy him.

      “Why? Why do you run alone?”

      I huffed, not really wanting to go there while I was in such a good mood.

      “Life at The Estate isn’t the easiest if you’re not Lycan. I had a lot of run-ins until I learned to defend myself, then, people just left me alone. My teachers and the Kingsleys resented that I was there and never let me forget that. So … I don’t know, running allowed me to escape for a while. I was able to forget what was bothering me and be free.” I looked up toward the star-encrusted sky. “I suppose it’s as close as I could get to flying.” Vulcan stopped his massage, a smile crept up on his face.

      Every time I saw one of his smiles, I felt as though my heart would explode.

      “Would you like to fly, Luna?” he asked.

      My eyes bugged as I tried and failed not to sound too breathless.

      “Really?” Vulcan stood and walked backward, his steps slow and graceful. He stopped about fourty meters away and pulled his jacket off, then he peeled off his tight shirt, his biceps flexing as he did.

      Oh. My. Aphrodite!  I had seen his body before, but not when I was alone with him.

      Vulcan was strength personified; his sheer mass would rival that of Hercules. I had the overwhelming desire to run my tongue across the peaks and valleys of his chest and stomach. And gods, that vee. The vee dipped low into his trousers; trousers that were now being undone.

      I dragged my eyes away from Vulcan’s confident gaze, my stomach clenching. I closed them quickly, even though the sound of his laughter and pants being shed taunted me.  

      All I would have to do to see him naked is open my eyes.
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      Power pressed down upon me; thousands of tiny sparks raced across my skin. The energy in the air had changed; it became so thick and weighted that it was almost impossible to breathe. As soon as the crushing sensation began, it ceased. I looked up.

      Vulcan in human form was impressive but in Dragon form … I had an overwhelming urge to cry in reverence. He was probably the biggest thing I have ever seen, each scale the size of my head. His scales, like his skin, were the color of midnight. Polished obsidian, they reflected the moonlight as though Nyx herself, played a role in his creation. Reds and gold framed his head and tail, the color of a glorious sunset. His eyes in this form were the most breathtaking thing I had ever seen; they held the sun's fire within their depths.

      “Hi there,” I crooned, unable to halt my hand that raised toward his beautiful face. Yes, I was petting a Dragon like a damned dog.

      He bowed his giant head toward me; my fingertips traced the outlines of his scales. They were both smooth and strong. Standing before Vulcan’s magnificent beast, it was easy to see why Dragons were the most feared creatures in all the realms. But I didn’t fear this Dragon.

      “You are so beautiful,” I whispered, choking on a tear that broke free. He made a humming sound that reminded me of a purring cat, and I laughed through the overwhelming feeling in my heart.

      His Dragon lowered his head down so that I could hold onto it.

      “You actually want me to ride you?” I squeaked. The reality of this situation finally dawned on me, and I was terrified. He responded with another purr, and I shook my head. “But you’re huge,” I whispered. He made a sound that could have been a laugh, and my face heated.

      Come on, Luna; it’s time to ovary up. I took a step onto a spike that jutted out the side of his head. The spikes acted as steppingstones, allowing me to climb high enough to reach the joint at the base of his neck. There was a slight Luna-sized dip, allowing me to sit comfortably. Even with my legs draped over either side, I could not even attempt to grip; he was that big. So, I held onto a spike instead and made myself relax.

      “Don’t let me fall,” I whispered. Vulcan’s Dragon responded with an offended chirp, which made me laugh again. I couldn’t remember a time when I had felt so carefree.

      The wind shifted as his powerful wings beat against it, gaining momentum as we rose higher and higher. From where I sat, the scales around me shielded me from most of the wind but the already low temperature dropped the higher we rose.

      Once we lifted above the tree canopy, Vulcan’s wings spread out as he caught a wind current, and we began to glide along it.

      “Oh, my gods,” I breathed, the world below me shrinking. The forest gave way to a mountain range, its untouched beauty awe-inspiring.

      We turned back around toward the castle. From here, I could see it as the impenetrable fortress that it was. Its ancient walls looked impregnable protruding from the mountainside. The mountains sprawled as far as the eyes could see, and I realized how impossible the task that I was set had been. The castle was alight with life, the torches casting a haunting glow against the ancient stones. The maze below was impossibly complex. As we flew over its enormous circumference, I began to question how I was able to navigate it so easily.

      There was no warning of the sheer drop that suddenly gave way to the rough sea. In my twenty years, I had never seen the ocean. I had always dreamed of what it would look like from the stories I had read in books and from the pictures Sarah kept. Never in my life had I imagined the rough, foreboding, grey waters that lay below me.

      The moon lit up the night sky, its fullness calling to my soul. As if he could feel my yearning, Vulcan raised us toward it. I couldn’t hold back the shout of pure delight that came with the thrill of flying. The freeing feeling, I felt running, was nothing compared to this.

      We descended toward the crashing waves that smelled both fresh and salty … Eros’ scent.

      “I have never seen the ocean,” I told Vulcan, doing my best to hold on. We lowered again, so low his giant claws cut across its surface spraying water either side. I squealed, laughing as small droplets of water sprayed my face. Vulcan rumbled beneath me, and the thought of a Dragon laughing caused me to laugh even harder.

      The further we flew the freer I felt. I tilted my head back and threw my arms outstretched. It was almost as if I was flying myself, and I never wanted the feeling to end. I was surprised how comfortable and safe I felt on Vulcan’s back, even when he dove.

      We circled the mountainside once more before the familiar forest stretched below us. As we reached the opening, Vulcan’s wings stretched out, making for a smooth landing. All I could do was laugh; my face ached from smiling like a damned fool.

      I attempted to stand; my legs wobbled beneath me. My whole body vibrated with adrenalin, and it took a few attempts for me to get back to the ground. I felt Vulcan change the second it happened; the familiar wave of power washed over me. I couldn’t stop smiling, my face absolutely ached, and I was soaking wet. My hair was so tangled and knotted that it probably resembled a bird’s nest. I must have looked terrible.

      My legs wobbled once more, and I sat on the ground, laughing.

      “What do you think of running now?” Vulcan was close enough that I could feel his heat.

      “It doesn’t even come close to flying.” I spun around to find him fully dressed.

      He scowled then, which confused me.

      “Luna, you’re shaking. Why didn’t you tell me you were cold?” He took off his jacket and passed it to me. Just then, my body realized how cold I actually was, and my limbs began to stiffen. My teeth chattered, and I couldn’t move to cover myself with the jacket.

      “Luna, may I touch you?” Vulcan asked, looking completely terrified.

      “Y … yes,” I forced my icy lips to speak. He wrapped his jacket around me and began to rub my arms, but all I could feel were numb tingles.

      “Shit, Luna, don’t go to sleep! Fuck!”

      He picked me up, pressing me against his warm body and started to run, holding me firmly against his chest.

      “There is a cave nearby. I don’t think you’ll make it to the castle.” My eyes began to close. I was no longer cold; I just wanted to sleep. “Luna, stay awake for me. Beautiful, just a few minutes okay?” Vulcan sounded so scared, and I didn’t like that, so I forced myself to stay awake.

      We entered the cave, and he put me on its floor. Once I was away from his heat, my teeth started to rattle. He began to snap logs against his leg. I wonder where he had gotten the wood?

      “I’m such a fucking idiot,” he cursed. I tried really hard to tell him that he wasn’t. That the past twenty minutes had been the best of my life, but I couldn’t force my numb lips to move.

      Once he had a roaring fire, he came toward me.

      “I need to get you out of those wet clothes, Luna. I promise I won’t look, okay?” I was past caring, painful tingles began to spread along my legs, and I wanted it to stop. I attempted a nod; he didn’t need any more convincing.

      In one clean movement, Vulcan tore the dress’ bodice. He shed my solid corset and undergarments with such ease. My limbs were so stiff that I couldn’t help him if I tried. Keeping his promise not to look, he covered me in his own shirt and jacket.

      Picking me up, he walked us over to the fire and sat with me facing his chest. His heat enveloped me, but I was still so cold; the only thing I could feel was pain. He surrounded me as he began to rub my arms, attempting to get my blood flowing. I could hear my teeth chattering, and I knew that if I were in those clothes a second longer, I would have probably died of hypothermia.

      Vulcan hummed nervously as he ran his hands up and down my back. Slowly, I began to feel something. Until abruptly, sensations painfully pierced my skin, I hissed.

      “S-s-sorry,” I stuttered as a thousand invisible needles pricked my skin.

      “You’re sorry?” Vulcan laughed humorlessly, rubbing harder at my stung flesh.

      “You have not yet bonded to us all. I could have killed you! Twice I have failed you, Luna, in such a short space of time. I … I am not worthy of this… of you.”

      “N-n-no! Vulcan, don’t do that.” I pulled myself up straighter and faced him, stretching my legs out either side. “Don’t you dare beat yourself up about showing me something so amazing. It was my fault for not telling you I was cold.” Vulcan lifted his head so that our eyes met.

      “I should have known, I wasn’t thinking … I could have lost you … again.” I pressed my hand against his chest; my fingers splayed wide.

      “Those were the best moments of my life, Vulcan; don’t you dare say sorry.” I moved closer and placed a chaste kiss on his cheek; I needed him to feel my gratitude. I couldn’t bear to see him beating himself up like this. “Thank you.”

      His breath caught; his Dragon’s eyes flickered to the surface.

      “Don’t leave me, Luna. Not when I have just found you.” Those eyes homed in on my lips, and I became very aware of our position—I was dressed only in a shirt, straddling a shirtless god.
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      I moved my hand across his chest, mesmerized by scale tattoos that came alive under my touch. The painful pricks in my body changed to warm tingles, and my skin stood on end.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked, his voice gruff.

      “Better,” I whispered.

      “Are you still cold?”

      Was I? The heat from the fire was nothing compared to the heat Vulcan radiated, and I was pressed against that heat. I shook my head, not trusting in my voice.

      “Are you hungry?” My stomach panged, and Vulcan stiffened.

      “Sort of.” I realized what he meant as I replied. Did I want to feed from him? Did he want me to feed from him? I took a shaky breath as he lifted his hand that now held a blade.

      “If you would like, I could feed you now. You are safe with me, Luna; remember my oath. I will never touch you without your permission. It will just be eating.” I swallowed as he rested the blade against his throat. “Just say the words, and I will take you back to the castle to find one of the … others.” He tripped over the words like their very existence was causing him pain, stuck in his throat.

      I couldn’t speak. It was as if all rational thoughts had left my mind, and I was just running on instinct alone. I touched his hand, closing mine around his and pressed the knife harder against his neck. His eyes never left my own, his gaze so intense, patiently waiting while I cut his throat. The smell of his blood consumed me; the power it held was entrancing. The small scarlet line that formed was deep and smoky, and I was a woman possessed. I moved his hand with the blade out of the way. He sat perfectly still, at my mercy.

      The blood dripped down to his pectoral, and not wanting to miss a drop of the liquid ecstasy, I started there. Like Magnar did to me in the armory, I flattened my tongue, lapping up Vulcan’s essence. He grunted as my tongue connected with his burning flesh. Once I reached the cut, wrapping my mouth around the base of his throat, simultaneous groans left our lips as stars exploded.

      The cut was shallow, not nearly deep enough for me to drink my fill. I was greedy. I wanted all of him. This small trickle could never quench my thirst. He pulled me back by his shirt; I refrained from hissing like a crazed woman.

      His eyes were all Dragon as he pressed the knife to his throat once again, this time deep enough that the blood escaped like a dam had broken. I should have been horrified; I should have been concerned about his safety. I definitely should not have been aroused.

      Drinking the blood of a being as powerful as Vulcan was the most euphoric thing that I had ever experienced. The amount of power that his lifeblood held felt like a million fireworks exploding in my mind. Each nerve ending, each cell in my body was alive and humming with Vulcan’s ancient magic.

      Vulcan was having a hard time keeping his thoughts clean as I pressed against him. He was reinforcing the barriers around him, taming the beast within, chastising himself when his Dragon filled his mind with visions of us kissing. His was caging in his beast that had given me so much joy only moments ago. I didn’t like that.

      I pulled away—the hardest thing I had ever done. Vulcan was as still as stone, his eyes closed tight, completely at war with himself and his beast. I pressed my hand against his cheek, and he opened them. They were so beautiful; they held the fire of his Dragon and the soul of the man.

      “Stop fighting him,” I whispered as his eyes flickered, from man to Dragon.

      “I have to,” his voice was strained, pained even. “I made a promise.”

      “You made an oath not to hurt me; I trust you. I trust you both.” His brow furrowed with focus; he still fought his beast.

      “He wants more …  he will always want more. I made a promise to …”

      “Not touch me unless I ask?” I questioned, he nodded as beads of sweat broke across his brow.

      I didn’t want it to be like this. I could not take something from him that would cause him pain. I raised myself slightly on my knees so that my face was level with his. I touched his cheek again and was greeted by his human eyes.

      “This is me asking for you … to touch me … please, Vulcan. Kiss me.” His mouth was on mine in an instant, his chest rumbling with the pleasure we both felt thanks to me tasting his blood. His huge hands never moved from where they were placed on my lower back as he kissed my lips softly. He was still holding back.

      I groaned, pulling his hands so that they held the bottom of my back.

      “Let go,” I begged as I pulled myself closer to him. Where did this confidence come from?

      He grunted, “I can’t; I must keep you safe.”

      “I trust you,” I whispered, pulling his lips down to meet my own, “I trust you both.” His Dragon growled as he pulled me close, the sound vibrated across my body.

      “This is my blood talking; my Dragon’s desires are making you want this. You don’t really want …”

      “I. Want. You,” through a lust filled haze, I forced out the words. His fingers dug into my sides, and I arched my back so that my breasts pressed against his chest. He took a deep whiff of the air, smelling my emotions. Smelling my soul consuming need.

      Lips crashed against my own; the hands that held my back dug in. His tongue parted my lips, and I moaned, knowing that he would be able to taste himself. He kissed me like he was dying of thirst, and I was fresh spring water. He kissed me like it was the only thing connecting him to this world.

      His hands roamed around my body; their sheer size made me feel so small. I pulled him closer, to lay back on the cave’s floor, my chest heaving. He moved with me so that he was hovering over me, his solid body trapping me against the cold stone.

      His lips were bruising; then they would break and softly caress my mouth. The changes in rhythm and tempo were enough to make me feel as though I was about to combust. The shirt that I wore rode up my thighs, leaving only a scrap of material between us. His hard length pressed against me, the pressure sending shockwaves to my very core.

      Strong fingers bit into my hips as I tried to pull the shirt up further.

      “Stop,” he murmured. I pulled him closer, my nails digging into his back.

      “I need more,” I whimpered as my thighs clenched and heat pooled to my core. It was true. My entire nervous system had come alive; my hair stood on end, my nipples had pebbled. Every time his hard chest brushed up against them, I tensed with sensation. Something deep within me was pushing me to do this, to claim him as my own.

      “Luna, we need to stop,” he pleaded as he managed to pull away from my greedy embrace. My heart beat wildly in my chest as I pulled several deep breaths into my overworked lungs.

      “Did I do something wrong?” I asked, slightly self-conscious, rejected. He just growled and pulled me into another mind-blowing, earth-shattering, realms-combusting kiss.

      I moved his hands to cup my heavy breasts through the fabric of his shirt, and he groaned once more.

      “You are perfect. So fucking perfect,” he whispered against my lips. Vulcan peppered kisses along my jaw, across my ear, all the while kneading my breasts. The kisses moved to my neck, sending thousands of sparks running down my right side. It was as though he was kissing every inch of me. His lips opened; those teeth grazed against the sensitive flesh in the crook of my neck. As his fingers rolled my nipples, my eyes rolled into the back of my head.

       “Please,” I whimpered, pressing my neck against his teeth, “please.”

      “Tell me what you want, Luna,” Vulcan’s gruff voice sent shivers down my spine.

      “Taste me … please.” His chest that was pressed against my own rumbled, I looked at him through hooded eyes.

      “I cannot just yet,” his strained voice, juxtaposed his wandering hands. “I can only push myself too far.” He continued to traced kisses across my exposed neck, I pulled open the strings that restrained my breasts, so that he was able to worship them too. “Luna,” his voice sound strained before he took my right nipple in his mouth.

      “Ahh,” I cried as a million sparks flew straight to my throbbing core. He lifted me slightly so that he was able to pull his shirt from under my ass and up to my ribs. He somehow placed his own jacket on the floor under me, shielding me from the cold stone. He continued to torture me with his soft lips and grazing teeth.

      I pulled the shirt over my head, wanting to be free of everything that separated me from Vulcan. He hesitated for a moment, his human eyes flickering back as he searched my face.

      “I’m okay,” I breathed as I felt his worry that he was pushing me too far. “Please.” I needed him to touch me. I have never needed anything more; my skin literally ached for his attention. I needed to mark him. Mark him as my own.

      He lay me back against his jacket. Hovering above me, his eyes followed the curve of my body. The reverence that filled me was not my own; he was literally worshiping me with his mind, body, and soul. He brushed his fingers over my cheek.

      “So beautiful,” his voice thick with emotion. I tried not to choke on the lump in my throat. His fingers lightly brushed my bottom lip, moving down my neck, and across my collarbone. Those eyes never left my own as the rough padded fingers continued their descent, tracing the valley in between my breasts, their touch so light, it drove me wild.

      They moved down one rib and then the other, tracing the shape of my body. Then he followed the line of my hip toward the middle of my stomach. As he reached the spot just above my pubic bone, my body bucked. Never breaking his gaze, he continued from that spot, diagonally up my other hip.

      I was melting.

      He traced random circles across the lower part of my stomach before he reached the part just below my navel, and I bucked once more. His eyes blazed as he lowered his fingers slowly until they reached the line of my underwear.

      “Please,” I whimpered. “Please don’t stop, Vulcan.” His name ended on a moan. Lightly with his thumb, he grazed down my pubic bone over my underwear. Heat pooled between my legs as I panted, my body almost vibrating with the sensation. His large thumb brushed down my seam in one quick movement; I cried out as I saw stars.

      He continued, grazing his fingers down the inside of my thigh, and my legs parted further of their own accord. I felt like I was about to combust. The need within me was so great that I would evaporate at any second.

      “Open your eyes, Luna,” his voice rumbled around the cave. I obeyed.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked me as he changed his attention to my other leg; his fiery eyes gazed into my soul.

      “Taste me and find out,” my voice was breathy. His Dragon’s eyes flickered, letting me know he wasn’t as together as he seemed.

      “That is a very subjective statement, Luna,” he smiled leaning in further, his face mere inches from my own.

      “I could taste you here,” he said before he took my lips, turning my entire world on its axis.

      Too soon, he pulled away, moving down to my breasts.

      “Here,” he said, before taking the mound of flesh into his mouth and rolling his tongue over my tender nipple. He then moved to the other one, lightly grazing his teeth over it. I cried out.

      “I could taste you here,” he said, running his tongue down the center of my stomach, calling forth another cry. As he reached the spot under my navel, I felt my soul leave my body for a second. His tongue continued down until it reached my underwear. He moved his head back slightly before hovering over my core. “Or I could taste you here.” His words sent vibrations straight to my clit, and his breath awoke a thousand nerve endings.

      “Yes,” I begged, unable to stop my cry.

      He moved in closer until his nose was practically touching me, and my head rolled back. My thoughts fell from my mind like water in an open hand; all I could do was whimper as I felt Vulcan’s hot breath against my center.

      His tongue dragged against the material of my underwear; the wetness I had created, cold against my flesh. He ended at the top, just above my clit before landing a kiss against it. The release of pressure as he pulled away pulled me so high; I felt I was teetering off the edge of a mountaintop. I pulled at his forearms as he lifted himself slightly, begging him to finish what he started.

      “What else could I taste?” His teasing breath burned my stomach. All I could do was whimper as I ached to be filled by him. His kissed a line over the bottom of my stomach as he hummed, “hmm what else?” He lifted his head. “I know.” His index finger formed into a claw, which he held just above my hip.

      I didn’t think it was more possible to be more aroused until the tip of his claw began to trace the path his lips had just followed. I moaned, and my breath caught in my throat.

      “You like that, Luna?” he asked, his voice finally cracking with need. “Does this not frighten you?” His claw circled around my breasts, barely touching my nipples.

      “I told you, Vulcan; you do not frighten me.” I gasped as he traced my rib under my left breast right where my heart would be.

      “I should frighten you, Luna.” His voice was more animal than man, and my flesh puckered. I held my breath as his claw circled my navel. “I harbor the world most dangerous beast.” My breath shook, Vulcan’s words only made my need greater.

      “What else can I taste, my fearless goddess?” His claw moved back over my chest to rest against my throat.

      “My blood,” I whimpered.

      “Do you want for me to taste your blood, Luna?” He continued to taunt my body with his claw.

      “Yes … yes, please.” My breath caught as he came dangerously close to my core before drifting over to my thigh.

      “Such a polite goddess,” he praised, rolling his tongue over the scrape he had just created on my thigh. “I will do as my goddess commands if she only grants me one thing in return,” he whispered.

      “Anything,” I almost screamed, my grip on the mountaintop slipping. “Just for tonight, my goddess, say that you belong to me,” his plea ended on a hiss.

      I tensed.

      “Tell me that you are mine, Luna,” he whispered into my ear before nibbling my earlobe. “Tell me that tonight, you are mine, and I will give you all you desire.”

      “I …” the word caught in my throat as he grazed my core once more. “Tell me,” he said lifting his head, so it was above me.

      “I’m yours,” I moaned as his thumb stroked the underwear over my clit once more.

      “Louder!” he demanded, his beast lacing every word.

      “I’m yours,” my voice raised a little louder, and I was rewarded by him moving my underwear to the side.

      He stopped. Waiting, as I lay there bare to the world, the cool breeze fanning over my wet core.

      “Vulcan!” I cried, pulling at his arms, my body clenched with his absence. “I. Am. Yours!” I shouted so loud I would be surprised if every Vampire and shifter within a mile radius didn’t hear. His thumb stroked down my seam, and I bucked.

      He growled, the sound reverberating around the cave before he pulled me into a starved kiss.

      “You are mine,” his beast hissed.

      “I am yours,” I repeated. And it was true. Right there in that moment, I was his.  

      The pain that was made by the incision with Vulcan’s claw was soon replaced by his lips. He cut a line on my shoulder just before the mound of my breast and shifted to my side before opening his own throat. His blood poured out on to my chest hot and wet. In seconds, I was tasting the raw power that was Vulcan.

      Fuck, he groaned after a few moments. I was able to feel both him and his Dragon inside of me. He was just as wound up as I was; I could feel his need through the connection.

      My legs were open; he was kneeling against my left side so that we were both able to drink from one another. A breeze picked up, one that I could feel brush over my wet core. Vulcan groaned at the same time my breath hitched; he throbbed in time with me.

      I could not take it any longer. I pulled his waistband before running my hand down his hard length. I had never actually felt a cock before, even over someone’s trousers, but even I knew that this man was beyond giant.

      Gods, his voice was laced with need in my mind.

      Through the connection, my inhibitions were lowered. All I could feel was sensation and need; it was almost painful. That was why I had the confidence to run my finger over the head of his cock tucked into his waistband. It was soft like velvet, slick with pre-come, and Vulcan’s chest rumbled. I moved my hand so that it pulled the laces of his trousers, gaping them enough to fit my hand in there. I ran my fingers across his shaft, and everything he could feel, I did too.

      I moaned in time with him. He lifted his head at the same time he pulled my hand away.

      “Not tonight, Luna; I am already pushing this too far. The consequences … you’re not ready.” I kissed him before he could finish, our blood entwined with our tongues. Something inside of me screeched at the same time his Dragon did in frustration.

      I need to claim him, the deepest parts of me stirred. His Dragon purred at my thoughts.

      I brought him back to my chest before he talked himself out of anything else, and latched back onto his neck. A flood of heat gathered at my core, and I pushed the feeling to him, showing him how desperate I was.

      I am yours, I thought, and his hand was against me in an instant.

      Now I may be a virgin, but that didn’t mean I had never touched myself. Before now, I couldn’t understand why women needed someone to do this; I mean, wasn’t it all the same? Gods, I couldn’t have been more wrong.

      With two of his fingers, he began to roll them up and down on either side of my highly sensitive clit. My toes curled, and my hips bucked as he dragged my wetness from the base of my core around the hood of my clit. Noises like I had never made before tore from me, and my whole being lifted.

      Gods, you are so wet, he murmured into my mind along with images of him pushing his giant cock into me.

      Yes! I begged. Please; I need you inside of me. His fingers moved down until they were circling my entrance, and I burned with need. Please, Vulcan! I am yours, please! I felt his beast roar with triumph as he entered me with one of his fingers.

      You feel so good, he groaned; his cock throbbed in time with me. I attempted to push myself further on to his hand, and his chuckle filled my mind. Patience, my goddess. I growled, unable to hold it together any longer, and his finger plunged deep into my center.

      A wave of pressure crashed into me as he began to roll his finger in a ‘come here’ motion. His fingers were so big; I could feel him reach my front wall. Every time he hit that spot; my moans transformed into guttural cries.

      You are mine, his beast roared, as he began to pick up the pace. Each time he rolled his finger, the bottom of his palm rubbed against my clit. Suddenly, I was no longer at the top of the mountain. I was free falling. Plummeting down the sheer drop, all of my inhibitions and emotions evaporated … all I was, was this. I was nothing and everything all at the same time.

      Mine, his beast repeated as excruciating pressure built within me with every roll of his finger.

      I was his, and I was giving myself over to him freely.

      Our souls merged together in that cave. In front of the crackling fire; the worlds around us melted away. When the familiar voices of the goddesses filled my mind this time, I was not startled; I welcomed the bond and all that came with it freely as I exploded in violent release crying,

      I am yours! At that moment, Vulcan Ignis became a part of my very soul.

      As I rode the waves of pleasure that crashed into me, my world began to gray. After a few minutes, I came around to the feel of Vulcan lifting me up and placing me on a soft bed. He lay next to me and pulled me close, his heat surrounding me.

      The last thing I remembered before my world faded to black was him kissing my temple and whispering,

      “My heart has never known love until this moment. From this day until the end of my days, my goddess, I will always be yours. No matter what happens, that will always be true.”
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      I felt myself being pulled from my body.

      “Oh gods, not again” I groaned. I looked down on my sleeping self and couldn’t help but smile at the vision. I was laying across Vulcan’s chest on a pallet in the corner of the cave. Covers were draped across our tangled limbs, and I thought that I had never seen myself look so peaceful.

      The vision shook, a gray fog surrounding it, but I didn’t move.

      “Hello?” I asked the empty cave, unsure as to what was the point of this new vision. The vision shook once more, and then the colors around me began to bleed. Unlike the others where I traveled to my destination, I was pulled into this one. One moment I was hovering over our sleeping forms and the next I was in a dark room.

      Everything around me was bathed in grays and blacks, the shapes blurred. A prickle of unease ran down my spine; something was definitely not right.

      “Help,” a male voice croaked as I squinted into the haze.

      The smoke began to grow dense and take on the forms of tables, chairs, and chains. I was in a dungeon, and before me was a mangled, broken Balhar.

      “Help,” he whimpered, blood caking his entire body. The vision shimmered again and like before, Balhar sensed my presence. “I’m here,” his voice shook.

      “Where?” I pleaded, desperate to save him. If it were even possible, I would say he looked worse. His bony arms jutted out in unnatural angles. New wounds had been inflicted on his bruised, beaten body.

      “Help!” he cried. Something really didn’t feel right. I put it down to the fact that a man as famous as Balhar Koray was dying before my very eyes.

      A hooded figure entered the room, and nothing about this creature was distinguishable.

      “It will all be over soon Balhar; your purpose has run its course.” I tried to move closer, but the vision rippled.

      “Tonight, you will die.” The stranger’s voice was distorted like the rest of the vision. The only two defining things were Balhar and a marking on the wall. The symbols were carved out in gold— two crossed pine torches.

      “They will find me,” Balhar clung to the sentence like it was the only thing that had kept him sane all these years as the hooded figure drew dangerously close. No matter how hard I focused, I couldn’t see his face.

      “Pathetic,” the distorted voice laughed. “After twenty years, you still think that those traitors are coming to your rescue.” The fire in Balhar’s eyes was dying. “They are in that castle shacking up with her,” he spat. “You are but a distant memory; they gave up on you a long time ago.”

      A silver whip lashed out, instantly breaking the brittle skin across Balhar’s chest. It was horrendous. It would have been nearly unbearable to watch if he cried out in the agony it obviously caused him. He didn’t. Not a single noise came out of his mouth as the hooded figure struck him over and over again.

      “If she is alive, then they will soon know that I am too.” He almost sounded like he believed what he was saying.

      “Ha! They knew; they have always known. They have forgotten about you Balhar; he has forgotten his promise to you.” The resolve in Balhar’s eyes was dying along with his fight. He was broken in every sense of the word.

      The hooded figure straightened up, walking toward a table.

      “It no longer matters; you will not be around to face them. You promised to take what you know to the pyre, so be it.” He pulled out a golden dagger encrusted with rubies. “It’s sad really, I have enjoyed our little chats. It has become sort of cathartic to me over the years.” Laughing, he brought the blade toward Balhar’s throat.

      “He will kill you for this,” Balhar spat. “You will burn every bridge with him.”

      The hooded figure stopped behind him, bending down to whisper in his ear.

      “Oh, I’m counting on it, old friend. I will take everything away from that traitor, piece by piece until he begs me to end his miserable existence.” He pressed the blade against Balhar’s throat. “She will be the final key to his undoing. Soon, she will see them for the liars that they all are; she will realize how corrupt the Council has become. This is the only way.”

      Balhar’s lips began to move, but his words were so distorted I couldn’t make them out.

      “Our vision is finally coming true; your death tonight will be where it begins.” I held my breath as Balhar’s haunted eyes looked straight through my own.

      “No!” I cried. As I watched the blood begin to spill; I fought. With every ounce of strength within my mind, I fought to reach the hooded figure. I moved an inch forward, and the vision started to shake. Another inch, the walls within the cell crumbled. All I could see was the knife covered in Balhar’s lifeblood and his haunted eyes as he admitted defeat.

      That was when I broke. Screaming, I watched as the hero in every Koray’s child’s bedtime story lost all hope. I cried when I saw the final embers that burned in violet eyes fizzle out.

      As the entire vision fell apart, the last thing I saw was Balhar Koray, Alpha, King, and my promised Guardian, give up all hope.
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        * * *

      

      “Luna, beautiful, please wake up.” I was being rocked. “Hush, it was a dream; you’re safe. I’m here, Luna. I will protect you; I will always protect you.”

      “Balhar,” I whimpered. “Balhar.”

      “Please wake up, Luna; please.” I tried to open my eyes, but they stung, glued together by something wet.

      “Vulcan,” I croaked,

      “I’m here, baby; it’s me.” A damp cloth wiped the liquid away, and I was able to crack them open.

      “Ouch,” my voice shook, my head felt like it was being stood on by a giant.

      “Drink this,” Vulcan pressed a bladder to my lips filled with cool water; I drank deeply.  As my vision began to focus, I realized we were still in the cave. In the light of day, I could see that we lay on a pallet, the fire in a dug-out pit in the center. It looked extremely lived in.

      “Luna baby, what happened? I was so worried …” I couldn’t do anything. Vulcan’s eyes looked heartbroken, his chest and face were covered in blood. I lifted a shaky hand to his chest.

      “You’re hurt,” I panicked.

      “Luna, that is not my blood,” I moved my hands to my eyes.

      “The wetness …”

      “You started to convulse; then your nose was bleeding. I couldn’t wake you. All of a sudden, you stopped moving and your ears and eyes started to bleed too,” his choked out. “I couldn’t do anything but hold you.”

      It was strange to see a being as powerful as Vulcan so frightened.

      “I’m okay now,” I stroked the side of his face, “I’m safe.”

      “I thought I had lost you, Luna … again; I can’t—”

      I didn’t let him finish pulling his lips down to my own. I couldn’t see him in pain any longer. You haven’t lost me, I promised through the bond, he needed to know that I was okay.

      “Get away from her!” a voice snarled.

      Magnar entered the cave, his eyes glowing red, fangs descended. He looked completely crazed.

      “Brother, it’s not what you think!” Vulcan began before I was swept into another’s arms, and Magnar pinned the protesting Vulcan to the side of the cave. The walls shook.

      “Luna, are you okay?” Eros held me like a newborn, his eyes roaming across my face and body in a panic.

      “You are dead, Dragon!” Ehre came into the cave, a green aura haloed him. The cave shook again, “Eros. Get. Luna. Out!” Ehre walked toward the pair. Vulcan had his hands up in surrender, and Magnar held him by the neck.

      “Lu!” Luke entered the cave. “What the fuck happened? What the fuck is wrong with her?” he asked Eros.

      “Eros, get her out!” Ehre snarled once more, the cavern shook. Eros began to move, and that was when I mentally shook myself.

      “Wait!” I screeched as Magnar’s fist came dangerously close to Vulcan’s face.

      “Luna, you’re safe now, I will take you back to the—”

      “Put. Me. Down!” I beat against Eros’ chest before he let me to my feet. My vision swam, and my legs gave way,

      “Luna!” several voices shouted. Eros took my elbow holding most of my weight, while I tried to get my stomach to settle.

      “Vulcan was not hurting me,” I began holding my hand up when several of them tried to object. “I had another vision; Vulcan was helping me.”

      “With his tongue down your throat?” Ehre snarled. I found my feet, refusing to let Eros help me.

      “Magnar put him down!” Magnar didn’t move, his eyes glowing red. I walked behind him and hit his back. “Magnar. Let. Him. Go! I had a vision. It was about Balhar; he isn’t safe. He’s going to die.”

      Everyone in the room stopped; Magnar’s eyes flickered.

      “It’s true, brother. She was seizing in her sleep; her nose, eyes, and mouth started to bleed.” A growl rumbled in the pit of Magnar’s chest.

      “Put him down!” Vulcan landed on his feet; Magnar walked to the other side of the cave.

      “You have visions, Lu?” Luke came next to me, pulling me into a hug.

      “Why the fuck is the pup here?” Ehre snarled.

      “I came looking for Lu.”

      “More like breaking into the royal wing. I luckily found the boy before my guards did, just as I felt your panic.” Magnar’s beast was close to the surface.

      “How could you Vulcan? We thought you were going to wait until we each bonded with her?”

      “So, what you’re mates now?” Eros looked pained.

      “Lu, is this true?” Luke looked from Vulcan to me, hurt lacing his features.

      “I tell you your friend is about to be killed, and you all worry about whether Vulcan and I had sex?”

      “Did you?” Magnar’s eyes flashed red once more.

      “The masked figure was right; you have forgotten about him. I don’t give a fuck about your macho drama right now. I am going to find Balhar before he is executed this evening!”

      Ehre was next to me in an instant.

      “Luna, you need to tell us everything. Who was the hooded man?” His eyes held a flicker of hope. Please gods, let him be okay, I will give anything, he thought, and I nearly sobbed.

      “I couldn’t see his face,” I began, “everything was distorted.” At some point during my retelling of the vision I had, I ended up sitting on the pallet. Vulcan had wrapped the linens along my shoulders and sat at my side, earning more than a few glares. They seemed especially interested in the symbol on the wall, each of them shared nervous gazes.

      “He’s there,” Ehre sounded broken. “All this time he has been alive and right where we’d expect him to be. I’m going to fucking destroy him for this.” The green glow surrounded Ehre once more.

      “Who is Balhar?” Luke asked, breaking the tension.

      “Nobody is talking to you, boy. Go back to the castle before you have clean-up for the rest of your miserable life.”

      “Really?” Luke asked. “Do I threaten you that much?” Ehre took a step toward Luke, who puffed out his chest.

      “Enough!” I screamed, completely at my wits ends. They stopped; all their focus was now on me. “We need to come up with a plan. You seem to know where he is being held, so what’s stopping us?” I began to move and was pulled back by Vulcan.

      “It’s not that easy,” he said. “The Mysteries are a secret order. They are the founders of the Rebellion. If they have Balhar, they will not intend on giving him up easily.”

      “But why tonight? What would they gain from killing him tonight?” Eros’ eyes flickered over to Ehre; the atmosphere grew uncomfortable.

      The Elf buried his face into his hands,

      “I have no idea; they stopped confiding in me many moons ago.”

      “Why would he know?” I asked; everyone shifted uncomfortably.

      “The Eleusinian Mysteries birthed the Rebellion. They are a cult, founded by my ancestors. Not only do the Elves support the cause they have; Jinn, Fae, Nightdruids, and several other disgruntled species in their ranks.” Ehre lifted his face, it was void of any emotion. “It is said that the Eleusinian followers increase by the day. The Jinn are the only species that are in an outright war with the Council, but my people have been a part of the cult since it was formed.”

      “You were a part of this cult? Does the Council know?” Luke asked, face set in a snarl as he looked down on the Elf.

      “The Council picks and chooses what they know. The Elves are a huge benefactor that allow the Council to live in their lavish city, so they do not ask questions.” I realized that he didn’t answer Luke’s question completely.

      Eros eyed Ehre worryingly as he paced the floor.

      “Why would the Elves help the Council if they wanted to overthrow them? Why would they not just be in open Rebellion like the Jinn?” Luke, like most of the people who studied at The Estate, was fiercely loyal to the Council. We had been trained all our lives to sacrifice our own to protect its integrity, so being told that everything he has ever known was a lie wasn’t going to go down well.

      “The Council are not what it once was. Greed is a vicious weed; Farouk and my father know that. He does not need to destroy the Council; he has planted greed’s seed so that they will destroy themselves.”

      “But that makes no sense, the Elves have a seat on the Council. They are already in charge.” Luke sounded frenzied.

      “My father has to bribe and manipulate to control the Council; we supposedly still live in a democracy and some still oppose him.”

      “Are you accusing the Council of being corrupt?” Luke walked toward Ehre; his energy wrapped around the cavern.

      “I’m accusing the Council of much more than that, boy! Why am I even answering his fucking questions?” He threw his hands up. “The point is they will soon tire of the Council’s games and when they do … Well, let’s just say, boy, that you will be thankful that my idiot brother allowed your sorry arse into the Elites for Luna. Because we are all that’s left of the values that your so-called Council are supposed to hold dear.” They both stood chest to chest, growling like morons.

      “So, you know where they are keeping him?” I asked, trying to stick to saving Balhar. For some reason, knowing that the Council was corrupt wasn’t as big of a shock to me as it was Luke. I saw how easily the Kingsleys manipulated some of the members the day of my hearing.

      “Yes,” Magnar staid stepping between the two men. “But something doesn’t feel right. It’s too easy …  it’s too convenient. Why now?”

      “Surprise, surfuckingprise.” Ehre changed his anger toward Magnar.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” The king seemed pissed.

      “We finally have the chance to save him, and you are getting in the way. Sound familiar?”

      “Come on, Ehre,” Eros stood before Magnar. I had never seen the king’s eyes look more haunted.

      “All I am saying is …”

      “No! Just fucking no! I have had enough. I am going to Eleusian to find Balhar. You can fucking stay here if you have too.” Everyone shifted.

      “Did you not hear what she said, Ehre? He will destroy you. That’s if the Elves haven’t done it first. You are banished from your birthplace, or have you forgotten?”

      These wounds between the pair seemed ancient.

      “It will be impossible for him to destroy me. He already fucking has.”

      “But it’s different now. Luna is connected to you; it’s not just your life you’ll be endangering.” Ehre’s shoulders slumped as he looked at me, completely torn.

      “You’re right,” Ehre said, scrubbing his face with his hands.

      “So, what we just let him be killed?” Eros sounded shocked.

      I can’t believe he gave up that easily. I looked over at Vulcan, I can hear you! He smiled a secret smile, my whole body heated.

      Ehre looked miserable, and I was able to feel his misery like it was my own.

      “What’s the plan?” I had made up my mind.

      “Magnar’s right; it’s too dangerous,” Ehre’s hopeless eyes reminded me of Balhar’s, and my resolve hardened.

      I need to protect her.

      “During this macho display you have all seemed to forget something,” I stood on the pallet. “I am not the princess that you have told people I am. I am not a helpless female.”

      Magnar walked toward me, “You are more valuable …” I cut him off by raising my hand. With my head held high, I leveled my gazes with my four new Guardians and my best friend.

      “I did not need you all fussing around me when I passed all of the trials with perfect scores.”

      “Luna, those weren’t the real thing. Farouk …”

      Eros was afraid, they all were.

      “He does not frighten me.” I leveled my gaze with Ehre. “I am an Elite candidate. A Warrior, and the goddesses chosen Vessel. I’m going to Eleusian to rescue my sworn Guardian, so the worlds as we know them don’t fucking implode, allowing the god of death to escape the Underworld.”

      “But,” Luke pitched in.

      I pulled my energy from deep within. I had become so used to keeping it hidden that when I touched it; it exploded. The men all winced as I showed them the true strength that lived within me.

      “I am Luna Moon. You may be my Guardians, but I am the weapon. The goddesses said that I needed all of my Guardians to protect the worlds. All of them!” They winced.

      “It is their power that lives within me. I am not yours to save. You are mine.” The energy pressed down against the men, dropping them to their knees. Their expressions held both reverence and fear. “If Farouk even thinks about standing in my way, I. Will. End. Him.”

      As I stood on the pallet dressed in Vulcan’s shirt covered in blood with the five men kneeling before me, I finally saw my purpose. I no longer doubted what I was.

      As soon as I accepted my fate, a pain so agonizing tore through my spine. Each of the men cried out my name as I folded over in pain. I held out my arm to stop them from coming any closer, though I doubt they would be able to if they tried.

      I felt the goddesses’ energy envelop me; a fire so pure it literally burned the skin from my back. I could taste my own blood in my mouth from biting my tongue. I could feel each vertebra break as they popped open.

      As abruptly as the pain began, it ended, and I was able to stand once more.

      “Breathtaking,” Vulcan whispered as I straightened my spine.

      “How?” Luke almost whimpered as I rolled back my neck.

      “Goddess,” Magnar’s voice was low, reverent as he took in the sight.

      “Now, I’m going.” I let up on the energy allowing the men to stand so they could get a better look at my new wings.

      “The only thing left to say is … who’s coming with me?”

      

      
        
        End of book one.
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        Winter WTF, you cannot leave this shit here!

        Unfortunately, like all good things (super cheesy), this book had to end somewhere. I tried not to leave it on too big of a cliff hanger, so points for that?

      

        

      
        I cannot believe you actually read my book! MY BOOK! It feels so surreal. I can’t thank you enough for joining Luna and me on this adventure (and oh, what an adventure it will be).

      

        

      
        It would be so amazing if you could leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads. For small authors, reviews are normally why people read our books. Otherwise, it gets lost in the Amazon algorithms. It’s also nice to see what you guys think.

      

        

      
        This book, for me, was a lifeline. It’s not standard procedure to do a little bit of a background, but maybe someone here really needs to read this today...

      

        

      
        I have always been a dreamer. Four years ago, my wife (AKA Squish) and I decided to apply for Australian residency. Sounds easy, right? LOL.

      

        

      
        After four years of busting our asses, we finally got the go-ahead to move over here, and we thought “this is it, we finally get to live our dream.” Oh, how the universe (or my body) laughed.

      

        

      
        I have a few chronic illnesses. The past two years (health-wise) have been the worst of my life. I deteriorated to the point that most days, even walking would be too difficult. If it wasn’t for the worlds that the amazing reverse harem authors created, I would have given up long ago.

      

        

      
        Why am I telling you this? Well, remember what I said about dreams? I thought mine were crushed. I could never live the life that I wanted; my health wouldn’t allow it. My own body was failing me, and it was infuriating.

      

        

      
        When I say that this book saved my life, I mean it. This world allowed me to escape; this book gave me a purpose again. In-between tests and operations, I would write; I once again had fire in my soul. Thankfully I am doing a lot better, but this book made me realise that my dreams weren’t lost, just changed. Thank you for being a part of my dream.

      

      

      
        
        To whoever is fighting a silent battle:

        I see you,

        you are not alone,

        your dreams are not dead,

        just different.
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